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For Jimmy. Your light was extinguished much too soon.
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DESCRIPTION
Some evils never die—they evolve.
FBI Special Agent Autumn Trent is desperate for something to focus on besides the lingering emotional fallout of their last two cases. And the growing distance between her and Aiden Parrish, her supervisor and boyfriend. So when a new case lands on her desk, she jumps at the distraction.
Who knew bloodshed could provide relief?
The case is as gruesomely appalling as it is distracting. Two homeless drug addicts dragged to death by their necks, their bodies throw in the James River. More puzzling still is the discovery of the corpse of another homeless man a month before…killed in the same brutal manner and tossed in dumpster.
Why target those who’ve hit rock bottom?
Dead men don’t tell stories. With nothing to go on but three corpses that were never meant to be found and a questionable witness’s identification of a British accent, Autumn hits dead end after dead end.
She knows two things for sure. The sadistic killer enjoys torturing his victims. And she’s going to collar him before he collars another scapegoat destined for a harrowing death. Even if it costs her relationship with Aiden.
Autumn’s Chase, the third book in Season Two of Mary Stone’s bestselling Autumn Trent FBI Series, will force you to confront a horrifying truth: some nightmares aren’t just history repeating itself—they’re alive and relentless.



1
Flames danced and sparked before Ronny Oates like a tiny fireworks display that the world had decided to put on just for him. He hadn’t scored anything in over two days and was jonesing for any kind of high he could get. The bottle of jug wine he and Alfie passed back and forth helped keep the edge off, but he would’ve preferred a little smoke, maybe some dust.
Anything.
A quiet evening with a friend around the barrel fire wasn’t so bad, even without a little candy to make him feel good. Around the rail yard, wrapped up in huddles, all the other residents had fires going. Ronny scanned the crowd and spotted Bo and some other guys doing their thing—swapping jokes and clinking beer bottles like they always did.
Laughter and shouting emerged from a more distant group.
Somebody musta scored. Shame they can’t pass a little joy around the place, but I get it. Damn near fifty, maybe sixty people out here, all chasing a good time. First person who shows they’re holding will get dogpiled.
Ronny figured he was bound to get his fix soon. Tomorrow was always another day, and surely one of those tomorrows would have to come around in his favor.
If he put in a little extra search time in the morning and expanded the general score area, he could nail down some product. He’d hold out his can on the corner by that busy intersection and probably have enough for a fix by noon.
His confidence faltered as a pair of headlights streamed across him and Alfie, lighting up the night more than their small trash fire ever could.
Ronny considered fleeing, despite his drunken sailor’s legs, but there weren’t any cop cherries glowing from the car. He glanced at Alfie. “Did you put the word out we’re needing to score, man? Didn’t think dealers ran deliveries, not on this side of town.”
Alfie fell over laughing and almost spilled the last of their wine. He seemed drunker than Ronny, but not by much.
“Hey, get up, man. C’mon, you’re dumping the jug in the dirt.”
“Hello, gentlemen.” A friendly voice boomed from the vehicle. The driver wheeled around so he could talk to them from his window. “How are we doing on this fine evening?”
The guy’s voice oozed money, all proper and polite, like he belonged inside a bank.
And if Ronny knew one thing for sure, it was that people who belonged in banks had no business being anywhere near him and Alfie. Not unless Mr. Banker Man was searching for trouble, or maybe a quickie from one of the girls around the way.
Ronny snatched the jug of wine from Alfie and took a swig. “Sure you’re on the right street, man? Marla and Daphne work the other side of the block.”
“Oh no, my goodness, no. I’m not a…john is the word, I believe. No, nothing like that.”
“Well, what’s on your mind?” He threw his arm wide to encompass the lot full of barrel fires and drunken laughter. “Sightseeing?”
Alfie busted up again, toppling over and bumping Ronny’s shoulder. Ronny joined in on the laughter, having fun at Banker Man’s expense. And why the hell not? Dude decided to come around without being asked. Served him right for wandering on the wrong side of the tracks and flaunting a luxury vehicle like that.
Then Ronny realized the rich dude was laughing right along with them. And louder, like the joke wasn’t on him.
“Oh, my. Sightseeing! You’re quite the entertainer, aren’t you?”
Ronny didn’t like being labeled an entertainer. He was nobody’s paid performer, not unless the payment was sweet and promised to leave him feeling sweeter. Thinking about that gave him an idea.
“Hey, man,” Ronny choked back a laugh, “driving a car like that around here, it’s liable to get you noticed by the wrong people. Me and Alfie here, though, we’re the right kind of people. If you need to do some business nearby, we could keep an eye on her for you…for the right price.”
The rich man with the fancy voice sat there a moment, not saying anything. He reached for the dash and appeared to pick up his phone to make a call. But for what?
Maybe Banker Man wasn’t a banker after all. Maybe he was exactly the kind of person Ronny had been searching for. “If you’re looking to move some product, we can help. You got any ice or smoke on you?”
“I certainly don’t.” The man chuckled, as if the mere idea were amusing.
Swallowing his disappointment, Ronny skipped to the next base while he still had the opportunity. “You got a buck or two to spare, at least? I could really use a buck or two.”
The stranger hung his arm out the window, tapping his fingers against the shiny steel as it glowed in the firelight. “You know what, mate? How about I do you one better?”
A click sounded as Banker Man unlocked his doors. “Get in.”
Ronny and Alfie scrambled to their feet, dusted off their pants, and climbed inside the vehicle. Fine leather seats met Ronny’s butt, and he groaned in pleasure as he settled over the heated bliss.
“Buckle up, gentlemen. Let’s go find your…supper.”

Ronny forced his tongue to unstick from the roof of his mouth and struggled to open his heavy eyelids. Whatever he’d eaten last night, he must’ve taken things too far. Dinnertime was always some version of whatever the hell he and Alfie could find in the nearest restaurant dumpster.
Shit, did we dig too deep again, get some of that day-old linguine and clams like last month?
That had been a night to remember, because Alfie found half a bottle of wine along with the scraps from somebody’s plate. Ronny knew it wasn’t a good idea to roll the dice on seafood, but chronic hunger did things to a man.
The night had been bad enough already, but the morning after was worse, when all that pasta and those clams came right back up, along with anything else they tried to put on top of it to hold it down.
But this…this was a new feeling, like coming down from the highest high, but heavier. Like the windows just wouldn’t open, no matter how hard Ronny tried.
He went to lift a hand and wipe at his cloudy vision, but his arms and legs refused to cooperate. Ronny grunted, attempting to thrash his limbs to life, get some blood flowing. Damn, his fingers and toes felt numb. He pulled and tugged, struggling to roll his shoulders and move his arms. The effort was all for nothing, and it took a moment for his sluggish brain to understand why.
His ankles and wrists were bound together with thick rope.
“What the hell?”
He blinked and shook his head, once to clear the fog and twice to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.
Nah, this ain’t no dream. And shit, this ain’t no flop down on the corner either. Where the hell am I?
Lifting his cheek from the cold concrete, he observed the four wood-paneled walls surrounding him. The boxlike room wasn’t a room at all.
It’s a stall. Some type of barn or animal pen. What in the living fu⁠—
“Help.” A familiar voice crowed nearby. “Somebody, help me. Please.”
Ronny scooted to his right, inching along the wall, wiggling like a damn worm. He jerked his torso up and braced his shoulder against the wood, fighting against his bonds to a sitting position. “Alphonso? That you? Alfie?”
“Ronny? Shit, man, is that you?” Alfie’s pitch heightened with panic.
“Yeah. It’s me. I’m here, man. Where the fuck we at? What happened?”
“Man, we’re in trouble. Big trouble. We gotta get out of here.”
Ronny examined the front panel of his prison, noting how the top third was an open space lined with steel bars. “How’d we get here?”
Alfie moaned like he’d taken a kick to the balls. “It had to be that dickhead with the funny voice. He bought us dinner.”
“You sure, man?” Ronny remembered the car with its heated seats and Mr. Banker Man’s honeyed voice. “He was all nice to us and shit. Made sure we had all the food we could ask for.”
“Yeah, so what? How else did we get here if it wasn’t him?”
As Alfie’s words sank in, Ronny recalled what Mr. Banker Man had offered them last night. At least, he assumed it was last night. How much time had passed?
“How about dinner, boys? You look hungry, and I’m feeling like a Good Samaritan tonight. Lemme pick you up something to fill your bellies.”
They’d been having such a nice, normal evening. Normal for a couple of dudes aching for a fix anyway…
“That guy…he said he was a Good Samaritan.” Denial squirmed in Ronny’s chest even as he now sat bound and defenseless in some kind of barn that resembled a jail cell more and more with each passing second. “Mr. Banker Man said he was gonna help us get on our feet.”
Images flashed before his mind’s eye, memories of food and laughter, a smiling face across the table. Two cups of coffee. One for him and one for Alfie, plus two platters filled with eggs, bacon, pancakes. Even those little orange wedges Ronny liked so much. The server was a cute little thing. Said she was working her way through college when Banker Man asked her why she was on the late shift at her age.
She smiled at him and said he was a good man for taking care of people like me and Alfie. Making sure we had enough to eat.
The bacon tasted so good. How long had it been since he’d had a real meal like that? “He bought us dinner, man.”
“Yep.” Alfie’s fear had seemingly settled into a calmer state of dread. “We ate like kings. Now tell me what you remember after we left the restaurant.”
Ronny grappled with the playback, recalling the satisfaction of his full belly as they’d followed their new friend across the parking lot, laughing at one of the many jokes Banker Man told them.
“We got in his car, and he gave us that flask. Said we should have a nightcap, right?”
“Yeah, that’s right. He called it ‘a nightcap’ and told us we could keep the flask when we were done. Said he was gonna take us home, and we laughed.” There was a bitter bite to Alfie’s voice.
Ronny pressed against the wall, as if he could get closer to Alfie through the wood. “We sure did. Home is anywhere we end up, and after a meal like that, hell, I coulda landed right outside that diner and felt at home.”
“But he told us to drink up, so we did.”
“You had the first swallow.”
“I did. And then?”
“I took it, got a mouthful. I passed it back.”
“We finished off that flask real quick. But what happened after that?”
Ronny didn’t have an answer, because he couldn’t remember anything beyond watching the streetlights streaming past the car windows as Banker Man drove them down the freeway.
Heading in the opposite direction of the rail yard where he’d found them.
Alfie sighed. “You don’t remember nothing after that, right? You checked out, didn’t you? I sure as hell did. And now we’re waking up here.”
Horses whinnied somewhere nearby, the sound echoing like it was coming down a hallway. Ronny had never ridden a horse or even seen one in real life, but he’d watched plenty of television and wasn’t a complete nimrod. He knew a horse when he heard one.
“Why’re there horses here, Alfie? We in a barn?”
“Nah. We ain’t in no barn.”
A sudden scream of terror drowned out Ronny’s thoughts. As he registered the fluorescent lighting overhead, his confusion mounted.
“What the hell’s going on? Where are we, man? What happened?”
Alfie shouted over the continued screaming. “He drugged us. He put a roofie in that flask.”
The steady drumbeat of a horse’s hooves split Ronny’s ears, cutting off the question on his lips.
We gotta get outta here. How do we get out of here? Shit!
The bloodcurdling screams rose to a deafening roar. Someone was being tortured, and nearby too. But the violent howls faded as if the victim were being dragged away. Ronny squeezed his eyes shut, trembling as the thunder of the hoofbeats increased, along with the terrible howling. Again and again the screams came, faded, and returned.
Only a minute—maybe two—could’ve passed, yet Ronny was certain he’d been listening to the barbaric pandemonium for all eternity.
Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop.
As though a higher power had heard his silent plea, the agonized shrieks diminished.
Ronny took a deep breath, panic making his voice crack. “Alfie? Did you hear all that racket? Wh-whaddya think that was all about?”
Alfie’s growl was edged with dread. “Of course I heard it. How the hell do you think I could’ve missed⁠—”
The unmistakable clip-clop of hooves sent them into silence. Ronny ducked as first one, then two men passed his stall, leading a giant, sweating steed. But the cowering knee-jerk response did nothing to shield him from the sharp glare of a third man who pressed his head against the bars of Ronny’s cage.
“Don’t look so sad, buddy.” A smile stretched across his gaunt face, revealing two missing teeth. “We wouldn’t leave you out of the fun. In fact, you’re up next.”
Giggling like a psychopathic schoolgirl at the top of her class in Satan’s Academy, the man slithered away.
Ronny scooted across the stall, peeking between the wooden slats and watching the man lead the horse around a corner and deeper into…whatever this place was.
The hell does he mean? “You’re next.” For what? I can’t ride a damn horse. Not even sure I could manage a bike these days. What could⁠—
His gaze jerked down to splotches of bright crimson streaked across the floor where the horse had just passed. Ronny swallowed hard as he studied the substance.
Paint. That could be paint. No reason to think it’s anything else even if it doesn’t smell like paint. Even if it smells like…
Laughter sounded from nearby, along with footsteps. Two men turned a corner and paced the hall outside Ronny’s stall. He strained to hear their hushed conversation.
“I do hope you’ve found the performance satisfactory and worthy of the contribution I’ve suggested.”
That douchebag’s voice was unmistakable. Banker Man…
Mumbled sounds of agreement followed Banker Man’s words, and he was quick to reply. “I understand your reluctance to invest quite so heavily. I must say, I’m certain there will be high demand for events such as I’ve proposed, and the addition of the grizzly bear…well, I’ve no doubt patrons will find it compelling, to say the least.”
Ronny could barely make out the other guy’s response.
“…may agree in principle…not sure…doing business…to be honest.”
Banker Man hmmed. “Let’s not be hasty, old chap. It won’t all be blood sport, I assure you. If you would accompany me this way, I can show you the viewing boxes, which will be reserved for our most generous donors.”
The other man replied, sounding like he objected still, but both voices faded along with the men’s footsteps.
“Alfie?” Ronny hardly recognized his own raspy croak. “Whaddya think they’re talking about? Whatcha think it means?”
A moment passed before Alfie responded with calm confidence. “I think it means we’re fucked, Ron. I think it means we’re fucked real bad.”



2
Special Agent Autumn Trent stared at the framed picture on her gynecologist’s desk. Against a stunning backdrop of a white-sand beach and foaming sapphire waves, Dr. Georgette Dunbar and her husband grinned from ear to ear, each stretching out an arm to encompass the trio of little humans before them. Two girls and a boy.
Three kids. Not one. Not two. Three.
“…and we’ll keep an eye on that cyst. It’s not presenting any danger right now, and you aren’t experiencing any severe pain at present, correct?”
“Right. But the pain’s not consistent.” Autumn nodded, unable to take her eyes off the family photo. She forced the corners of her mouth to curl into a semblance of a smile.
“Yes, as you’re well aware, circumstances can change quickly. It’s larger, and we may have to consider a laparoscopy. You’ll need to let me know if your symptoms worsen. You will have bleeding and acute pain if it ruptures.”
“I’ll keep an eye out and let you know if it gets worse.” Autumn gestured toward the snapshot. “Your kiddos are getting big. They’re adorable.”
Dr. Dunbar clasped her hands together and beamed. “It happens way too fast. Have you and your partner given any more thought to having your own? There are several options that have proven to be successful routes for many of my other patients with endometriosis.”
My partner. Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish. Father of the Year? Sure. Why not?
It wasn’t that Autumn couldn’t imagine Aiden being a good father. He was a dedicated man with a noble heart who gave every challenge he encountered, personal or otherwise, one hundred percent of his determination.
The problem was that Aiden had been elsewhere lately. Not physically, but mentally. The torturous mind games of Athaliah Brandt and her Nightmare Forest had planted a seed of distance between them, but the following case—hunting down a psychotic serial killer dubbed the Crucifier—had watered and fed the malady, allowing it to grow and flourish until Autumn no longer recognized the man sleeping next to her every night.
What if this breaks us? What if our relationship is already on the way out, and I’m too stupid or stubborn to see it going?
“Intrauterine insemination, in vitro fertilization,” Dr. Dunbar pulled some pamphlets from a display case, “surrogates, and infant adoption are all commonly used methods. But I always like to remind my patients of the high demand for qualified foster and foster-to-adopt parents. So many children are out there just waiting to be taken in and loved.”
I know. I was one of them.
Autumn didn’t fault Dr. Dunbar for failing to remember this piece of information. The woman had to keep track of hundreds of patients.
But spending half her childhood under the care of an older couple who were not her biological parents was something Autumn could never forget. Nor would she want to. Ronald and Kimberly Trent had adopted Autumn when she was thirteen, giving her the opportunity to experience her teen years as part of a loving family.
Autumn’s professional titles—Dr. Trent and Special Agent Trent—had both come to be courtesy of the giant open hearts of Ron and Kim.
“Ms. Trent?” Dr. Dunbar’s tone was laced with concern. “Did you hear me? Are you all right?”
Autumn fought the urge to smack herself as she pasted on a wide smile. “Yes. I’m sorry. I was just thinking, and honestly, I haven’t decided whether I want children yet. I don’t see a pregnancy fitting into my immediate future.”
Dr. Dunbar relaxed. “Well, I suppose working for the federal government does pose a challenge to raising a family. That’s understandable. Is your partner supportive of your hesitations?”
Something dangerously close to an insanity giggle rose in Autumn’s throat. She swallowed it, focusing on the window behind Dr. Dunbar and the blue March sky. “We’re on the same page.”
If by “same page,” you mean we’ve both avoided talking about the subject of parenthood for the entirety of our relationship…
“That’s good.” Dr. Dunbar slid the small stack of pamphlets Autumn’s way. “Healthy communication makes healthy relationships and, when the time comes, healthy parents. You can take these and read over them in the meantime. There’s a lot of good information in there.”
Thoughts of Special Agent Bree Stafford and her wife flashed through Autumn’s mind. Shelby was due this month. And while Autumn was ecstatic for the couple, she was also mindful of the fact that the baby’s upcoming arrival, mixed with the trauma of the Nightmare Forest, had caused Bree to transfer to a safe and predictable desk job.
I like being active in the field. Hunting down serial killers. I’m not willing to give this up, and neither is Aiden. Not for each other. Not for a baby. Not now. Maybe never. We can barely keep up with Toad and Peach.
Envisioning her floof of a Pomeranian and his capricious orange tabby sidekick, Autumn reached for the pamphlets and organized them into a stack. She slipped them into her bag without sparing a glance at any of the words or glossy pictures. “Our situation won’t be changing anytime soon. I’m more likely to freeze my eggs than anything else. But we can talk about that next time.” She slid off the table, unable to sit and stare at the perfect portrait of Dr. Dunbar and her family any longer. “Have a great day. Thank you so much.”
Autumn breathed a deep sigh of relief as her shoes hit the hallway tile and took her out the building’s side door, a few feet from her tactically parked Camry.
Once inside the car, she flung her bag onto the passenger seat and leaned against the headrest.
“It’s been an entire month since the last case.” She drummed her fingers over the steering wheel. “You should really have your shit together by now, shouldn’t you? Instead, you’re racing out of the doctor’s office like the room’s on fire.”
You’re just anxious to get back to work. Back into the field instead of holding down office furniture.
The Behavioral Analysis Unit she worked with at the FBI’s Richmond Field Office had been deskbound for nearly all of March. Desk duty got added to administrative leave after two cases nearly shattered the team and lost them one of their number when Bree transferred after the Athaliah Brandt case. Inspection Division had finished their review of that one and immediately picked up the Crucifer case after receiving complaints about Aiden’s actions.
Aiden just needed to complete his review with Associate Deputy Director Ramirez. Then they’d be back to normal on Monday.
As normal as her work could ever be anyway.
Autumn couldn’t argue with the protocols, but she knew Aiden’s internal cracks were much deeper than the powers that be realized and every bit as cavernous as her own.
Sixth senses don’t lie…even when you want them to.
She wasn’t the normal girlfriend who had to take everything her partner said at face value. The incident that had forced her into the foster care system—and separated her from her sister Sarah at just eleven years old—had altered her world in unseen ways as well.
Autumn’s biological father had dealt her a blow that sent her headfirst into a coffee table corner. The resulting head injury had required emergency brain surgery to save her young life, and the procedure had provided her with a strange new ability that had proven to be a gift and a curse throughout the following years.
She could feel the emotional state of another person simply by touching them.
Even so, she hadn’t been prepared for what she experienced with Aiden. His devotion to her as a colleague and girlfriend was unshakeable, and even at his sternest, she’d never doubted he loved her.
Then the team’s ordeal in the Nightmare Forest happened, and something inside Aiden…broke. His love for her remained, evident and clear. But it came at a cost now, like the intensity of the emotion forced him to relive the trauma all over again.
As if the Nightmare Forest hadn’t been enough, their last case involved a maniac moving calmly about the state as he nailed his victims to crosses.
Autumn was certain Aiden’s agitation had more to do with his personal connection to the victims, who had been the surviving children of a former Mafia powerhouse. The Fabbri crime ring had been targeted by the Crucifier on a crusade against organized crime.
Stopping Schull had brought the BAU team, and Aiden especially, face-to-face with a horrifying history of murder and slaughter. Whatever the Nightmare Forest had broken inside him, dealing with the Crucifier had done double duty to ensure that wound didn’t heal.
Autumn could grab Aiden’s hand at any moment and know exactly what he was feeling, but sensing his trepidation and unease didn’t enable her to decode it. She needed him to open up. Tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth, as he always had before.
Or at least, as she’d always believed he had.
And Dr. Dunbar wanted her to bring children into this mess? No. Not now.
She thought of the man the Crucifier had been before his broken mind took over, poisoning every inch of his soul. The Crucifier was once a loving husband and devoted father of four. A small-town minister.
Athaliah’s words rose from the depths of Autumn’s heart, dancing through her psyche, where they’d tattooed themselves in bright-red ink.
“And once everything has been taken from you, as it was from me, you’ll meet your true self. You’ll embrace her.”
Were they all one tragedy away from morphing into bloodthirsty monsters?
If someone shot down your family right before your eyes, who would you become?
Autumn shoved her key in the ignition and breathed in deep. “If I never have a family, I’ll never have to know.”
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Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish wedged himself into the stiff plastic chair facing Associate Deputy Director Cassidy Ramirez’s desk. As the ADD, she easily carried enough clout to request more comfortable furniture for her office. In fact, Aiden had been to Cassidy’s Richmond office many times before and couldn’t remember ever having to endure the insufferable contraption he now found himself in.
A strategic move, no doubt. Uncomfortable agents remember where the hell they are and who the hell they’re talking to.
“SSA Parrish.” Cassidy closed her laptop, giving him her full attention. “I hope your mandatory leave and desk duty have left you well rested.”
The past month has pushed me to the brink of insanity, but you already know that, Cassidy. You know it well.
Straightening his tie, Aiden strove to remain respectful. “I’m ready to return to the active field.”
She arched an eyebrow. “And come Monday morning, you will. Today, however, we’re going to have a serious discussion about what your job performance looks like going forward versus how it appeared during the Wagner Schull case.”
There’d been no question as to what the topic of conversation would be when Aiden received the ADD’s summons for a meeting on his and his team’s last day of office work. The lines he’d crossed while they hunted the Crucifier demanded an explanation.
I didn’t regret it then, and I don’t regret it now.
“You kept vital information from Chief Clark Kirkpatrick, whose explicit request for Bureau involvement placed you in his service, not the other way around.” Cassidy stated the facts calmly even as her dark eyes narrowed. “He filed a complaint with OIG, and that’s brought a ton of shit down on my head. Being downhill from me, you’re next in line for it.”
Aiden held her gaze, keeping his expression neutral. He’d known this was coming from the Office of Inspector General and wasn’t going to make it worse by protesting her justifiable irritation with him.
“I’m sorry my actions have caused⁠—”
“You have caused, Aiden. You caused this mess. Not your actions.”
He nodded, bristling inwardly while maintaining his cool. He’d earned his share of disciplinary treatment, and he’d bear it, even as Cassidy seemed ready to deliver more than a few stern words.
She leaned forward, her no-nonsense gaze laser-focused on his. “I don’t need to explain to you how vitally important it is that the federal government preserve friendly ties with local law enforcement. And yet here I am, doing exactly that. Telling you how to do your job.” Her mouth tightened. “Aiden, to be blunt, I’m not just disappointed. I’m disgusted. Do I need to reconsider keeping you in your role as SSA?”
“Of course not.” Aiden wasn’t shocked that she’d gone there. But the set of her face had him almost thinking she’d expected an answer to the affirmative. “Cass⁠—”
“ADD Ramirez, if you don’t mind.”
He swallowed and toed the line. “ADD Ramirez, I am capable of performing my duties as SSA to the expected standards. My lapse in judgment on our most recent case was due to factors beyond my control.”
“The chief described your behavior as erratic.” She read straight from a printed sheet of paper. “He was even concerned that perhaps you needed some type of mental health intervention.”
Aiden ground his teeth, feeling his temper rising in his chest. Sure, he’d overstepped basic boundaries with Chief Kirkpatrick, and he’d expected some backlash. But taking conjecture about his mental health at face value…that was too much.
“The Bureau is taking psychological advice from police chiefs now? I passed the post-case psych eval with flying colors, and I’m sure you’ve seen that paperwork as well as the list of complaints you’re holding.” Aiden fought to keep his voice level. “The case wasn’t just about Wagner Schull and crosses. Chief Kirkpatrick wasn’t aware of that, but you are.”
Cassidy slapped the piece of paper down on her desk and glared. “Your history with the Fabbri Crime Ring Massacre isn’t a free pass to go rogue. Yes, you have a history with Maury Fabbri. Yes, sixteen years ago, you helped negotiate the deal that allowed us to nail down the surviving members of his ring as well as the warring Trombinos who attacked and slaughtered his family.” Her glare softened a bit. “And yes, part of that deal was keeping Maury’s three children safe…despite two of them having now perished via crucifixion.”
A suffocating guilt squeezed at his throat.
In Maury’s eyes, all of that deal rested on keeping Michael, Kevin, and Alta safe. All of it.
Cassidy’s few gray hairs glistened in the soft overhead lights, contrasting her natural black strands. “None of those facts allow you to break protocol. The Bureau’s success rests on every agent following procedure. And despite your ongoing concern over the whereabouts of Alta Fabbri, you are expected to continue operating as a trained and loyal professional at all times, if and when you reenter the field.” She jabbed a finger at him. “Is that understood?”
“Absolutely.” Aiden and Cassidy had been colleagues long enough for him to know that getting out of this meeting involved his blatant acceptance of her reprimand and a show of humility that neither of them would believe once the encounter was over.
“We will find Alta.” Cassidy addressed his actual concern. “Once she is located, she’ll be followed. If she’s involved in anything illegal, we’ll catch her in the act and take the proper course of action. But we can’t drag her into custody based on threats of retribution from her father. As far as we know, she’s an innocent civilian tied to an unfortunate past.”
Aiden clenched his fists. Finding Alta wasn’t enough. She needed to be found fast, before any plan of hers could be set into motion. “Maury basically referred to her as his deadliest weapon in the same breath that he promised retribution for the murders of his sons. He is in maximum security, but Alta is free. It’s simple logistics. I’m not concerned for myself, but she will be coming for Agent Trent.”
And possibly my family. Maybe the rest of the BAU? Maury will have them tortured and killed in the most heinous ways possible, all while making damn sure I’m alive to witness every last atrocity.
Cassidy shook her head. “Has it ever occurred to you that, despite the federal government’s failure to keep his children alive, Maury might blame the man who murdered them just a little bit more? Wagner Schull has no protection in prison. If Alta is out to get anyone, he would likely be the first target, and once she strikes, we can find and apprehend her even more quickly.”
“There’s no doubt in my mind that Schull is in peril as well.” Aiden didn’t care if the psychopath was shanked to death in front of the Pope while reciting scripture in the prison chapel. “But Maury doesn’t see ‘levels’ of guilt. I made the deal, and I failed to keep it. In his eyes, I’m as culpable as the Crucifier.”
Cassidy pinched the bridge of her nose. “I wish the media would stop calling him that. They’re making him a legend. Giving him the glory he believes he deserves.”
“They won’t stop.” Aiden had predicted Wagner’s rise to fame the moment the first crucifixion was found. “Don’t waste your energy hoping for something that will never happen. He’s an absolute sadist, and there’s nothing the masses love more than aggrandizing a monster.”
“Regardless.” Waving her hand in frustration, Cassidy appeared ready to ease off from her earlier anger with him. “You and I know Maury Fabbri cannot communicate with his daughter while he’s in prison, unless she reaches out. Alta will be found. The Bureau has your back, as we do for all our agents. You know that.”
What he actually knew was that Cassidy wasn’t privy to as much classified information as she believed herself to be. She was making the right statements regarding the situation…as she’d been informed of it.
But she couldn’t disarm ticking time bombs she had no idea existed in the first place.
“I’m grateful for the Bureau’s support.” A truer statement had never left Aiden’s lips, only to be followed by a complete lie. “And you have my deepest apologies for my transgressions in Alexandria. I assure you there is no cause for concern going forward.”
“I don’t want to see you lose your position.” Cassidy tilted her head, threads of genuine concern wrinkling her brow. “A demotion would tarnish everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve. It would ruin your reputation and put your integrity in questionable light for the rest of your career.”
Stomach turning at the idea of his years of dedicated service receiving an indelible stain of humiliation, Aiden remained stoic. “I won’t let that happen.”
Right. Because you’re in control of this situation. What other fairy tales are you going to tell yourself today?
“I believe you.” Cassidy sighed, shoving the list of Chief Kirkpatrick’s complaints back into a folder. “I retire at the end of this year, and I’d prefer that the next lengthy conversation we have be at my farewell party. Not over a desk at your disciplinary review panel.”
Aiden managed to smile as he tried to process that an agent he’d known since the beginning of his career was months away from retirement. “Agreed.”
She offered her hand, and he gave it a solid shake before dutifully leaving her office. Checking his watch as he paced the hall, Aiden silently thanked the universe that it was nearly six o’clock in the evening. His team would be gone by now, eager to finish off their stint in desk-duty purgatory.
Autumn had bowed out earlier for a doctor’s appointment, and he honestly wasn’t even sure she wanted him to come over tonight. The distance between them had been expanding at a slow yet steady rate, and no amount of holding her close seemed sufficient to stop that.
She had to have sensed him pulling away. And it was true that he’d been preoccupied as he desperately searched for a way around the undeniable reality.
His presence in her life was a direct threat to her safety, and the time had long passed when he could protect her by simply breaking off their romantic relationship.
Circumstances have progressed too far, and your ties to Maury Fabbri are too deep. The danger can no longer be avoided.
He continued down the hall, muttering the only logical course of action left. “The danger must be destroyed.”
And oh, what an ugly business that will be.
Aiden’s phone buzzed in his suit jacket, and he ducked into an empty conference room to take the call he’d known would be coming. “Hello, Stacks.”
“Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish.” There was amusement in the familiar gravelly rumble. “I hear you’ve got yourself into a real pickle, old pal. Guess it’s a good time to have friends in the right places, hmm? Friends you can count on. Friends like me.”
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Autumn sat in the BAU conference room, swirling the inky substance in her Styrofoam cup with a straw. It was her second attempt at a coffee that morning and tasted no better than the first. “Maybe it’s time we bite the bullet and buy a new coffee maker for the break room. I’ll chip in if you will, Sun.”
“Hell no.” Special Agent Sun Ming swung around in her rolling chair, her short black hair flying out behind her. “You start that crap, and soon you’ll be filling the snack machines. Stocking the soda cans. It’s their. Freaking. Issue.”
Staring into her grounds-filled cup, Autumn disagreed. “I’m pretty sure it’s a joint problem. I usually grab a thermos from home before heading out, but Aiden⁠—”
“Called us all in early.” Sun slurped the questionable liquid from her own mug. “And yet our magnificent leader has yet to arrive. You’re his girlfriend. Where is he?”
Autumn recalled him hurrying out the door shortly after seven o’clock, his light-brown hair still damp from a shower. “I honestly don’t know. He left early…and I assumed he had a meeting. I’m in the dark too.”
Sun set down her drink and crossed her arms, sending a petulant glare in Autumn’s direction. “I smell trouble in paradise, but that’s none of my business, so let’s stick to the facts. Aiden summons us, and he’s a no-show at his own party.”
Autumn hadn’t meant to comment on Aiden’s behavior, and Sun wasn’t wrong. Tactless, perhaps, but that was Sun in a nutshell. “Paradise is neither lost nor found at the moment, and that’s all I’ll say on the matter. As for Aiden, he seems distracted, but he can’t stand desk duty. All this time off and not in the field has been hell for him.”
The statements flew out of her mouth like word vomit. Autumn had never opened up to Sun before, but ever since the BAU team had dwindled to four agents, they’d inevitably grown closer.
“It’s been tough for all of us.” Sun pointed a pen at Aiden’s office. “But he was acting weird before that.”
She was right, and Autumn attempted a subtle dive into the topic. “Athaliah’s games did something to him, something really deep, and…I’m thinking he might’ve been affected in a way that he doesn’t know how to process or recover from.”
Just like the rest of us after our turn in the Nightmare Forest.
The BAU office door swung open as Aiden beelined toward the whiteboard at the front of the room. “Good morning, and congratulations on our return to the active field. I take it everyone is well rested and ready to go?”
Glancing from Sun to Keaton, Autumn kept her expression neutral by sheer force of will.
Is he really going to say nothing about rushing us all in here and then being the last one to walk through the door?
Aiden grabbed a marker and scribbled across the board. “I’ll take that as a yes. Which is excellent, because we have a new case.”
Momentarily distracted from the SSA’s odd behavior, Autumn fought the urge to cheer out loud. Despite undeniably implying that something horrible had happened to someone somewhere, a new case was the first step toward a type of normalcy they all desperately needed restored.
In their world, fresh blood was a fresh start.
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The surge of adrenaline that always accompanied a new case lifted Aiden’s mood and sent his anxiety packing. At least, for the moment. He still needed to settle things with Autumn somehow—get back to something like an even keel with her.
But as long as Alta Fabbri was still walking free, that would be next to impossible.
Still facing the whiteboard, he scrawled four words in all caps.
JAMES RIVER. TWO VICTIMS.
He resisted spinning around and flashing his team a grin, pretending that the new case meant everything had returned to normal.
As if anything this team has been through could be called “normal.”
The pair of bloated corpses they were about to discuss was a tragedy, and any relief Aiden might have felt was just the result of no longer having his ass chewed by his superior.
Taking a calming breath, he turned and met the gazes of his agents. “I wish I could be welcoming you all back with better news, but this is the job we do.”
You can’t escape the Fabbri threat or even Athaliah’s cursed declarations, but your agents can. They can move on. Do their jobs. Live their lives. They can forget.
“Two brutalized bodies surfaced in the James River yesterday. They were bound together with grade-seventy transport chains but were insufficiently weighted down. Victims were identified by chest tattoos and dental records, confirmed by family and acquaintances as drug addicts who’d been living on the street for years. Alphonso ‘Alfie’ Cabrera, age fifty-three, and Ronny Oates, age thirty-four.”
Sun sat forward. “Brutalized how?” Her curiosity often belied her weak stomach for gory details.
Aiden opened his laptop, clicking away as he spoke. “Based on the nature of the wounds, the M.E.’s best guess is the pair was dragged to death. Decomp from their time underwater has made it difficult to pinpoint at what speed, over what surface, and by what vehicle type.”
Autumn emitted a low groan. “Waterlogged cadavers are a forensic nightmare.”
“Precisely. We’re lucky they still had enough teeth to allow for identification.”
“You mentioned tattoos as well.”
Aiden nodded as he moved to the printer, where copies of the initial police report shot out. “I did, but it was only by chance that we had enough left to compare to existing photographs. The official autopsy results will take weeks, and even then, we’ll still be looking at question marks.”
He collected the reports and turned toward the table. “Fortunately for us, Richmond detectives are working a similar case and have asked for our help in connecting the murders.”
“How many are we talking about?” Autumn asked. “We have Oates and Cabrera, and Richmond PD have…?”
“They have one corpse showing similar signs of assault. Their victim was likely also dragged to death.”
“Was the M.E. able to tell if that victim died before or after Oates and Cabrera?”
“Before, by at least a month. The body, belonging to one Mortimer Davie, was found six weeks ago in a dumpster deep in the Walnut Park neighborhood.”
Keaton’s eyes widened. “Whoa. That’s one of Richmond’s worst neighborhoods for violent crime. A super tight-lipped area. I’m surprised whoever found it reported it at all.”
Passing around the reports, Aiden returned to the whiteboard. “I’d say that’s exactly what our perpetrator was counting on. Dump the body somewhere so crime-ridden that even if it was found, no one would ever breathe a word about it for fear of retaliation. The tip came from an anonymous caller, saying there was a horrible smell coming from the alleyway near her apartment that had led her to peek into the bin.”
Nose in her laptop, Sun was already deep in research. “Looks like Richmond PD are keeping quiet about it so far. I’m only finding one article referring to a body being found in Walnut Park, and no mention is made of the victim’s age or identity.”
Aiden tapped his computer, bringing up a picture cast from the overhead projector onto the whiteboard. “Mortimer Davie was a forty-eight-year-old man who, like Cabrera and Oates, had been on and off the streets for most of his adult life. After being identified by dental records, his mother, Irene, told officers her son had mental health issues. He had prescribed medication but always refused to take it and therefore struggled to hold down a job or maintain a home.”
Aside from being abnormally slender, Davie’s dull brown eyes and thinning hair made him appear as random as any other middle-aged man.
Sun lifted a hand. “Do we know if the victim had any connection to the caller?”
“Unconfirmed as of now, but Richmond PD have canvassed the neighborhood where Davie’s body was found. Nobody in the area admitted to knowing him, either as an acquaintance or as a transient local.”
Sun tapped her finger to her lips. “So the caller is either an innocent individual who simply couldn’t stand the stench and wanted the scene cleaned up, or they’re culpable for the murder and needed to make sure the body was found to satisfy a sick psychosis.”
Keaton offered another option. “Or she could’ve witnessed the crime and wanted the perpetrator or perpetrators caught. If she saw the killing occur but wasn’t spotted, I mean. Not everyone who lives in Walnut Park wants to preserve the neighborhood’s status quo. We could even be looking at a body drop based on convenience rather than an attempt at concealment by choosing a known trouble spot.”
Autumn swished her coffee cup in circles, seemingly deep in thought. “Whoever hid the body, if they wanted attention from LEOs or fame from a public spectacle, they could’ve left Davie in a much more visible place, like a safer neighborhood with high traffic.”
“Autumn’s right.” Keaton scanned the report in his hand. “There’s nothing impressive about dropping a body in a dumpster or river.”
Aiden nodded. “I agree, but Sun also makes valid points. We need to keep an open mind and consider every avenue. The one thing I’m happy to report is we already have a clear connection among our three victims, given the M.E.’s conclusions about cause of death.”
“Davie’s wounds were the same.” Autumn frowned as she studied the report. “So he was likely dragged to death as well. That’s an awful way to go. Do we know where the murders might’ve occurred?”
“Not yet.” Aiden clicked to an unsettling picture of Mortimer Davie lying face down in the morgue, the worst of his wounds on display. “The M.E. is convinced he was dragged at speeds of at least twenty miles per hour over a surface that they’ve thus far only been able to narrow down as not smooth pavement. With no exposure to water, his corpse told a much clearer story.”
Sun gagged behind her hand. “A freaking horror story.”
Though Sun had vomited numerous times at less disturbing sights, Aiden didn’t fault her for struggling to keep her breakfast down now. Davie’s flesh had shredded from his bones in such a way that pieces of it dangled from the meaty carcass like wilted flower petals. What remained of his muscles resembled ground chuck, with bits of spine and ribs visible beneath the gore.
Aiden selected photos of the other victims, displaying them on the board next to Davie’s. “Three brown-eyed males all between the ages of thirty and fifty-five. All known homeless individuals with histories of substance abuse and, in Mortimer Davie’s case, mental illness. Oates and Cabrera also had arrest records for petty crimes ranging from public intoxication to theft. Each man had a stable home address in the past and surviving family.”
“Three victims who’d reached something like ‘rock bottom’ status.” Keaton pointed at the board. “You said Oates and Cabrera were addicts. Is it safe to assume Davie was as well?”
“You would think so.” Aiden had initially hypothesized the same. “But no. Reports say he was clean. According to his mother, his intense fear of drugs kept him from taking even those prescribed to him. It’s unlikely he was nursing any illicit addiction, considering his aversion to all outside substances.”
Sun arched a brow. “The guy lived on the street, though. It’s hard to see how someone suffering with mental illness wouldn’t eventually turn to drugs. Self-medication is par for the course in that scenario.”
“There are outliers in every data set.” Autumn ran a hand through her red hair as she considered. “Which appears to be the case with Mortimer Davie, going by the toxicology report.”
Aiden closed his laptop. The gruesome photos on the whiteboard disappeared. “This is a messy case, and these are messy murders. Where there’s a mess, there are sure to be mistakes, and we will find them. We’ll follow the perpetrator’s flaws straight to them.”
As the team gathered their things, Aiden breathed an unexpected sigh of relief. If he hadn’t been through the last two cases with them, he’d think his agents were back to normal, filled with the same healthy vigor they’d had before their ordeal with Athaliah nearly tore the team to shreds.
But they were federal agents tasked with the grisly duty of bringing a killer to justice, and after nearly a dozen rodeos together, they’d begun to crack in places. Patience and resolve had worn thin.
And maybe that was the point Athaliah was trying to make. But she was wrong about them. They’re going to be okay.
Me, on the other hand…Athaliah might’ve known exactly what she was doing.
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I beamed at my business associates, positively chuffed to bits as I considered what we’d accomplished and the greatness that was yet to come. Granted, I’d funded close to seventy-five percent of this project on my own. The success and accolades belonged to me.
Just as my father had done with his enterprises, I had built my idea from a cornerstone, in the rubble of another man’s broken dreams. And I would use my glorious kingdom to make this world a better place for those of us who deserved to enjoy it.
My father would’ve expected nothing less.
But without some faithful lackeys to accompany me, and a few hand-selected fellow investors, who would cheer my name?
“…and our staffing has reached full capacity.” My number one jotted in a register as he spoke, his stiff, starched white collar poking the layers of flesh beneath his chin. “I’d advise that we pause all recruitment attempts for now and focus instead on securing funding.”
I bristled at the thought that our funding targets still hadn’t been met, which meant the star attraction I’d planned was in jeopardy of postponement. But my faithful assistant, Starchy, was correct. We’d filled every position I’d created in my initial business plan with remarkable ease and should now focus our efforts on attracting external commitment.
Another thing my dear father was quick to alert me to. A man may dream of vineyards, but his dream will be naught but a withering vine without buyers for each bottle of wine.
With a nod of encouragement, I gave Starchy the verbal pat on the back he was waiting for. “Excellent work. You’ve pulled together a solid, faithful crew.”
A self-satisfied grin spread across his face, stretching his jowls thin against the unforgiving collar. “The best of the worst, just like you said. That was the type I kept an eye out for.”
“Ah, yes. The best of the worst.” I didn’t remember saying those words exactly, but they did sum up my general premise of work history requirements laid out for our laborers. “And they’re gems. Absolute gems. Every last one of them.”
Across the table, my number two cleared his throat with theatrical amplification, puffing himself up in that ridiculously overpriced sweater he so frequently had on. He claimed it was Egyptian cotton but was woefully unaware of how many labels used that description to sell cheap knockoffs.
He furrowed his brow as he attempted to cast the glow of glory his way. “Another area where we’ve hit the jackpot is cost efficiency. I can’t imagine any modern-day company with better employee finances.”
This second man, who I thought of as Brows, oversaw laborer pay himself. His statement amounted to a cock crowing about the cut of his own feathers. I wasn’t annoyed, of course. Let him boast and make unabashed grabs for attention. I had more important matters to attend to.
“Allow me a moment to consider your reports, gentlemen.” I waved a hand, indicating they should carry on reviewing their documents while I descended into thought.
I’d recently dipped my own fingers into the unpleasant pool of collecting contestants, believing the thrill of the endeavor might provide unimaginable pleasure. It had, and neither Alfie nor Ronny failed to disappoint. Their performance on the track had secured me another investor, albeit a minor one.
His name will be emblazoned on a blue plaque inside the viewing box just the same.
However, my second foray into the task of talent acquisition had earned me nothing more than a day spent worrying over communicable diseases and having my motor deep cleaned.
Trusty as ever, my butler handled the arrangements and ensured my name and face were kept out of the public eye.
Abel Wronski and the other layabout from his campsite had both emptied their stomachs in my back seat. Took every bit of willpower not to throttle them, the rotten bastards.
Vomiting in my car. It’s worse than what that old sot did to my father’s shoes when I was a boy, and that man received a beating that nearly killed him.
We’d been walking home from a sweets shop, my father and I, down High Street shortly after I’d been let out from school. The small market town we lived in had the usual points of appeal. A square with a Great War memorial, shops, and a tearoom.
And, of course, a pub. Three, in fact, but only one that catered to the low crowd my father detested.
“Watch for them, my boy. The ones likely to get pissed before the sun goes down. They’re the reason England’s in such a state, and we’d be better off if they were all shipped out to sea on a leaky boat.”
As we passed the pub, some drunkard staggered out just in time to spill his guts in front of us.
I still remember the pattern of flecks that decorated my father’s Oxfords. And the way his stick had come up to strike the man’s face.
That first blow was followed by two more, and then a kick to the man’s crotch that sent him sprawling and coughing for air as my father continued to rain blows upon him. A few passersby stopped to gawk, but most went about their business.
My father was known for his intolerance of debauchery, drunkenness, and the “general malaise” that affected the lower classes. Perhaps he was fortunate the police were not summoned in time to catch him in the act.
I never knew if a trial was held or if the beaten man merely accepted what had transpired as being his own damnable fault, which it most certainly was. My father had acted to protect me from humanity’s worst and to preserve his own dignity as a man of means and station.
But I was not my father and thankfully never would be. He’d been brought low after failing to impress his shareholders one year. They voted him out as CEO and gave the role to some young upstart.
The last time I’d seen him, he was no different than the two fools currently residing in my stables. Drunk, covered in the very filth he’d sought so hard to avoid all his life, and crawling for his toilet bowl.
He still had his means yet had lost the will to employ them for anything but his own excesses.
I, on the other hand, was building something grander and greater than he’d ever imagined possible.
The venture was designed to be a magnificent exhibition of pure genius.
My own modern-day Flavian Amphitheater.
I was a god among kings, and in a different era of history, all of civilization would’ve bowed before me.
Perhaps my detour into thought had gone on longer than either of my compatriots was comfortable with. Starchy cleared his throat, and Brows glanced at me expectantly.
I flashed a toothy grin and picked up the thread of our conversation. “Our efforts have, to date, gone swimmingly. Where would I be without you and your marvelous minds?”
I’d be keeping one hundred percent of the profits. That’s where I’d be.
Starchy sent a barely perceptible glare at Brows before readjusting the spotlight on himself. “Attendance numbers are projected to be out of this world. Again, we’re just looking at statistics, of course, but historically…when sporting events like these have been offered for public consumption, the number of people known to attend would fill our venue many times over.”
Brows tossed his agreement into the conversation, as if his opinion were required before we could proceed. “We’re gonna knock it straight out of the park. Bam. Let’s play ball.”
I couldn’t resist a few hearty chuckles. “Gentlemen, I fully expect to annihilate our highest projections. We are dealing with a sector of society whose needs have been overlooked. Disregarded. Forgotten.”
Both men attended to my words with a sense of awe and worship that made the daily task of dealing with them much less of a burden. Starchy and Brows sat up straighter, adjusting their ties and squaring away their notepads on the table.
Yes, children, the teacher has a lesson to share, so do listen up and take notes.
I stood and began pacing behind my chair, gesturing as if on stage whilst I spoke. “The rich are brushed off as though their every need and desire were met long ago.” My skin broke into goose bumps, as it always did when I gave voice to my mission. “We can go anywhere we want. Buy anything we want. We can do whatever we deem fit. But this leads to an unforgiving, relentless hunger that most of the world will never understand.”
Starchy licked his lips, bobbing his head in anticipation of the ultimate truth. Beside him, Brows smiled and ran a hand over his perspiring forehead.
I held out my hands, gifting them the words they’d heard before but could never get enough of. “The rich are bored. They experience an epidemic that only we have the cure for. And they will empty their wallets, stand in lines, wait in anticipation for hours if they must, to experience the inimitable adrenaline rush that only our undertakings can provide.”
“Maybe we should consider raising the initial fee for entry.” Starchy’s vigorous concurrence with my statements set his jowls and collar at odds once again as he nodded with aggressive approval. “There’s no price they wouldn’t pay for what we offer. Think of the numbers…”
A greedy rich man was a detestable sight. I bit my tongue to hold back the admonishment Starchy so desperately deserved. “In time, my friend. We mustn’t lose sight of the divine nature of our undertakings. This isn’t about the pretty penny.”
Brows shot Starchy a smug grin. “He’s right. We can’t just focus on their deep pockets making ours fatter. Our job is bigger than that. We’re cleaning the streets and providing satisfaction to those who truly deserve it.”
He was right, but he was also wrong. I leveled a glare in his direction and enjoyed the way he wilted from his earlier crowing. Turning my attention to Starchy, I received a similar performance of obeisance. His chin dipped, and he set his pen down, placing both hands flat on the table.
Good. They understand who truly has claim to celebrate here. That will make this next part so much easier.
“In your urge to laud our efforts, you both have missed a crucial detail. We have now, thrice over, recruited contestants from among the dregs of society. The four most recent additions I collected myself.”
That admission earned me stares of utter astonishment, at which I nearly burst out laughing. Starchy’s eyes bugged out like two great marbles, whilst his partner’s brows arched higher than I thought possible.
“Gentlemen, do compose yourselves. You have the appearance of schoolchildren being told to sit an extra examination before recess.”
They settled, and Brows lifted a hand. I acknowledged it with the merest of nods.
“Sir, I…that is, we understood you wanted this to be a hands-off operation. Only the workers doing the…well, the work. You know?”
I did know, of course. Brows, the silly git, couldn’t possibly be asking if I were aware of the rules I’d established. Holding his gaze, I added a hint of question to the set of my face, urging him to continue digging his own grave.
Brows was only too happy to oblige. “What I mean, sir, is…are we still safe? Isn’t there a chance you might’ve been, ah, noticed? I mean⁠—”
“I know well what you mean. I am not the sort of man who can walk about without attracting attention. Few of my standing are. So yes, there is a chance I was noticed, and that is why the next collection task falls to the two of you.”
Starchy balked. “Sir, we…we’re behind the scenes. Like you. Isn’t that what we’d agreed on?”
“Oh, indeed it is. But as you’ve only now just learned, defining the scenes and who remains behind them is my domain. The two of you need to acquire our next contestants, and you need to do it within the next twenty-four hours. We have an investor scheduled for a tour, and I will not be disappointed by a lackluster performance.”
Starchy and Brows traded a glance, each of them studiously performing agreement for my benefit. Inside their stiflingly thick heads, the wheels were no doubt turning over questions of loyalty, obedience, and risk.
These were men of calculations and statistics. Not idiots, to be sure, but neither were they men of any real caliber.
I could pluck another pair from the most recent graduating class at any business school in the world.
“Gentlemen, am I to understand you heard me clearly, or shall I repeat myself?”
With a quick shake of his head, Brows lurched to his feet, all two-hundred-plus pounds of his bulk shifting beneath his sweater.
“We got it, sir. And if I may say, it’s an honor to be included at this level.”
Starchy mimicked his partner’s behavior but stood more slowly, adjusting his suit jacket and pulling at his collar. “We won’t let you down, sir.”
“I know you won’t. Either of you.” I flashed a warning glance at Brows, who all but snapped to attention.
“Like I said, sir, it’s an honor. Really, we’re doing God’s work.”
The comment was well-spoken. Insightful. For a moment, I pondered the fact that perhaps Brows should’ve been my number one. But those were just titles in my mind. Both men were beneath me, and both were missing one vital point surrounding our toil.
We’re not doing “God’s work,” you absolute numpties. I am God.



7
Autumn could almost forget the tension and fatigue swirling around her and Aiden.
Almost.
Having a case that required the whole team’s active focus gave her immense relief. With crimes to solve, they’d have plenty to talk about other than Alta Fabbri. Or the lingering emotional fallout from the Nightmare Forest.
Or whatever it was that spiked such an intense sensation of dread and terror through her whenever she and Aiden touched.
As he drove them through the city streets, Autumn brushed aside the troubling sentiments that continued to break through her reinvigorated energy.
It’ll just take time. Everything heals over time.
She and Aiden had been put through a special type of hell with the last two cases, and the resulting trauma was unavoidable.
But we’ll work through it together. Just like everything else. That’s what we do.
As they entered Richmond’s Inner-West District morgue, she didn’t have to force a pleasant expression. Eager to gain the medical examiner’s insights, Autumn shook the woman’s hand with polite ease as she met them at the entrance.
A shot of calm confidence charged through her palm at the touch.
Possibly the youngest M.E. that Autumn had ever met, Dr. Jewel Plath exuded a natural warmth rare to her field. Her smile seemed genuine, as though they weren’t preparing to discuss three unthinkable murders. “Let’s go have a chat in my office, and I’ll get you caught up on everything I know.”
Dr. Plath gestured toward two comfortable leather armchairs facing her desk and offered coffee before taking her seat across from them. Long, caramel-brown corkscrew curls framed her lightly freckled face, accentuating her hazel eyes.
Before Autumn could stop herself, she gave voice to the question burning on her tongue. “How old are you, Dr. Plath?” An instant flush of embarrassment rushed into Autumn’s chest and up her neck.
“I’m thirty-two.” Her reply came with a wide grin. “I graduated high school early, began college at seventeen, and spent the next thirteen years becoming a medical doctor specializing in forensic pathology, board certified by the American Board of Pathology. I promise, I’m legit.”
Autumn followed Dr. Plath’s pointed finger to the documents covering her office walls.
She’s still three years older than you. Show some damn respect.
“It sounds like you’ve delivered that introduction before.”
Dr. Plath dipped her chin. “I have, and it’s understandable. I still get carded for alcohol, so I don’t expect anyone to buy my credentials until they’ve seen the paperwork. Someday, my face will catch up to my age, and I’ll long for the days when my ID was checked multiple times before I could get out of the grocery store with a bottle of Merlot.”
Autumn laughed, and started in her chair when Aiden chuckled along with her. If Jewel Plath could make SSA Parrish lighten up for even a second, Autumn didn’t care if she was the world’s first five-year-old doctor of medicine.
“Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Dr. Plath opened a folder and pulled out three photographs, one of which Autumn instantly recognized. “These are pictures of our victims’ backs, where their wounds were the most severe, taken during their autopsies. I believe I sent you Mortimer Davie’s photos already, but the ones of Alphonso Cabrera and Ronny Oates are new.”
The two more recent victims appeared to have incurred wounds identical to each other, but Autumn struggled to identify the types and severity of their injuries. Given their submersion in the James River, they appeared more like victims of a shark attack. By contrast, the abrasions and wounds on Davie’s back could be clearly seen.
All three of these men were dragged to death, and probably screamed bloody murder until their last breath.
Dr. Plath drew a finger across the three snapshots. “You can see how the conclusion was made that they endured the same horrific fate. Lacerations and abrasions extending from the upper thoracic region down to the sacroiliac. Even on the two who were recovered from the James River, there’s a similar pattern consistent with the hypothesis of dragging.”
Aiden bent over the desk, squinting at the pictures as though he might squeeze some new information out of them by staring extra super-duper hard. “You still hold that Mortimer Davie was dragged at speeds of at least twenty miles per hour?”
“Absolutely.” Dr. Plath riffled through her folder again. “I stand by my initial estimate, based on the tissue loss and bone exposure. There’s evidence of burnt tissue in the flesh lining Mr. Davie’s open wounds that indicates a certain pace was achieved and maintained long enough to quite literally singe the skin from his body. But now I want you both to look at these.”
She spread another trio of photos over the others, these showcasing the victims’ necks, each of which sported a purplish-black ring of ligature marks and abrasions that faded to browns and yellows before ceasing entirely at well-defined lines across their skin.
“Collars.” Autumn’s heart sank as the three men’s last moments on Earth became clearer.
Dr. Plath sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Precisely. The victims weren’t just dragged to death. They were dragged by their necks. Even with the water damage to Oates and Cabrera, you can clearly see the same indication of a collar.” She picked up an energy drink from her desk and sipped at it. “I found no fibers in or near the injury sites, leading me to believe we’re talking about metal collars, not leather, fabric, or rope.”
“They were treated like animals. Less than, actually.” Aiden’s jaw flexed repeatedly as it so often did when he experienced true disgust.
Autumn agreed with the sentiment, and from the way Dr. Plath dug her nails into her desk as she studied the images, so did their medical examiner.
“One more piece of information that sheds some light.” Dr. Plath passed them a single sheet of paper. “Final toxicology results for Mortimer Davie state that he had propofol in his system at his time of death. That’s one powerful anesthetic. Possibly used to knock the victims out and make them easier to manage during…whatever it was that took place and ended their lives.”
While Autumn hoped the victims had been unconscious during their murders, she couldn’t escape the mental image of bodies shooting through clouds of dust, steel collars biting into their flesh as they screamed in agony.
The men would’ve been in so much pain that pleading for help might not have been possible. Just the screaming.
“Sometimes I wake in the middle of the night to the sounds of screams I don’t even recognize.” Dr. Plath locked gazes with Autumn, frowning yet compassionate as she let the random personal detail slip. “I’m guessing there might be some new voices added in there in the future.”
“Your job has to be draining.”
Dr. Plath managed a half smile. “So does yours.”
Autumn held in the words that nearly pushed past her lips.
You can’t drain what’s already run dry.
Aiden began to gather the pages. “Can we take these copies with us, Dr. Plath?”
“Of course.” She held out the folder to him. “And please, call me Jewel. I have the utmost respect for official titles, except in the case of my own. It’s tiresome. I’m just Jewel.”
Though he bowed his head at her request, Autumn knew that in no way did Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish hold the same opinion of the ranking he’d so diligently worked for. “Thank you for your time, Doc…Jewel.”
“Thank you for yours, SSA Parrish.” Jewel gave a single nod, as if she understood there was no first-name basis with the serious agent before her. “I’ll let you know of any new developments. Most of our testing does, unfortunately, take weeks.”
Autumn noted the unveiled frustration in Jewel’s voice. Though she’d chosen the profession, possibly the young doctor had hoped that scientific breakthroughs would’ve made further advancements by the time she gained her position.
“It’s all right.” Autumn flashed her a reassuring grin as she followed Aiden out of the office. “We trust you’re moving as fast as you can. Just give us a call.”
Jewel returned the smile and directed them to the exit before stepping back into her office.
I like her. Her job is a passion, not just a profession she settled on at some point in her younger years. She needs to do it…and I can relate to that.
As they paced through the building, Aiden glanced sidelong at her. “She’s wrong.”
Autumn matched him step for step, defensiveness rising in her chest. “Wrong?” Jewel had seemed incredibly on point in everything she shared. More than that, she’d seemed intuitive and brilliant.
He whipped his head toward her, apparently picking up the edge in her voice. “About the propofol in Mortimer’s system. Maybe the drug was administered during their kidnapping, but all these men were wide awake when they died.”
“How do you know?” Autumn had leaned toward the same conclusion, if only from the relentless mental imagery in her mind, but needed to hear his reasoning.
He paused and pushed open the front door, a familiar growl encompassing his words. “Dragging a human to death is a torturous method of murder. It’s sadistic. Whoever is responsible for killing these men is a sadist, and sadists love nothing more than to hear their victims scream.”
“Sometimes I wake in the middle of the night to the sounds of screams I don’t even recognize.”
Jewel’s comment echoed through Autumn’s mind, the resonance of her voice suddenly haunting. If the saying “everyone has a story” was true—and Autumn believed it was—she was willing to bet money that Jewel Plath’s was intriguing.
She focused on what Aiden had said. “This is far from our first encounter with a heartless bastard. We’ll nail this unsub. Just like we’ve done with all the rest.”
Aiden gestured for her to pass as he braced the door open. “Of course we will.”
Exiting the morgue, Autumn inhaled the fresh air, feeling the changing of the season deep within her bones. Winter was saying goodbye, and the clouds and gloom were giving way to warmer weather and sparkling sunlight.
A rush of something pure—of actual, optimistic hope—pulsed in her veins. She reached out, prepared to clasp Aiden’s hand for a moment before they climbed into the SUV. His fingers flinched, just enough to indicate he wasn’t open to physical contact. Still, her fingertips brushed his skin, and she was momentarily stunned by the emotional silence emanating from him.
He’s completely shut down. Cold.
She stopped in her tracks, watching as he continued ahead of her. “Aiden, is everything okay?”
Turning sharply toward the vehicle, he called over his shoulder. “Good as can be. We have new information that can help us solve this case.”
Autumn stared at his back, wondering what had happened to the man who used to stand beside her, his hand in hers, like an equal.
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Special Agent Keaton Holland knocked on Julissa Oates’s front door, eying his right hand hanging useless against his side as Sun hung back a step. The cast would come off on Friday, but he’d be wearing a brace for probably two months after that.
Keaton shoved his self-loathing aside as the door opened, revealing their victim’s ex-wife. Julissa Oates searched his face before her brown-eyed gaze landed on the FBI emblem on his jacket. “I just spoke with the police this morning. Right after I identified Ronny’s corpse. What more could you possibly need from me now? He’s gone.”
Wishing he could simply offer the woman a hug and leave, Keaton cleared his throat instead. “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Special Agent Keaton Holland, and this is my colleague, Special Agent Sun Ming. We’re with the Richmond FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, and as much as we hate to bother you, we need to ask you a few questions. We’re very sorry for your loss and won’t take any more of your time than necessary.”
Sun gave him a small nod of approval, but Julissa’s expression twisted with anger. “I just lost the man I love. Again. Don’t I deserve time to grieve in peace? Can’t you at least give me that?”
Keaton understood how barbaric their visit—their intrusion—must’ve appeared to Julissa. “If there was any way to avoid this, believe me, we wouldn’t be here. But you’re one of the few people, if not the only person, who knew Ronny on a personal level. You may be able to help us find his killer…and make them answer for what they’ve done.”
“Fine.” Julissa tucked her long black hair behind her ears and squared her shoulders. “Come in. But I want you gone before my kids get home from school.”
“I can promise we’ll be out of here long before then.” Keaton observed the way Julissa had pocketed away her pain for the moment, and he ached that she was in a situation that required her to do so.
Firing on all cylinders when your heart is a wrecked pile of shards is absolute hell. No one should ever have to deal with that. With this.
Leading them past the small, shoe-cluttered entryway, Julissa pointed to an oversize, well-worn couch. “I’d offer you coffee, but I’m out. I was supposed to stop by the store on my way to work, and instead…instead, I had to go…”
As Julissa trailed off, Sun held up a hand. “Don’t worry about it. We’re fine. We’ll just ask a few quick questions and be on our way.”
Julissa sank into a recliner, tearing up as she placed a hand over her mouth.
Keaton gulped down a knot lodged in his throat as he and Sun settled on the couch. “We’re so sorry for your loss, and our number one priority is apprehending the person or persons responsible for Ronny’s death. Can you think of anyone who would want to harm your ex-husband? We’re aware he adopted a vagrant lifestyle some years back. Maybe he ran into someone on the street and some animosity built up between them?”
“Five years.” Julissa closed her eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. “He’s been on the street for five years. And I don’t know if he had enemies…or friends. The only thing I’m sure of is that his addiction was more important to him than anything else.” She swiped at her eyes. “There wasn’t anyone or anything he wouldn’t give up to score a high.”
“So your ex-husband,” Keaton ventured into turbulent waters, “had a substance abuse problem. Do you happen to know which⁠—”
“Meth!” Julissa snapped like an overused guitar string. “He threw everything away for meth. Me, the kids. This house we bought together.”
Sun nudged Keaton with her knee and nodded toward a framed photo on the coffee table. Two children—a boy and a girl—beamed at the camera, grins stretched from ear to ear. Ronny’s report had listed Mitchell, age ten, and Samantha, age six, as his estranged offspring.
“Did he have any contact with your children?” Keaton hated to press the topic but needed to know the full depths of Ronny’s addiction. “Visits or calls, even?”
Julissa pressed her lips together. “No. My son barely remembers Ronny, and my daughter has no memory of him at all. Neither of them would’ve known their father if they passed him on the street. Like I said, there wasn’t anyone he wouldn’t give up.”
“How long did he struggle with methamphetamine before your divorce?” Sun’s gaze kept darting to the picture of Mitchell and Samantha.
“Three years.” Julissa’s quick reply was devoid of emotion as she revisited the past. “He started using steroids after college, trying to keep his ‘star athlete’ body even though his days of wrestling were clearly over. At some point after we married and had the kids, he fell into a depression, like an early midlife crisis or something, and started using. I thought it was something we could work on together and overcome.” She crumpled into her chair, all posture and focus gone. “It wasn’t.”
Keaton flexed his good hand on his knee. “I’m very sorry to hear that. Your children are lucky to have such a strong mother.”
Julissa shook her head. “Ever since I met him in high school, Ronny was the strong one. He used to be so confident and almost invincible, you know? He shined the brightest, spoke the loudest, ran the farthest.” Her nostrils flared. “Watching him fade into a junkie was the second hardest thing I’ve ever had to witness.”
“And the first?” Sun popped out the inquiry without hesitation, though Keaton would’ve bet money she hadn’t meant to.
“You’d think it was today, right?” Julissa bit her lip. “But today was a relief. Knowing that nothing can hurt him anymore, that he can’t hurt himself. That’s a relief I can’t even begin to describe. The single hardest thing I ever had to watch Ronny do was walk away from his family. Choose his damn meth over his own children. Over me.”
Having never loved an addict, Keaton was aware he couldn’t fully understand Julissa’s pain. Yet he understood the sentiments behind her statement and the utter hell she must’ve been trapped in since Ronny’s addiction began.
“Today was a relief.”
She was free now. They both were.
“Ronny’s been as good as dead for years.” Julissa stood and dug around in her purse, pulling out a notepad and pen. “But he still didn’t deserve to be taken out like this. When he first left, he’d call me every few months, begging me to come pick him up from this trashed, abandoned lot down by the tracks.”
Hope rose in Keaton’s chest. “Had you been there recently? Would you be able to give us the approximate location of the lot?”
Julissa scribbled across the notepad. “I haven’t been there since the divorce was finalized five years ago. I wish I’d never gone at all. It took me a while to…give up on him. Realize his promises to change were just words, even when I could tell he wanted them to be more. I’ll never set foot near that place again.”
Keaton stood as Julissa crossed the room and held out the paper. He accepted it and read the inner-city address she’d scrawled. “Did you mention this to the police?”
She rubbed her hand over her face and returned to her chair. “It didn’t occur to me. They said he’d been found in the river and…” Her voice trailed off with a hiccup, then sobs.
Keaton gestured to Sun, who stood up. She stepped toward the door while he set about assuring the grieving woman they would do their best to find justice for her ex-husband.
“Don’t get too excited.” She waved a hand in the air, swiping at her cheek with the other. “He could’ve moved anywhere since I last saw him.”
But he didn’t. And you know it. He never left Richmond. Never went anywhere or did anything after walking away from his family. Just chased his fix, waited to die, and ended up murdered.
“Still, we’re grateful for this information. It might be the break we need.” Keaton noted how Julissa refused to make eye contact with either of them. “You’re doing right by Ronny even now, and I’d bet he would be grateful for that as well.”
She lifted her head, shaking as she seemingly forced herself to gaze from Keaton to Sun. Her grief and anger morphed into a haunted, ghoulish mask of sorrow. “Can you let me know? If you ever catch the bastard who did this to him? It won’t change anything, but I think it would help me feel…not better, just at peace.”
The heartbreak of the situation was overwhelming. Unfair. From the sound of it, Julissa’s fate and happiness had intertwined with Ronny’s at a very young age.
Keaton stiffened as a chill wound up his spine. “Of course we’ll keep you updated. You can count on it.”
Even as he made the promise, he doubted there was any information that would ever fully heal Julissa Oates’s heart.
No matter what we find out, he’ll still be dead.
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Aiden dropped a straw into his large glass of iced tea. Upon receiving the call from Keaton concerning the possible connection between Ronny Oates and a parking-lot-turned-flop-spot near an abandoned inner-city rail yard, he’d opted to gather his team for a late lunch briefing before anyone set foot near the address they’d been given.
“The Goodfellow neighborhood is arguably worse than Walnut Park, where Mortimer Davie’s body was found.” Aiden attempted to ignore the giant string of cheese hanging from Keaton’s chin. “If there’s even a chance this was where Ronny Oates was residing, it’s worth checking out. But we go together as a team, and we stay together.”
Beside him, Autumn munched away at the sausage-and-onion concoction she’d claimed the pizzeria was famous for when choosing their lunch spot. “Assuming Oates was actually living there, it would seem our perpetrator is familiar with the most dangerous parts of Richmond. First Walnut Park and then Goodfellow? They might even live in one of these neighborhoods.”
“Julissa didn’t seem convinced her husband had stuck around.” Keaton dabbed his mouth with a napkin, blessedly removing the renegade cheese strand. “But addicts are much more likely to stick to what they know than venture elsewhere, unless a new location would make their poison of choice easier to obtain. If Oates started his life on the streets in Goodfellow, there’s a solid chance he stayed there.”
Aiden pulled a photo from his briefcase and slid it toward Keaton and Sun. “This was given to us by Dr. Plath, the medical examiner.”
Both agents sobered as they studied the image of Mortimer Davie’s neck wounds.
“The unsub used a collar?” Keaton traced the ligature marks.
“Dr. Plath believes so.” Aiden returned the image to his briefcase, not wanting to alarm their server should she come by to check on them. “All three victims sported the same markings, just as they all had comparable back wounds.”
Autumn leaned in, keeping her voice quiet. “Dr. Plath believes they were metal collars. And she informed us that according to Davie’s official toxicology results, he had a fair amount of propofol in his system. She thought maybe the victims were knocked out with the drug before being dragged to death, but⁠—”
“It’s much more likely that the drug was administered to aid the abductions.” Aiden appreciated Dr. Plath’s expertise on the human body, but he trusted his understanding of the human mind more. “I’m certain they were awake when the dragging took place.”
Sun pushed her plate and its half-eaten pizza slice to the side. “Our killer is a sadist. They would’ve wanted to hear the victims scream. Torture was a nonnegotiable part of the big picture.”
Aiden offered her a nod of approval. “That’s exactly what I concluded.”
As Sun granted him a half smile in return, Keaton swiped yet another napkin across his mouth before sharing his own update. “Ronny Oates’s ex-wife made it very clear that he’d battled a methamphetamine addiction for years before ending up on the street. He had a support system, but he left it behind by choice…and seemingly for good. They hadn’t spoken in the five years since their divorce was finalized.”
Autumn edged her chair closer to Aiden’s, a smile curling her lips. Her mood had been somber when they arrived for lunch, but she was starting to perk up with the warmth and vibrancy he so admired in her.
“The killer is targeting society’s lowest citizens. Not just individuals who are down-and-out on their luck, but people who’ve hit rock bottom and kept digging. Drug addicts. Homeless men.”
She’s energized by the case, just like me. That’s good. It’ll keep her worrying too much about me right now.
“All three of whom,” Sun interjected, “had brown eyes, despite their ethnicities being different.”
Keaton jotted notes on a napkin like an overly dedicated college student. “The unsub might detest addicts. Or could’ve been raised by one.”
“Don’t forget that Mortimer Davie wasn’t an addict, according to his mother. And, you know, the toxicology report.” Aiden imagined the man resting on the pavement in an alleyway. “But he lived as a vagrant, so our unsub might’ve assumed he was an addict.”
Winter cleared her throat. “Our guy could be a child or significant other of an addict and is lashing out at people sharing similar traits.” It’s also possible the killer suffered trauma, physical, sexual, or otherwise, at the hands of a male, possibly a father figure or caregiver, during their youth, which would explain the lack of female victims.”
Sun tapped her finger against the tabletop. “What if the killer is physically weak, so homeless individuals are just easier to abduct? Malnourished. High on God knows what. No one to help them fight back. Maybe it’s just opportunity.”
Aiden’s observations told him otherwise. “If we didn’t have three victims, I might buy that. But a trio of grown adult male victims is a pattern we can’t dismiss. Past abuse makes sense, as would the perpetrator suffering from some type of impotence, whether figurative or literal. Especially if that impotence was the result of the abuse.”
“Or,” Keaton began stacking their plates for the server, “our victims wronged the killer in a more fundamental way. Owed him money or something basic like that.”
Tossing wadded-up napkins on top of the plate pile, Sun shot the idea down. “Who’s going to loan money to someone without a home? Without a job? To an addict? I don’t think this was a bad-banking situation.”
Aiden agreed, pleased beyond measure that his agents were firing on all cylinders once again. “Dr. Plath promised to send over any new lab results as soon as she gets them. For now, let’s go check out the address that Ms. Oates provided. We’ll gather what we can and reconvene at the field office in the morning. Hopefully with some fresh forensic information.”
As the team prepared for takeoff, Aiden doled out a tip and caught the grin stretched across Autumn’s face. “Was your pizza that good, Agent Trent? I haven’t seen you smile like that in weeks.”
“Yes. It was the pizza. Nothing gets past you, Sherlock.” She hiked her purse strap over her shoulder, rolling her eyes yet continuing to smile. “I just have a good feeling about this case. I have a good feeling in general right now.”
She leaned in and planted a kiss on his cheek before heading off toward the exit behind Keaton and Sun. Aiden placed a hand to the exact spot where her lips had pressed, the warmth and satisfaction he’d been feeling suddenly going cold in his chest.
I wish I could share those feelings, but I know what’s coming.
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Autumn took in the depressing scene before her as Aiden rounded the vehicle and Sun and Keaton exited the back seat. Reeds of brown grass grew tall through cracks in the paved surface of the empty lot. The rail yard had a postapocalyptic undertone only magnified by scattered groups of ragged individuals inhabiting the grounds.
Several heads turned at their arrival, but despite the unmistakable FBI emblems on their jackets, very few of the rail yard occupants made an actual attempt at avoiding the team’s sudden presence. It was as though a drug den had opened wide and spread flat on the concrete, revealing its devotees in all their naked misery.
This was their home. They had nowhere else to go.
“Most of them are too high to care.” Autumn read the truth of their dejected postures and glassy-eyed stares. “We need to find someone who’s sober enough to have a coherent conversation.”
Sun stepped to her side. “I’m pretty sure that anyone clearheaded enough to talk took off before we ever got out of the SUV.”
“No.” Aiden handed them each printed photos of Alphonso and Ronny. “I’m willing to bet there’s a handful left among the others who just don’t give a damn anymore. We show these pictures to as many of these people as possible. But we’re out of here before dark. No exceptions. And we do not lose sight of each other.”
Autumn fanned to the right, aiming for the largest cluster she could find. Keaton’s footsteps crunched through the dry weeds behind her, and she instantly wondered if he’d joined her of his own free will or if their vigilant SSA had ordered it.
We have to move forward, Aiden. Loosen your grip. Let’s. Move. Forward.
“I was eyeing the same group.” Keaton caught up, his steps falling in stride with hers. “The more people we get to look at these victims, the better, and the clock’s ticking. I don’t think Aiden was joking about that curfew.”
Instinctively, Keaton seemed to have understood her assumptions regarding his presence…and he’d made an überquick attempt to clarify his intentions.
Astute? Or suspect?
Even though she could steal the truth from him with an “accidental” bump of her arm, Autumn didn’t feel the check was necessary. Keaton rarely ventured into dishonest territory due to his steadfast moral compass, and he was a horrible liar anyway.
Relieved he hadn’t been assigned as her bodyguard, Autumn glanced over her shoulder at Aiden and Sun, who were already working the opposite end of the lot. “We wouldn’t want to be on the streets when the vampires come out to play, so let’s get this party started.”
Keaton smiled. “Aiden isn’t wrong. I did a fair amount of research on Richmond’s layout when I transferred from D.C. This neighborhood is severely touch and go. Body drops are commonplace. ODs and suicides too.”
“I know.” Autumn didn’t mention the gunfire she’d heard within moments of their arrival. “But we’re federal agents. Not his elementary school soccer team.”
“He cares.” Keaton held up a hand to greet the wary stares fixated on their approach. “I’d take that any day over a supervisor who considers me just another body to throw at a case.”
A rush of affection warmed her heart at Keaton’s unfaltering ability to look on the bright side of nearly any situation. He was a good guy, a valuable colleague, and with time, Autumn predicted he’d become a close and dear friend. “I’m glad you’re dating my sister. I hope you know that.”
Keaton blushed with what Autumn guessed was a mixture of flattery, humility, and embarrassment. He didn’t have time to respond, however, as they approached a group of rail-yard tenants.
Their first encounter proved fruitless—an older man with sad, tired eyes who said he “didn’t see nothing.” They worked their way around the yard, from young men too high to tell them anything coherent to old men whose faces betrayed their fear of “the fuzz.”
When they questioned a slender man sporting a long, scraggly beard and a gaunt face half-hidden beneath a hoodie, he all but barked at them. “No one’s gonna recognize those guys.” He moved toward them as his companions meandered away.
So much for showing the pics to as many people as possible.
Autumn scanned him for any signs of a weapon but perceived none. “And why would you say that, sir?”
“Bo.” He jammed a finger to his chest. “I’m Bo. And nobody’s gonna tell you narcs anything ’cause that kinda talk doesn’t go over so well with residents here. We may not exactly be pillars of society, but none of us are trying to die any quicker than we already got comin’ to us.”
“You’re all wary of the repercussions involved in speaking with federal agents.” Keaton nodded and calmly held the two pictures closer to Bo’s face. “That’s understandable. But we’re not here to arrest anyone or cause any trouble. We’re trying to help these men.”
Bo crossed his arms, avoiding the images. “Right.”
Autumn closed the gap between them, offering Bo her own copies of the photographs. “Alphonso Cabrera and Ronny Oates. We have reason to believe they were living in this area.”
Half true. We have reason to believe Ronny was. Five years ago.
Glancing at the photos but refusing to take them, Bo shook his head. “I doubt there’s much you can do for those two numb nuts now.”
Autumn locked gazes with Keaton for a split second before pouncing on the assertion. “So you do recognize them. Were they friends of yours?”
“I stopped making friends when I graduated from kindergarten.” Bo narrowed his bright-blue gaze. “And I’m no dummy. You’re talkin’ about them in the past tense. You’re talking about Alfie and Ronny like they’re already dead.”
Not just dead. Murdered. Brutally murdered.
“Bo?” Keaton tucked the photos inside his jacket. “I have no doubt you’re a sharp guy, so I’m going to level with you. Alphonso and Ronny ran into some really bad luck recently…and you’re right. Their lives were stolen from them in a cruel and unusual manner. Someone murdered them, and friends or not, I suspect that fact doesn’t sit well with you. Am I right?”
Working his jaw like a sawmill, Bo spoke through gritted teeth. “I knew it. Nobody leaves here past dark and waltzes in all free and easy the next morning. The second they drove off, I told myself they weren’t ever coming back.”
“Drove off?” Autumn’s pulse quickened. Despite his tequila-laden breath and obvious resentment of their credentials, Bo was an informational jackpot.
“They left with some dude.” Bo waved a dismissive hand. “I was too far away to catch any real details. But a car pulled up to Alfie and Ronny’s fire, and those two idiots hopped in the back seat. Zoomed away like lightning.”
Keaton ripped a notebook and pen from his pocket, jotting furiously with the paper braced against his thigh. “How many nights ago did this happen?”
Bo counted on his fingers, focusing painfully hard. “Three. It was three nights ago.”
“Did you see the make and model of the vehicle?” Autumn contained her excitement by sheer force of will. “Two-door? Four-door?”
“I told you,” Bo scowled, “I wasn’t close enough. ’Sides, I was floatin’ that night. I don’t know what the dude was driving, just that it wasn’t a truck or SUV, and I don’t know what he looked like. Fact, I only know it was a man ’cause Hank said so. Hank’s the one who had the better view ’cause he’s always hangin’ close to the road to sell his goods. You should ask him all these damn questions.”
Autumn scanned the surrounding area for attentive faces. “And where might we find Hank?”
Bo laughed, showcasing a toothless grin. “You think we keep track of each other down here? Have a dang sign-in sheet or something? I mind my own business, thank you very much.”
Frustration settled into Autumn’s gut as she considered other methods of convincing Bo to cooperate. Her team wasn’t here to arrest anyone—that statement had been true—but it didn’t mean they couldn’t. Cuffing the man would give her plenty of time and opportunity to gather what she might with her ability.
Maybe Bo was sitting right next to Hank. Saw everything go down two feet in front of his face. Maybe Bo is just too scared to be the one to share the important details.
Keaton’s steady voice interrupted her contemplations. “That’s fair, Bo. Totally makes sense. But you can confirm that Hank lives around here? He can generally be found in this area?”
Bo lifted his shoulders as though he wasn’t the one who’d brought up Hank’s existence to begin with and didn’t see what the fuss was all about. “For the most part. Don’t know what you thought you were gonna get, pullin’ up here in an unmarked SUV with tinted windows and all four of you jumping out with your shiny badges like there was a fire lit under your asses. A lot of folks might not show their faces here for weeks after a production like that.”
Shit. He’s right.
Autumn motioned Keaton aside and kept her voice low. “If Hank does return, it’ll likely be after dark. What do you think the odds are of convincing Aiden to let us hang around and wait for the guy to make an appearance?”
“Um.” Keaton’s gaze flitted to something over her shoulder. “My guess is the odds are low.”
Aiden cleared his throat. “You’re correct, Agent Holland. Under no circumstance is anyone hanging around this rail yard tonight.”
Whirling toward her boss—her boyfriend—Autumn wasted no time in making her case. “Listen, this man here, Bo, confirmed that Ronny Oates did in fact live in this neighborhood, as did Alphonso Cabrera. He also saw them get into a car three nights ago and hasn’t seen them since. And he knows the man who was near their barrel fire that night and likely has specific details about the individual driving said car. We’re looking for a guy named Hank.”
Regarding Bo with a sharp side-eye, Aiden’s firm expression didn’t falter for a second. “The man who has the details isn’t here?”
Autumn bit her lip. “No. But Hank lives here. He’ll be back. He’s the closest thing to a key witness we have right now.”
“He won’t make an appearance while we’re here.” Aiden met her gaze and gave a single shake of his head. “We’re the exact sort of guests who ruin a party.”
Bo chimed in cheerfully behind them. “That’s exactly what I said! Ruined your own damn mission. Idiots.”
Aiden clenched his jaw so hard that Autumn worried it might shatter. She stepped closer to him. “That’s why I should stay. Keaton can stay too. We’ll keep a low profile and⁠—”
“No.” Aiden gestured toward the remaining stragglers dotting the lot. “We have time to ask a few more questions, but we leave before dark. Together. We’ll make another attempt tomorrow when the locals are somewhat off guard again. If this is Hank’s home, it’s a safe assumption he has nowhere else to go and he’ll have no choice but to return. We’ll gather what we can from the man then, during the daylight hours.”
Aware there was no point in arguing, Autumn fought the childish urge to stomp her foot. They were so close to the break they needed. The break that Ronny and Alphonso needed.
It’s Aiden’s way or nothing. You know this. You’ve always known this. He’s in charge, and nobody forced you to take this job or date your supervisor. Suck it up, Trent.
“Okay.” Autumn glanced at Bo, who’d taken to chewing on his thumbnail and ignoring their presence altogether. “Tomorrow.”
Aiden and Keaton nodded in unison, and Autumn desperately wished she could say what she actually thought.
It isn’t okay. We’re wasting an open opportunity we might not get again. And our killer’s next victim might not have a tomorrow.
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Keaton couldn’t remember a time when he’d been happier to exit a vehicle and enter the field office.
While the drive back from Richmond’s Goodfellow neighborhood had taken less than fifteen minutes, each of those minutes had ticked by at a snail’s pace. Despite the team’s upbeat camaraderie during their lunch briefing, tensions between Aiden and Autumn returned in full force after their run-in with Bo.
Neither of them had spoken, much less acknowledged each other’s presence, for the entirety of the drive.
I’m just as eager to speak to Hank as you are, Autumn. But there’s wisdom in returning during the daylight hours…and Aiden’s right. Hank isn’t going to show his face with any of us hanging around. Tomorrow is better. Safer. Smarter.
Though they’d been dismissed for the evening, Keaton opted to enter a few notes into the case files and tidy his desk before calling it a night. Under the impression he was alone, he jumped in his chair and swallowed a scream when Sun’s voice sounded behind him.
“I swear to God,” she ranted as though they were already mid-conversation, “if Autumn and Aiden don’t figure their relationship crap out and stop taking the entire team downhill with them, we’re going to have to pick one of them to kill.”
Keaton didn’t believe the situation to be quite that dire. “Autumn’s just frustrated because we found a lead and had to leave it alone for now. Aiden’s making the right move, but it’s hard to stomach when you’re on the verge of a breakthrough.”
Plopping onto the corner of his desk, Sun rolled her eyes in dramatic fashion. “Yeah, Captain Obvious, I got that part. But every little bump in the road is like this huge deal now. And it isn’t just because of their ill-advised employee dating a superior status. Like we talked about this morning, Aiden’s been on another level since the Fabbri stuff started.”
“It’s hard to consider that case closed.” Keaton put himself in Aiden’s shoes. “Alta’s a wild card, and Aiden’s probably still investigating that situation in his free time. His instinct to protect Autumn pretty much overrides the rest of his brain, from what I’ve observed.”
“Yeah.” Sun swung her legs like a kid on a swing. “Well, from what I’ve observed, Autumn hates being micromanaged. She’s gonna lose her shit and break up with the dude, and I’m not saying I want that, but maybe it’d be the best for everybody. Restore the natural order of the team or whatever.”
Keaton envisioned the intensity with which Aiden looked at Autumn, whether they were quarreling or not. “It’s beyond that. He loves her too much now for a breakup to change how overprotective he is. They’d have to be on different teams altogether, maybe in different cities even, to end that dynamic.”
Sun hopped off his desk. “Barf. What a train wreck. Let this be a lesson. Never fall in love.”
Images of Sarah’s delicate features danced through Keaton’s brain, sending a fresh outbreak of goose bumps across his arms.
Might be too late for that too.
“At least we have the beginnings of a timeline now concerning this case.” Changing the subject was Keaton’s only viable option. “If Bo kept his days straight, that is. The men were taken three nights ago, and the abduction vehicle’s been narrowed to a car, not a truck or SUV. That’s a start.”
“Right. Autumn filled me in on your little chat with the town drunk. We’ve narrowed the possible suspects to everyone in the wider Richmond area who drives a car.”
Keaton stared at her as a smile crept across her face.
“I’m messing with you. You’re right, but don’t get too excited.” Sun gave him a shoulder pat and headed for the office door. “Bo’s a junkie. Everything he saw, he observed through drug-hazed goggles. We won’t know how accurate his memory is until we speak with Hank. Assuming Hank exists and isn’t just a figment of some acid trip Bo took twenty years ago.”
Keaton called to her over his shoulder. “Tomorrow. We’ll find Hank tomorrow.”
“If you say so.”
As the door closed behind Sun, Keaton shifted his focus to his plans for the evening. Hanging out with Sarah. That sector of his life was going well, at least.
Well? The two of you are thriving together.
Keaton grinned and closed his laptop. Despite all the cautionary tales regarding federal agents being unable to manage healthy personal relationships and family lives, he had high hopes for their burgeoning romance.
Sarah wasn’t the average woman. She’d been through the unthinkable and could therefore naturally process and handle more than most individuals. Being the girlfriend of a federal agent wasn’t nearly the daunting task others would’ve deemed it to be.
Did you just call her your girlfriend? You might want to run that past Sarah before you get too attached to the label.
“I will.” Keaton whispered the declaration. “I’ll run it past her tonight.”
The only qualm he had about the situation was the fact that Sarah had been avoiding Autumn as of late. It wasn’t his business, and he hoped it wouldn’t become his problem either. But if the siblings were ever to experience a falling out, working with Sarah’s sister in such close quarters had the potential to become problematic, regardless of his attempts to stay neutral.
Fall off that bridge when you cross it. They’ve been apart for two decades. There’s bound to be some dips in the road. They’ll work it out.
Calmed by his inner pep talk, Keaton swung his laptop bag over his shoulder, not even attempting to control his smile at the image of Sarah opening her apartment door, and emerged into the BAU hallway right as his phone erupted with a ringtone he couldn’t ignore.
Special Agent Emma Last had earned the rock and roll tune for good reason. Her energy and enthusiasm all but demanded recognition. Especially from her best friend.
Keaton sighed and stepped back into the office before answering. “And how are we on this fine evening, Emma?”
“Really?” He’d expected attitude, but Emma practically shouted into his ear. “You’ve avoided my calls for a month straight, and that’s how you answer the phone?”
He deserved the ire yet still hadn’t come up with a defense for his actions.
Too much. There’s been too much going on. How was I supposed to explain Jane Doe to you? Nightmare Forest? Athaliah’s complete and total mind fuck? Or how about my broken hand and slashed-up face?
“I’m sorry.” Keaton spit out the only words he could manage regarding his temporary absence from their friendship.
Emma huffed. “It’s fine. I get it. You had a hard case. We used to work those together. In fact, I think we just did not too long ago. I’m not used to being on the outside with your psychopathic encounters, and I’m not a big fan of the change, to be honest.”
Keaton chuckled, picturing Emma pouting with her arms crossed. “It’s been different. That’s for sure.”
“Move back.” Her humorous suggestion was edged with sadness. “There’s nobody here to help me properly terrorize D.C. anymore. Just slip out when Aiden’s head is up his own ass and come home. Shouldn’t be too difficult. He seems to live there these days.”
“I think Aiden’s head might explode if he loses any more team members.” Keaton, Sun, and Autumn were the only remaining members after the events of the Nightmare Forest, and Sun had nearly decamped on the heels of Bree Stafford’s departure. “And you know. Hailey.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Emma brushed away the seriousness from over a hundred miles away. “Speaking of Hailey, she sent me some pretty rad pictures of your face after that whole woodland adventure. You can’t possibly comprehend all the Tony the Tiger jokes I had saved up for you.”
“If it makes you feel any better,” Keaton glanced at his watch, “I can Scratched-Up Video Call you later. You can lay all the jokes on me then.”
That earned him a few moments to think while Emma fell into a fit of laughter.
Keaton hadn’t been aware of Hailey’s share, but he also wasn’t surprised. Emma would’ve showed up in Richmond herself if she hadn’t found a way of keeping tabs on him, and his little sister was the perfect in.
Emma finally caught her breath. “Pssh on the idea of video conferencing to catch up. That’s something we do in person, Keat, remember? Hail also told me you’re looking pretty close to normal now anyway. Making jokes at your expense was a missed opportunity. I’ll never forgive you.”
He detected the affection behind her threat. “I miss you too. I’m not trying to get rid of you, I swear it, but I have plans tonight, and I’m still at the field office, so I really need to get⁠—”
“Ooh! Do you have another date with Sarah?”
He could’ve strangled his little sister. “How much did Hailey tell you?”
Hailey would’ve been all too willing to discuss his situation with someone who cared about her brother just as much as she did. They had no other siblings, and they both preferred not to bring up their jobs to their parents.
Ignorance is bliss. They raised us. They earned that much.
Emma scoffed. “I’ll always be up in your business. You have my word.”
He shook his head, reentering the hallway and heading for the exit. “I never doubted you for a second.”
“Call me soon. No more of this three-week-hiatus crap, okay?”
“Okay.” Keaton wondered if he’d ever tell Emma the depths of what he’d been through since transferring to Richmond. “Soon.”
Even as he ended the call, he answered his own question.
He’d never reveal the full truth.
Four months ago, he would’ve given her the whole story in one breath. But he wasn’t the same person who’d said goodbye to Emma Last and his life in D.C. Accepting that fact was the one move that kept him sane.
It was okay to be this new, somewhat battered version of his old self.
You just wake up one day, glance in the mirror, and realize you’re staring at a stranger…and there’s no going back.
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Autumn stabbed at her takeout, contemplating her options. She could thwack Aiden to death with her chopsticks or tie together a few lo mein noodles and strangle him. Whatever it took to end his ridiculous method of cutting his orange chicken into smaller pieces with a fork and knife before eating and chewing each bite for a solid five minutes.
Regardless of the positive upswing she’d experienced earlier in the day, Aiden’s power play at the rail yard had sent her spiraling back to reality. There’d be no substantial, lasting movement forward until they dealt with the herd of elephants in the room.
“Where did you go this morning,” she pointed a chopstick at the door, “when you left so early? Another meeting with ADD Ramirez?”
“Another meeting.” He stood and gathered his takeout boxes. “But not with Cassidy. It’s nothing to worry about.”
When he brushed against her as he headed for the trash can, Aiden’s touch betrayed his truth.
He’s worried. And he’s lying to me. Again.
The storm was coming.
Autumn set her chopsticks on the coffee table, figuring it was better to be unarmed in the current moment. “You never actually told me how that meeting with Cassidy went, by the way. Good? Bad? Ugly?”
Aiden deposited his cartons, his shoulders slumping with an emotion dangerously similar to defeat. “Do you really need to know everything?”
Lightning flashed before her eyes as thunder rolled through her chest. “Everything? No, I don’t need to know everything. But you expect me to sit here all calm and collected while you keep umpteen secrets and simultaneously try to control every situation that I enter. It’s like being in a relationship with some mutant, bossy brick wall. A damn hovercraft-boyfriend hybrid.”
Turning toward her, he attempted no defense. After a torturously long pause, he offered a shame-ridden reply. “ADD Ramirez was concerned with my ‘rogue behavior’ during the Crucifier case. It seems Chief Kirkpatrick filed an official, detailed complaint. Cassidy insinuated that my position as an SSA could be in jeopardy if I didn’t get my head on straight. Toe the line, set the standard, be the standard. It wasn’t anything she hasn’t said before, it just…it had more weight this time, that’s all.”
Aiden had always been the job. His team knew it. His superiors knew it.
His girlfriend knows it too.
A threat of tarnish to his career was possibly the worst insult he could receive, and Autumn softened at the idea that he’d been carrying that burden by himself for the last three days.
She patted the couch cushion, beckoning him. “You could’ve told me. We could’ve talked about it. I doubt anyone is considering demoting you after one complaint. If anything, Cassidy was shocked, based on your well-known professionalism and untarnished record. She spoke with you as a security measure only. I’m sure it’s nothing to lose sleep over.”
He sat beside her, keeping his attention on the floor. “That’s not what I’m losing sleep over.”
The Fabbris. He’s still caught up in the Fabbri mess.
“We’ll find Alta.” She placed a hand on his thigh, feeling that same almost overwhelming sense of dread tinged with an inwardly focused…hatred?
He’s blaming himself for something big. Letting Alta get away? Or letting her brothers get killed in the first place? But none of that was his fault, or even something he could control.
“You did your best on that case. What Schull was doing…that was outside the realm of rational thinking, and you know it. There’s no way anyone could’ve predicted he would murder people and conduct a bizarre crucifixion ritual in the process.”
“Maybe not. But once it happened, a particular set of eyes turned on me.”
The dread coursing through Autumn’s palm intensified.
She leaned toward Aiden, lightly touching his shoulder with hers. “Alta’s not going to hurt anyone, including you or me. Not when the federal government is hunting her down.”
“Alta is a tool, and her father will use her.” Terror vibrated from Aiden, nearly electrifying her hand. “My concerns aren’t wholly based on her trying to avenge her siblings via some solo attack on the BAU or Wagner Schull. I made a promise to Maury Fabbri, and I broke it.”
Autumn gave him a squeeze, doing her best to push the fear away, to reassure him of her presence, her support. “And we’re all aware of that. The Bureau has your back. So does the team. So do I.”
Aiden gulped loudly enough to wake Toad, who’d fallen asleep at his feet. “What everyone doesn’t know…is that Maury made a promise to me as well.”
A current of horror emanated from him, coursing through her body like an icy wave of poisonous water. The intensity was so great that Autumn had to take her hand off his leg. “Sun said Maury was beyond angry with you when you visited him in prison. Considering the very recent murders of his sons, that’s not abnormal. A father fresh in his grief making threats is understandable, and it certainly isn’t the first time you’ve upset someone behind bars.”
“No.” The heat behind his cool blue gaze nearly stole her breath. “He made a promise to me in the beginning. When he gave himself up. When he still had access to the outside world. He promised me that if I didn’t keep my word…didn’t protect his children…” Aiden’s gaze bored into hers. “He’d destroy everything and everyone I loved in the most heinous manner possible. And he would do it while I watched.”
Me. Maury wants me dead. Along with Aiden’s mother. His niece. His brother.
Autumn clasped her hands together so she wouldn’t chew a cuticle. “He’s in maximum security. His entire organization is dead or incarcerated. Alta is just one person. One person everyone is searching for.”
He shook his head. “Maury would’ve made arrangements. The Bureau believes they have tabs on all of his associates, but we can’t know everything. Even if he hasn’t been able to bribe anyone in prison, even if Alta is a gentle little lamb incapable of hurting a fly, which we all know damn well she isn’t, someone somehow will be coming to make good on his word.”
“Or,” she desperately needed to convey the other blindingly obvious possibility, “his promise to you was a scare tactic he could never follow through on. You have to realize that a man in his situation at the time would’ve said anything, used anything, to show he still had some power left in the world.”
Taking a deep breath, Aiden stiffened as he blew it out. “I’ve told you before, but you can’t understand. The Mafia is a different beast. They live by different codes. A promise coming from a Mob boss is a fucking oath. It will be honored because it has to be. There’s no alternative, no mercy, no ‘time heals all wounds’ bullshit.”
Aggravation and uneasiness fought for control of Autumn’s brain. “Okay, so I’m going to die. That’s what you’re saying.”
“Never.” He grabbed her hands, and the feelings she’d feared would return were replaced by a sense of conviction, a drive to see things through to the end, however bitter that end might be. “Never say that. I will never allow that to happen. I will handle this. Alone.”
Autumn pulled away, a reel of the battles they’d been through together racing through her mind. “I’m not made of glass, Aiden. At some point, you’re going to have to accept that I’ve protected you just as much as you’ve done for me.”
He shook his head, frowning at her declaration. “Not from something like this. Trust me. I know what I’m talking about. I need you to trust me.”
She searched his face for any sign of recognition of the hypocrisy of his words. “You need me to trust you…the way you trust me? Where did you go this morning? Who did you meet? What were you doing?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
He reached for her, but Autumn stood, shaking with anger at what seemed like more lies and endless betrayal. “You need to leave.”
“Autumn—”
“Get out. Go home.” She walked to the door and flung it open, waiting for him to follow.
Aiden’s features twisted with agony. Autumn was certain if she touched him in the moment, she’d be inundated with a flood of his love for her and cave. Ask him to stay. Forgive him without any real apology or effort on his part to rectify the situation.
She kept her distance as he gathered his briefcase and sauntered toward the doorway.
He stopped for a moment, not so much as glancing her way. “I love you.”
Listening to his footsteps echo through the breezeway, Autumn bit her tongue to keep from responding as tears filled her eyes.
I love you too. But sometimes that’s not enough.
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Autumn drove down darkened city streets, fully aware of how furious Aiden would be with her for returning to the rail yard—alone, at night—but not giving a damn. Sitting in her apartment seething had been an unbearable option.
If I had my way, I never would’ve left the rail yard to begin with.
Getting in touch with Hank was vital, and Autumn doubted she could count on him to keep daytime hours. He likely ran his business at night, and given his current living situation, the man didn’t exactly have vacation days accrued to take a nice break.
If Hank didn’t work, Hank didn’t make money.
“Don’t worry.” She slowed her Camry to a stop near the same place where the team had arrived earlier. “I’m not interested in your illegal activities tonight. I just need to know who took Ronny and Alphonso.”
Aiden would accuse her of diving into danger, and maybe she was. Yet she hadn’t entered Quantico dreaming of the days she’d spend as a federal agent safely snuggled under warm blankets.
I’m doing what needs to be done. I’m doing my job. Even if I’m not doing it the way you want me to.
She adjusted the bulletproof vest harnessed around her chest before grabbing her service weapon, which was locked and loaded at her side.
What could Aiden do about the situation anyway? Fire her?
Climbing out of her vehicle, she examined the area. The lot was much more active in the darkness. Numerous groups gathered around barrel fires, indulging in their drugs of choice and causing enough ruckus that no one seemed to notice her arrival. The few stares she did garner were hostile—wary—but no one appeared ready to attack or strike out as she walked by.
The closest fire showcased three men passing a crack pipe between them. Nearby, in the shadows, a waif of a woman tied off her arm, preparing to shoot up with the heroin needle she held between her teeth.
A thick yet invisible cloud of despair engulfed the lot, pressing against Autumn’s chest and suffocating her with sadness.
“What in the hell’re you doin’ here again?” Bo’s unmistakable growl sent the first shot of real alarm through her. “You crazy or somethin’?”
Autumn turned, making out his slender form a few feet away. “Nice to see you again, Bo. I’m here to speak with Hank.”
“You’re an idiot.” Bo stumbled toward her, liquor bottle in hand. “I heard your boss man tell you nobody was talkin’ to nobody ’til tomorrow. You’re breakin’ the rules.”
“You caught me.” Autumn held up a hand of surrender to the inebriated man. “Just don’t tell Mom and Dad. I don’t want to get grounded.”
Bo grumbled, struggling to focus his gaze. “Damn redheads. You’re all the same. Mouthy little⁠—”
“Be careful.” Autumn cut him off with a grin. “This mouthy little redhead is still a federal agent. Now let’s get down to business. Where’s Hank? You point me in his direction, and I’ll leave you alone. I swear.”
Jerking a thumb to his left, Bo scowled. “Right around the corner of that building, close to the access road. That’s where you’ll find Hank. But just so y’know, he isn’t as nice as me. He’s dumber too.”
Autumn headed in the direction he’d suggested. “Thanks for everything. Have yourself a lovely night.”
Believing Bo’s warning to be mostly bullshit, Autumn froze when she rounded the building to find a short, aging man aiming a revolver at her.
“Don’t even think about reachin’ for that holster.” He inched forward, his gun barrel fixed between her eyes. “Hands up, lady.”
Autumn raised her hands to shoulder height before slapping the weapon out of the old man’s hand and putting him in a wristlock. She used her momentum to rotate him in place while he howled and struggled to free himself from her grip. With a quick downward yank on his arm, she had him kneeling and followed through by pulling him into a headlock. “I’m Special Agent Autumn Trent, and I need to speak with Hank. That is the one and only way this ends.”
Several onlookers scattered at the commotion, confirming what Autumn had already guessed to be true. No one was willing to risk their neck for anybody else in this lot.
“Dammit, woman.” Thrashing against her grip, the man quickly realized his efforts were useless. “I’m Hank, okay? I’m Hank. Now what the hell do you want?”
Autumn released him, raising her own firearm at compressed ready as he whipped around to face her. “Four nights ago, Friday, March twenty-fifth, you saw two men, Alphonso Cabrera and Ronny Oates. They got into a car with someone and drove off. What can you tell me about that?”
Hank clutched his hip like it might fall off. “That’s what this is about? Those two nimrods? Yeah. I saw ’em. Drunk as hell and stupid as always. They got in a car I didn’t recognize, but I didn’t see the guy they left with. Thought it was a guy, anyhow.”
“You thought?” Autumn’s stomach sank. “You didn’t see the individual who was driving?”
“Lady,” Hank limped sideways toward his now-abandoned barrel fire, keeping a careful eye on Autumn, “my hearing is going. My eyesight is awful. Lost my damn glasses a long time ago, and guess what? No eye insurance in these parts. I only knew you were comin’ my way ’cause someone heard you mention my name and told me you were comin’.”
Shit. No. This cannot be a dead end. Our only lead cannot be a dead end.
“Think hard, Hank.” Autumn kept her gun at the ready. “You have to remember something about that night. Alfie’s and Ronny’s families need you to remember something.”
Hank’s eyes widened, the saggy, withered skin surrounding them stretching taut. “They’re dead? That’s what you’re tellin’ me? Well, I can tell you that Alfie ain’t got no damn family, and Ronny’s ex is better off without him. That’s what.”
The admission explained why only Ronny’s family had been listed on the report.
“Be that as it may,” Autumn kept her tone even, “it can’t sit well with you that a murderer is out there lingering around the place you call home.”
Hank’s gaze darted from left to right. “I really am too old for this shit. Jesus.” He nodded across the lot. “See that group of kids? See that skinny one with the shaggy yellow hair? I was selling him a dime bag that night when those jack-offs left. He’s got young eyes and ears, so he might be able to tell you more.”
Autumn spotted the boy right away. Nothing in Hank’s voice or posture suggested he was lying. “Okay. I’m going to go talk to him, but you stick around. Just in case I need some verification.” She raised a brow. “Or on the off chance you’re full of it.”
“Told you the truth.” Hank took a slow and deliberate seat in a rusted metal folding chair near his fire. “Yellow. Hair. And can I get my gun back?”
Autumn clocked it lying on the ground a few feet away. She retrieved the firearm and checked the cylinder. Two empty casings and three full loads remained. She emptied it and pocketed the bullets and casings, then stuck the weapon in her pocket.
“Dammit! Gimme my piece. I wasn’t gonna shoot you, and that’s my only protection out here.”
“You said it yourself. Your eyesight’s going. How can I be sure you won’t mistake me or someone else for an attacker? Also, pointing a loaded firearm at a federal agent carries a rather sizable penalty that I’m momentarily choosing to ignore. Just be thankful Virginia is an open carry state, and maybe think twice before you go aiming a gun at people who just want to ask you questions.”
“So gimme it back. I promise I won’t aim it your way again.”
“Sorry, but no can do. It’ll be at the nearest police station waiting for you to collect it, providing you can show proof of your identity as the registered owner.”
He had more than a few words for her after that, but she let them bounce off her as she left, calling over her shoulder, “A good evening to you too.”
Despite their altercation having alerted most of the residents to her presence, Autumn attempted to move through the area inconspicuously. She stayed locked in on the kid Hank had pointed out. He and a few other young people were still gathered around a barrel fire, warming their hands and laughing as she approached.
Her arrival sent the group scattering like roaches, but she managed to catch Hank’s mark by the arm before the kid picked up any speed.
Wide blue eyes grew to the size of saucers as the adolescent noticed her gun, which she kept close to her chest, muzzle down in sul position. The kid sputtered and backed away as far as he could with her still holding him by the arm. His murky fear tickled her fingers. “I’m just smoking weed. I swear to God, it’s only weed.”
Autumn held in a laugh as he finally thought to flick his joint away. “My name is Autumn Trent, and I’m a special agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I couldn’t care less about your weed, but I do need to ask you a few questions.”
“But it’s just weed! I only buy it down here ’cause it’s so much cheaper than the dispensaries…and I’m o-only sixteen, so I can’t just walk in and buy it anyway. Please. I don’t want to go to jail. My buddy spent six months in juvie, and he said⁠—”
“I don’t care about the weed,” Autumn repeated, interrupting the frantic tirade with the firmest tone she could manage. “What’s your name?”
“G…Grant. Grant Dennings. I don’t live down here. I just come down to⁠—”
“Score some cheap weed.” Autumn shook her head to dismiss his excuses. “I got that part, Grant, and I believe we’ve established that your joint doesn’t matter right now. I’m here to ask you some serious questions about a very serious matter. Questions about murder.”
Grant’s jaw dropped. “Dude, I didn’t murder anyone. What the hell? I would never mur⁠—”
Autumn tightened her grip on his arm. “No one thinks you murdered anyone. But you might’ve caught sight of a person who did.”
“Oh.” The turbulence firing from Grant’s body settled by a fraction. “I mean…when? Who?”
Though she wasn’t against the usage of legally obtained marijuana, Autumn did question whether Grant had any brain cells to spare for such an activity. “I’m hoping you can tell me who. You were here Friday night, correct? Your dealer over there, Hank, said you were buying a dime bag off him when a car pulled up close to you.”
Grant glanced in Hank’s direction. “Yeah, I was down here…yeah, on Friday night. People don’t usually drive through here, though, and ’specially not at night. But yeah, I was talking to Hank and handing him some cash. Some dude pulled up in an Audi.”
Adrenaline pumped through Autumn’s veins. “An Audi? Are you sure?”
“Yeah.” Grant nodded. “It was a dark-colored Audi. I couldn’t tell the actual color, but definitely an Audi. It had those four circles. Like the Olympics, but it was just four of them. That’s an Audi, right? I didn’t really see the guy though. I mean, I was focused on my score.”
“But you’re sure it was a man driving the Audi?”
Grant rolled his eyes. “Dude, yeah. I can tell the difference. I heard his voice. And I think he had, like, an accent or something.”
“An accent?” Autumn sensed the sea of suspects narrowing to a wading pool. She released his arm but kept her weapon ready. A few of Grant’s friends were circling, watching the conversation. “What did he sound like?”
“Like some dude who probably works in a bank, or, like, for the government.” Grant crossed his arms. “You know how they sound. All fancy and shit. It’s annoying.”
“That’s not telling me anything. I work for the government. Are you saying I talk all fancy and annoying?” She cocked her head. “I need to know what kind of accent it was. What country or language? I’m assuming it was English, but what else did it sound like? Was there Spanish mixed in? Russian? Italian?”
“Nah, dude. Nothing like that. Just plain English, but all fancy.”
“Fancy. Do you mean British?”
“Yeah, yeah. He was definitely British.”
Autumn softened her approach with a smile. “You wouldn’t lie to me, right? You’re too smart to lie to a federal agent, aren’t you, Grant?”
He returned her smile, bobbing his head eagerly. “I’m telling you the truth. Swear.”
“I really want to believe that’s true and that you’re a good kid who’s just made some questionable choices.” She continued with the sweeter tone even as she dropped her warning bomb. “Because if I find out later that you made up anything you’ve told me, that you’ve lied to me about one single detail, I will be passing your name along to the local police department, and I can guarantee you they will care about your dime bag of cheap weed.”
Grant’s smile fell. “I-I understand.”
“Good boy.” Autumn pulled out her phone. “You said you don’t live here, so I’m going to need you to give me your phone number and home address. Your real phone number and address, although I don’t doubt I can find you again without either if you’re silly enough to accidentally mess up some digits, which I’m sure you won’t.”
After Grant shakily offered the information, Autumn ordered the teen to get his ass home and made her way across the lot to her Camry.
Aiden can kill me if he wants to. But this trail just got hot.
A British man driving a dark Audi through the most dangerous neighborhood in Richmond.
How many of those could there possibly be?
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Dustin Pratt reached the end of the sidewalk and circled around to the deserted employee parking area behind the Bell Motel. He needed a minute to cool down before returning home to his wife Monica and their sleeping children.
Monica thought he was working a late-night carpentry job for a big-time developer in the city. But a different type of exertion was required at the “No-Tell Bell.”
He’d nicknamed the hotel months ago when he first started frequenting the business. At the time, he hadn’t envisioned returning so often or spending the hundreds of dollars that no longer padded his bank account at the filthy establishment, but there were certain needs met at this facility that Monica had long ago stopped trying to fulfill.
It’s not completely your fault. What’s the point of having a wife if she leaves you blue-balled every damn night?
Paying to be “serviced” had bothered him the first few times. But he’d adjusted his expectations of life quickly and concluded he didn’t really care if the woman underneath him—or on top—was faking every second of it.
She was acting. He was paying. Fair was fair.
Self-loathing wasn’t so bad anyway. Sitting on a curb, Dustin glanced up at the night sky and enjoyed the sweat still dripping from his face. He longed to light up one of the cigarettes Monica had forbidden him to smoke and savor every damn second of the delicious poison filtering through his lungs.
It’s marriage. The tying of the knot. That chafing, rubbing knot. It’s inevitable. This misery is inevitable. That’s just how it is on this bitch of an earth.
“Howdy.”
A deep voice behind Dustin sent him scrambling to his feet.
“Whoa.” An incredibly tall man built like an ox eased back with a friendly smile. “Relax. I’m just a security guy. My name’s Sid.” The man pointed to his shirt that read in bold, capital print, SECURITY.
“Oh.” Dustin eyed the flask in Sid’s giant hand. “I’ll share a cig if you share a swig.”
Busting into a hearty and instantly likable laugh, Sid held out the container. “Knock yourself out, my man.”
“Dustin.” Swallowing a greedy gulp of vodka, he handed over the promised cigarette and his lighter. “Deal’s a deal.”
They sat on a parking block, puffing and passing the flask back and forth as they got to know each other.
Sid shared that his mother was a prostitute, and he’d grown up living in establishments very similar to the Bell Motel.
“She OD’d up in one of them rooms.” Sid waved the stainless steel container over his head without turning to glance at the building. “Owner was nice enough to offer me a job after that.”
When he held out the flask, Dustin accepted it. “How long you been doing this for?” He stole a sip and examined Sid’s face. Guy had to be young, even as big as he was. “How old are you anyway?”
Sid exhaled a deep, wheezy sigh. “I’ve been stuck here since I was fourteen, so we’re talking…” He counted on his fingers. “I’m twenty-seven now, so thirteen years? I’ve been here thirteen years. Shit.”
Dustin passed him the booze. “Gotta be some good to come from having a job at a whorehouse, right? I mean, you get paid cash, but maybe you get paid in ass sometimes too?”
“Yeah, some of the women up there’ll throw me one. Owner’s okay with it as long as I don’t get attached.” Sid snorted. “Like that’s gonna happen.”
Dustin shrugged. “Why not? Some of the ladies up there are all right. I know that little brunette on the third floor is real nice. What’s her name? Mandy? Mabelline?”
“Marylin.”
“Yeah, that’s the one. You ever get with her?”
“No. She thinks I’m too tall.” Sid laughed before taking a swig and handing off the container. Dustin drank a good swallow, enjoying the burn of the liquor and the buzz building in his head.
Now here’s something you don’t get once you’re married. Time on your own, with a buddy who understands where you’re at.
On a whim, Dustin started warbling the lyrics to a song about friendship and brotherly love. Sid slapped him on the shoulder. “You know that one? I thought I was the only dude left who remembered that song.”
Dustin laughed and kept singing, and Sid joined him for the chorus. They managed to get through the second verse before the words became harder to recall, and Sid finally waved a hand for them to stop.
“Gonna do that tune a disservice we keep going on like that.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” Dustin took another sip from the flask.
Some laughter from behind them had him spinning where he sat. He spotted a couple of men stumbling in his and Sid’s direction. One of them had a bag in his hand, with a bottle neck poking out the top. “Looks like the party’s getting bigger. Hey, fellas, come share the wine.”
The newcomers kept laughing as they made their way closer. Dustin did a double take. The guys appeared to be older, maybe in their sixties, and dressed nice.
One of them had a clean blue suit on, and the collar of his white shirt was stiff enough to poke into his neck. The other guy held the wine bottle and wore a sweater, like the kind Dustin’s high school football coach used to wear. But it looked expensive. And so did the gold watch on his wrist.
“Hey, man, you sure you guys are in the right place? This neighborhood…you know, that’s a nice watch. I ain’t saying I plan on trying to take it, but…”
White Collar busted up laughing and slapped Sweater on the shoulder. “He thinks he could steal your watch.”
Sweater turned toward Dustin, grinning and holding out the bagged wine bottle. “Go on, friend. Have a drink, but hands off the jewelry.” He laughed again and motioned with the bottle.
Dustin arched a brow at Sid, conveying the unspoken question. Sid nodded. “Man’s offering a drink, he’s all right with me.”
Guess even rich old guys need a break from their lives too.
Dustin took the bottle and pulled from it. The liquor burned a warm glow in his belly. “Ain’t wine, Sid. That’s bourbon. Here.” He passed it to Sid, who enjoyed a sip.
“Many thanks, friend.” Sid gave the bottle to Sweater, who didn’t take a swig but produced a pair of cigars from his pants pocket. He handed one to White Collar and stuck the other in his mouth.
“There’s plenty more where that came from, if you boys are interested. Smokes too.” He wiggled the cigar between his teeth and took it out. “My…associate,” he motioned at White Collar, “and I run a little operation outside of town. We’re looking for some help.”
Dustin narrowed his gaze, sizing them up. These guys were high roller types, way too high for the likes of an alley behind the No-Tell Bell. “What kind of operation and what kind of help?”
Sweater shrugged, more deliberate than casual. “Similar to what you’re doing here, watching over the place, and…keeping track of things.”
White Collar chuckled and nodded. “Definitely keeping track.”
With a grunt, Sid rose to his feet. “Sounds shady. Thanks for the drink, and the offer of employment, but I got work here.”
“And what manner of work might that be?” Sweater asked.
Dustin took a moment to study both men from where he sat. The booze had done its job, making it difficult to keep his eyes open. A grunt sounded from Sid, and then a weight settled onto Dustin’s shoulders.
He tried to shrug it off and realized it was Sid. He’d fallen to his knees and was lying half on Dustin’s back, folding him down where he sat. “Hey, man. Sid! Hey!”
The heavier man slid off and landed on his side behind Dustin, who tried to shift around. Sweater placed his hands on Dustin’s shoulders, holding him still. His gold watch glinted in the light coming from the bulb over the No-Tell’s back door.
“What’re you doing? Hey, cut it⁠—”
A sharp sting pierced his neck, and Dustin fought to get his hands up but could hardly move. As his eyelids fluttered, he watched in a helpless daze as White Collar stuck a needle into Sid’s neck.
“There, there, boys. We’ll get you all sorted out. You’re gonna love your new career. We’re gonna fast track you right to the top.”
Laughter carried into the night as Dustin slumped against Sid’s bulky form and passed out.
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Keaton entered the BAU office for the morning briefing with a lighter step and one official girlfriend to boot. Armed with a bag of fresh bagels and a wide variety of mini-cream cheese choices for his team, he was determined to start the day off on a positive note.
His mom had always told him and Hailey growing up that the reason breakfast was the most important meal of the day was that it calmed “the morning monster.”
While this wasn’t the most scientific explanation ever given, he’d employ any tactic that might quell his colleagues’ nerves as they began a new day of investigation. Sun dove straight into the chocolate chip option, followed by Autumn and Aiden each selecting onion bagels.
Keaton fully believed his mom was the smartest woman on the planet.
Nobody’s dancing around singing Disney songs, but everyone’s cool. Everyone’s calm.
There was, of course, the small issue that Aiden and Autumn seemed to be avoiding eye contact. And when they’d reached for the bagels, they’d taken pains to avoid touching each other. Surmising that last night hadn’t gone well, Keaton took it as a good sign the two weren’t shooting glares. Or bullets.
Eat your bagels. Focus on the case. It’s fine. We’ll be fine. Everybody’s fine…probably.
Aiden opened his laptop, munching the last bite of breakfast. He stood, picked up his computer, and approached the whiteboard. “Dr. Plath emailed me some prelim lab results this morning.” He tapped at his keys, and two separate photos appeared on the board from the overhead. “What you’re seeing is a single horsehair and a very small all-weather running track rubber granule. Both were found embedded in Alphonso Cabrera’s torso.”
Keaton homed in on the black rubberized particle. “What kind of track are we talking about? Running track, or maybe athletic?”
“All-weather tracks are used for horse and dog races, and also athletic events.” Aiden jerked his chin at one of the photos. “Given the presence of the horsehair, we’re looking at the former.”
“Is there any reason our victims might’ve been on a racetrack?” Keaton leaned forward. “I know all three men were living transient lifestyles before they died, but what about in their past, before they hit rock bottom?”
The SSA folded his arms and tapped a finger against his elbow. He regarded each of them in turn, landing on Keaton at the end. “We’ve established these men were murdered. Are you suggesting their deaths could’ve been due to less nefarious circumstances?”
Keaton shrugged. “A racetrack could cause the type of damage we’ve seen, and murder does seem the most likely case, given the attempted disposal of all three bodies. But does the dragging need to have been malicious? What if these were accidental deaths, or caused by workplace safety issues an employer wanted to keep under wraps?”
Aiden clicked at his laptop and brought up the images showing each victim’s neck. “How do you explain the ligature marks, clearly indicating the presence of a restraining device, most likely a metal collar?”
That put Keaton back in his seat. “Right. Sorry. Just trying to consider all the options.”
“Of course, and that’s the right approach. Your comment about employment has me thinking…do we know of any racetracks in the area? Who owns them, where are they located? Do they host horse racing?”
Autumn flipped open her own laptop, eagerly typing away. “The horsehair narrows down our perpetrator’s choice of vehicle, but that doesn’t mean we’re solely looking at tracks that host races for the public.”
Aiden frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I mean you asked the right question earlier. Who owns racetracks? If the victims were dumped by unscrupulous employers, we could be dealing with private enterprises, or tracks that operate without regulatory oversight.”
“Or,” Keaton perked up, “instead of being employed by the wrong people, the victims got on the wrong side of the wrong people. Assuming we’re right about the horses and collars, this indicates a need to punish as well as kill. Could Cabrera or Oates have had connections to organized crime?”
As the last word left Keaton’s lips, Aiden stiffened and turned to stare at the whiteboard, or maybe the wall.
Or because he needs to hide his face.
He’s been a mess since the Fabbris, and I just gave him a great reason to remember that. Way to go, Holland.
Autumn was still typing madly beside him. He glanced at her screen and studied the images of ancient Roman ruins.
Okay, Autumn has an idea. But where did it come from?
At the head of the room, Aiden was now carefully observing the photos on the whiteboard. With an exaggerated sigh, Sun stood up and joined him, aiming a finger at the picture of the horsehair.
“To drag someone to death behind a horse either means you’re a sadist or you believe yourself above the masses. The whole idea is very ancient Rome to me. Colosseum, Circus Maximus, right? Organized blood sport.”
Aiden nodded. “Good observations, Sun. We should consider Keaton’s point as well, but these are all angles we’ll want to explore.” He turned to the table, and his face betrayed no emotion at all. Nothing whatsoever.
“Aiden,” Keaton lifted a hand, dreading his next question but compelled to ask it, “in your experience with…the Fabbris, did you ever hear of killings being carried out like this?”
The tightening of Aiden’s shoulders was slight, but unmistakable. “Thankfully, I did not. I knew of punishments meted out viciously and cases of brutal homicide, such as the slaughter of the Fabbri family. Some of those cases would rival the brutality of dragging someone to death.”
“But not in the manner of blood sport?”
The SSA shook his head. “No. It would take a psychopath with a special type of superiority complex to do something like this,” he gestured to the whiteboard, “as a form of entertainment.”
“There’s no shortage of psychopaths in the world.” Autumn kept her eyes on her screen as she slipped into psychologist mode. “It’s a tiny sector of society overall. In the U.S., it’s barely more than one percent for men and around half a percent for women. But that’s still five million people in this country alone who possess high levels of psychopathy.”
Aiden squinted at the critical clues as though he were attempting a puzzle with many missing pieces. “So this possible new theory of horse racing supports what we’d previously assessed. Our unsub is a sadistic psychopath. Torture is a mandatory part of their process.”
Keaton had no idea how many racetracks were in the local area, let alone the surrounding sectors. “We have some narrowing down to do.”
Autumn cleared her throat and pulled a folder from her desk. “I have a jump start on that. Last night, I couldn’t stop thinking about Hank and the possible break in our case that he might provide. I was scared we might miss our chance, so I returned to the rail yard.”
Freezing mid-reach for his water bottle, Keaton slid his gaze to Aiden. Their stoic SSA seemed to notice Autumn for the first time since his arrival. He slammed his laptop shut. “You went back. Alone?”
Autumn appeared unfazed by his reaction. “Yes. And I spoke with Hank, who had been close by when the two men drove away, just like Bo claimed. He’s nearsighted and a little hard of hearing, but he pointed me to a teen who’d been right there with him. Grant Dennings. And Mr. Jackpot Dennings gave me three important details that unequivocally shrink our suspect pool.”
“What did he tell you?” Sun spouted the question, all but flying to her chair and grabbing her pen, which spun across the table. It rolled to a stop against Aiden’s laptop.
Keaton bit his tongue.
Do not laugh. Don’t do it. Don’t. Laugh. You’re too young to die.
The SSA returned Sun’s pen and glared at Autumn, who remained unfazed. She grinned at Sun, apparently unable to hide her amusement at their enthusiastic colleague’s mishap and clearly not as afraid of death as Keaton. “Mr. Dennings confirmed it was a man driving the car. A man who spoke with what he believed to be a British accent. And Grant was certain the vehicle was an Audi. He saw the emblem and described it perfectly.”
“Holy crap. Did he get a look at the plates?” Keaton immediately wished he’d said nothing, certain Aiden would interpret his unabashed zeal as some level of betrayal, considering Autumn’s blatant disregard for official orders.
Orders that Aiden made explicitly clear.
Autumn stood. “No, but I already ran vehicle registration against British citizens and former British citizens living in Virginia. Two men in the Richmond area fit the bill neatly. Hugh Yardley and Daniel Ainsworth. Aside from their accents, their Audis, and their fortunes, I couldn’t find a connection between the duo.” She passed out printed pictures of the men, ignoring Aiden’s tomato-red face altogether.
He can’t fire her because of the complications. He can’t kill her because he loves her. But damn, anyone else on this team would be history right now. Unemployed and six freaking feet under.
“The younger of the two men is Daniel.” Autumn spoke with as much confidence as any rule-following, by-the-book agent ever could. “Forty-one years old. Brown hair, brown eyes. Single with no children. He’s lived in America since he was twenty-five and was the one and only heir to his deceased father’s billions.”
Sun groaned in instant disgust. “I can only imagine the kind of man who develops from that brand of mega silver spoon treatment.”
Keaton studied Daniel’s photo. “He could be anywhere from a normal, entitled heir all the way down to a sadistic, cold-blooded murderer.”
“The two aren’t mutually exclusive,” Sun snapped. “It’s not a scale. More like a checklist.”
The SSA remained silent and fuming as he observed their conversation, not even meeting Keaton’s eyes when he pointedly looked to Aiden for a comment.
He’s gonna blow. Any minute now. That cucumber cool of his has met its match.
And he’s in love with her.
“Sun’s right.” Autumn placed Daniel’s photo on her desktop. “We can’t forget that psychopaths can be charismatic. Our killer could be all of the above. Entitled, sadistic, cold-blooded, and still able to appear perfectly normal on any given day.”
Keaton peeked at Aiden again, who stood statue-still, holding the photographs in his clenched fist but refusing to examine them. Instead, he kept a dead stare locked on Autumn as she passed copied images around the table with a borderline air of authority.
Is she trying to piss him off more than he already is?
Autumn held up the picture of the other person of interest. “Let’s talk about Hugh Yardley. Fifty-one years old. Gray hair, blue eyes. Divorced. Moved to America in his thirties to appease his American bride. Hugh has an inconceivable financial portfolio. He’s several times over as wealthy as Ainsworth.”
“Slips right into that perpetrator glove.” Sun rotated her chair toward Aiden. “We need to speak with them as soon as possible. I mean, that’s pretty clear, right?”
“Indeed.” Aiden’s bark echoed across the large room. “I guess we know what we’re doing this morning, thanks to Agent Trent’s jump-start investigative work. Agent Ming and I will set up and conduct an interview with Daniel Ainsworth. Agent Holland, you will accompany our star detective to question Hugh Yardley.”
Keaton met Aiden’s narrowed gaze and instantly remembered that some of the hottest—and arguably the angriest—flames in a fire were blue. “You got it, sir.”
“I have phone numbers and addresses.” Autumn crossed her arms, not so much as flinching when Aiden’s stare met hers. “I’ll email them to all of you.”
“Give me a minute, Sun.” Aiden was already charging toward his private office. “I’ll call Mr. Ainsworth and meet you in the parking lot.”
His door slammed shut, and Autumn continued to clack away at her keyboard as though nothing had happened. “You ready, Keat? We can contact Hugh on the way.” She didn’t glance up at him, and he could’ve sworn she was smiling.
Sun seemed to be edging quietly out of the room.
Keaton couldn’t follow her lead fast enough. “I’ll wait for you out front.”
Once he’d made a safe escape into the hallway, he jogged to catch up with Sun, who’d managed to speed walk halfway down the hall. “Sun. Sun. Can you believe that just happened?”
Acknowledging him with an annoyed glance, she continued her hasty retreat. “Of course I can. I was right there, dummy. It may be a tough pill for Aiden to swallow, but Autumn’s info is case-breaking. She kicked some serious ass pulling that stunt. We could catch this killer before lunchtime, assuming the kid didn’t lie to her.”
Keaton fought a shiver, keeping pace with his colleague. “They’re going to have a discussion about this later on, and I shudder to think about what this means for the team.”
“You worried he’s going to break up the band over this? Give me a break.”
“Nothing like that. I just think it might get ugly around here for a while.”
Sun halted at the BAU doors, emitting an oomph of frustration. “Those two have been glued at the hip for months, but Autumn going to the rail yard alone last night means she wasn’t with Aiden last night. Trust me. It already got ugly.”
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Autumn sat stiffly in her chair, typing away and bookmarking links to racetracks in and around Richmond. She’d found two major tracks, neither of which boasted all-weather surfaces. A handful of smaller tracks existed, held by private companies that appeared to be in line with regulations.
She’d begun searching for any history of violations or workplace accidents when she sensed Aiden’s figure fill the doorway. “Agent Trent, my office. Now.”
He retreated, and she sat up straight, momentarily unable to process what she’d just heard. Aiden hadn’t spoken to her with that level of finality and authority in…she didn’t know how long.
And I’d be happy if it never happened again.
Gathering her belongings, she packed up her bag and headed for the SSA’s office.
After stepping aside to let her through, Aiden closed the door with a quiet click.
Autumn remained standing while he maneuvered around his desk. He extended a hand to a chair across from him.
“Please. Have a seat. This won’t be a long meeting, but you should be comfortable.”
She dropped her bag on the chair instead and kept her position opposite his desk.
He wants to keep it businesslike. That’s fine with me. He knows he’s more than a boss to me, and I know I’m more than a subordinate to him.
Aiden met her gaze. “Autumn, please. Sit down. We can’t do this if you insist on holding a superior position.”
“Superior?” She jerked her bag off the chair and sat. “There. Now we’re on the same level. As for who’s superior in this conversation, it has always been you. You’re the SSA, not me.”
He stabbed a finger in her direction, his face twisting into an ugly grimace. “That’s exactly my point. But you can’t seem to accept that, and it’s making my job impossible.”
“Well forgive me for doing what I felt was necessary to help us solve this case. You’ll notice that I’m sitting here, unharmed, and we have information that might help us find out who killed those three men.”
“And you’ll notice that, so far, I have kept my temper in check and done my best to treat you not merely as an employee but also as the woman I love.”
She’d been ready to retort that treating her “as an employee” was precisely what he’d done by ordering her into his office and referring to the conversation as a “meeting.” Instead, she answered the only way her heart would let her.
“I love you, too, Aiden. And I’m sorry I did the exact thing you ordered us all not to do. I didn’t feel like I had a choice.”
His expression softening, Aiden stood and came around the desk to crouch beside her, putting his hands on her arm. The warmth of emotion that filled her almost acted as a balm against the anxiety and tension she’d allowed to build up between them.
And then he said the words Autumn had expected him to start the conversation with.
“I can’t protect you if you’re always rushing off into danger, and I know that’s not what you want to hear right now.”
“No, it’s not. What if I turn it around and say the same thing? I can’t protect you if you won’t let me in. If you won’t tell me what’s really going on.”
“It’s not your job to protect me, Autumn.”
She lifted her chin. “I get to decide that for myself.”
He dropped his head and spoke without looking at her. “You’ll remember that I have experience with agents on my team who chose to rush forward instead of waiting for orders and direction from me. Your best friend is one of them.”
“Winter was also brand-new at the Bureau when you worked together. She was bound to make a few mistakes, just like we all do.”
Aiden lifted his gaze to hers. “Charging forward into an unfamiliar building with an unknown number and type of hostile persons inside is more than a mistake. It’s a potentially fatal failure of judgment, and I’m the one with the scar to remind me.” He stood up and leaned against his desk. “If you truly want to protect me, you’ll trust me when I say I know of the dangers surrounding us, which you cannot possibly imagine⁠—”
“Then help me stop trying to imagine them. Tell me what they are.” She turned her palms up, supplicating in front of him. “What has its hooks in you so deeply that you can’t talk to me? I’m not talking about our relationship outside of work either. We’re colleagues, Aiden, and that means we communicate. We share the burdens, and the risks, of this job. Together.”
He reached his hands out, and for a moment, she thought he would take her hands in his, that she’d finally broken through. Then he pulled his arms back and folded them across his chest, and Autumn knew she’d been mistaken. She hadn’t broken through. If anything, all she’d done was give him a reason to put on more armor.
“I need you to listen to me. Trust my leadership and stop treating this job like an adventure.”
She inhaled sharply, breathing ice-cold air down to her lungs. “Not an adventure. Just a job. Got it.”
With that, she snatched up her bag and stood, expecting him to say the meeting wasn’t over. But he went to the door and opened it, letting it swing inward, and stood clear for her to exit.
She passed beneath his gaze, forcing herself not to look back at him as he shut the door behind her.
Not an adventure. Not a relationship either. Just a job. Dammit, Aiden, why won’t you tell me what’s going on?
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Aiden clenched the steering wheel, coaching himself to breathe in through his nose and out through his mouth. A single call had gained them an interview with the very agreeable Daniel Ainsworth. The man lived on a sprawling ranch on the outskirts of Richmond and had invited them to meet him on the grounds.
Not trusting Ainsworth’s friendliness for a second, Aiden was relieved he hadn’t had to go to battle to secure a moment of his time.
This is not the day to challenge me. Autumn’s already spent that allowance and then some.
The trip gave Aiden and Sun a solid twenty-minute drive to go over the particulars of their interviewee’s history, but for the first fifteen minutes, Sun had wisely stayed silent and engrossed in her computer.
Vexed by the inkling that Sun was secretly proud of Autumn’s insubordinate behavior, Aiden struggled to keep his frustrations from spreading to the entire team.
This won’t do. Regardless of Autumn’s reckless, ridiculous, asinine misconduct last night, regardless of our argument, regardless of Maury Fabbri…I. Have. To. Focus. On. This. Case.
He purposely envisioned the mutilated corpses of Alphonso and Ronny, jarring his attention back to their investigation. “Sun, what have you found?”
She jolted at his voice and peered at him warily before responding. “Daniel’s ranch includes a boarding stable that caters to the wealthy, like a country club for horses, from the looks of the web page, but there’s no racetrack anywhere on the grounds.”
“It would take a pretty idiotic killer to perform races like that on the same property where they lived.” Aiden expected their hunt for the killer’s location to be much more complicated than determining his identity. “We’ve profiled our perpetrator as cruel, but nothing so far has indicated stupidity or carelessness.”
“This next part might change your mind a little.” Sun’s fingertips skittered across the keys. “I came across a freaking plethora of media articles about Ainsworth. He has a habit of overspending on exotic vacations and is well-known as a nefarious playboy among Richmond’s elite. Sounds like a real dick. Can’t wait to meet him.”
“We’ve met worse.” Aiden didn’t add that he was inclined to agree with Sun. Between his over-the-top-friendly bravado and the media rumor mill, Daniel Ainsworth did give the impression of being a complete and total dick.
“If he really is the one behind these murders,” Sun scrunched her nose at the possibility, “then I think we can put him somewhere near the top of our worst psychos ever list. It’s sick what’s happening to these people. A different level of disturbing.”
“We’ll get a read on him today, at the very least.” Aiden let off the accelerator as they neared their destination, steering onto a paved lane lined with pristinely trimmed evergreens that led to an impressive stone mansion surrounded by expansive, fenced fields. “I’m guessing that’s him on the porch, waiting for us.”
Daniel Ainsworth raised a hand of greeting, beaming as though the meeting had been his idea and he couldn’t be happier to see them.
No one is this pleased to receive a visit from federal agents. No one. Killer or not, he’s full of shit.
Parking to the side of the lane but careful to avoid the lawn, Aiden and Sun exited and made their way across an immaculately landscaped walk that brought them straight to the porch steps.
“Hello! Welcome!” Daniel waved them up. “It’s not every day I have the pleasure of a chin-wag with government officials. Either of you thirsty? I can have Romena put the kettle on if you’d like some tea. Or something stiffer, if you’d like, though I suppose it’s a bit early for a glass of sherry.”
“No, thank you.” Aiden scanned the man over as he climbed the porch stairs, reading every twitch of his face as well as his overly theatrical gestures. “I’m Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish. I spoke with you over the phone. This is my colleague, Special Agent Sun Ming. We’re hoping you can help us with an investigation.”
“Of course.” Daniel’s smile remained in place, yet he didn’t invite them inside. “How can I be of service? I’m guessing it’s something big, considering those shiny badges of yours. I have to say, I’m a little flattered at the idea of being useful to such American big shots.”
Aiden detected the insulting mockery within the compliment. “We need to determine a few things, Mr. Ainsworth, regarding the night of March twenty-fifth.” He took out premortem photos of Davie, Oates, and Cabrera. “Do you recognize any of these men?”
Peering at the photos, Daniel quirked his lips to the side and shook his head. “Can’t say as I’ve ever seen them before in my life. That’s the Babe, I swear to you.”
“The Babe? I’m afraid I don’t follow.”
Daniel chortled into his fist. “Sorry. I thought all Americans were up on their Cockney. Babe means ‘the truth,’ like Babe Ruth. Figured you’d know that one, him being one of your all-time greatest batsmen.”
“Of course.” Aiden stared the man in the eye, not blinking as he deadpanned. “I’m afraid I don’t keep up with baseball much.”
Smirking, Daniel returned the stare as he gestured at Sun. “What about Agent…Ming, you said? Surely you treat your subordinates to a bit of sport from time to time.” He finished with a wink and a tilt of his head in her direction.
Before Sun could shatter any pretense that their conversation was intended to be amicable, Aiden stepped between them.
“Mr. Ainsworth, we’re investigating a triple homicide. Can you tell us what you remember about the evening of March twenty-fifth? Starting with where you were.”
Daniel’s brown eyes widened, his expression sobering for a moment before he burst into laughter. “You taking the piss? You think I…I have anything to do with a triple homicide?” He held his stomach, guffawing like they were all friends in a comedy club and several drinks into the evening. “That’s rich. Really. It’s just too good. But come now. You can’t be serious.”
“We are very serious.” Sun stepped toward Daniel, scowling as her preemptive disgust for the man was vindicated. “Friday, March twenty-fifth. Can you tell us where you were that night?”
Daniel’s grin curled with a sneer as he bent to meet Sun’s cold stare. “Well, my dear, a gentleman never kisses and tells, but I suppose in this case you won’t let up until you’ve heard every sordid detail, hmm? I was with a beautiful woman, performing unspeakable and entirely consensual acts that I assure you are well within the boundaries of the laws of this great country.”
He offered them both a wink that time.
Aiden flexed his fingers to prevent them from clenching to fists. “We’ll need to speak with this woman to corroborate your alibi, whether she was your girlfriend, a first date, or a paid escort.”
Daniel raised his eyebrows in a show of mock indignation. “Do you really believe someone like me has to pay for company between the sheets? I mean, I’m not above it if the fancy ever strikes, but don’t be silly. Although I should also add that she most definitely is not my girlfriend. Monogamy has never suited me.” He gave a delicate shudder. “It’s a hideous notion, really.”
“Name.” Sun snapped the demand. “We’ll need her name and phone number. Assuming you bothered to ask for it.”
“Oh, stop.” Daniel placed a hand on his chest as though he were appalled. “Of course I can give you her name. It’s Krista Billary, and of course I have her number. She’s one of my better catches as of late, and those are always worth jotting in the vault. In fact, Ms. Billary hasn’t left my house since Friday evening, if you know what I mean. The poor woman…a real trouper, that one…is up in my bed right now sleeping off the workout I gave her last night.”
Aiden’s stomach turned for Daniel’s bedmate, who likely had no idea how much of an asshole Ainsworth was. “How about if you go get her and bring her out so we can have a chat? Clear this whole matter up in a few quick minutes.”
Daniel frowned. “If I wake her now, she’ll be shit for fun later. No, Sleeping Beauty needs her rest…and probably a gallon or two of water when she wakes up.” He folded his arms and stepped neatly in front of the door. “I may not be a born-and-raised Yank, but I do know you have no authority to disturb sweet Krista in this moment and spoil all my fun. You’re lacking the proper papers for that.”
“We’d be happy to wait. If she can confirm your alibi, you’ll likely never hear from us again, proper papers or otherwise.” Sun gestured toward the arched doorway. “Go ahead. There’s no rush.”
With an expression of disgust working its way across his face, Daniel stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
Aiden scanned the fields surrounding them. Plenty of barns and sheds and stables where one might hide evidence.
And bodies.
A few moments later, Daniel reemerged with a slightly disheveled young brunette wearing a thin bathrobe that gave next to no protection against the temperature.
Or the groping of a lecher like Daniel Ainsworth.
The man currently had one hand around her waist, clutching at her hip. His other rested on her forearm, and Aiden clocked the tight grip of his fingers.
“This is Krista. She and I have been together off and on this past week, beginning with her stay on the night of the twenty-fifth. I believe that was the focus of your inquiry?”
Aiden gestured to Krista, who had thus far kept her eyes downcast. “Ms. Billary, are you able to corroborate Mr. Ainsworth’s statements?”
She nodded and met Aiden’s gaze. “Yes. We were together that night.”
“All night?” Sun asked. “What hour did you arrive?”
“I was…Daniel’s driver picked me up from my apartment at around,” she glanced at Daniel, and he nodded, “I think it was six o’clock, or maybe six thirty. We had dinner here, and then…”
Aiden wanted to avoid putting Krista through any more of an ordeal than he had to, but they needed facts to confirm the alibi. “We understand from Mr. Ainsworth that you spent the entire evening together. In his bedroom upstairs. Is that correct?”
“Yes.” She nodded again. “Yes, we were here all night. Upstairs.”
“There, you see?” Daniel steered Krista through the threshold and swatted her on the butt as he ushered her inside. Closing the door, he turned back to them. “I hope you’re satisfied. That will probably cost me another expensive dinner and maybe a piece of jewelry.”
The alibi might well have been forced or coerced, but they’d have to check that later, possibly with a subpoena for Ms. Billary’s testimony. In the meantime, they were on Daniel’s property, and it wouldn’t hurt to learn what they could from a cursory visual inspection.
“Care to give us a tour of the grounds?” Aiden approached the porch railing. “I’d be interested in seeing exactly what it is that you do out here, Mr. Ainsley.”
“I’m sure you would. And the name is Ainsworth.” Daniel’s voice had flattened, his ability for pretense running dry.
“So no tour?”
“Sadly, no. Considering you came to my home today to politely accuse me of murder, I’m not much up for the tour guide bit right now. So on your bikes, both of you.”
“Excuse me?”
“That’s a British way of saying it’s time for you to leave.” He planted his hands on his hips. “It’s rather nicer than saying piss off, but I can do that, too, if you’d prefer. You lack the proper papers and authority to do anything but stand on my property until I tell you to leave, which I’m doing now.”
Aiden whipped toward him, searching for signs of panic in Daniel’s smug features and finding only open hostility. “Those papers you’re speaking of. They’re called warrants, and with the evidence we currently have, obtaining them won’t be hard. Are you sure you wouldn’t just rather get this over with?”
Again, Daniel showed no hint of anxiety, but his capacity for anger was betraying him with every passing second. Nostrils flared and cheeks flushed red, Daniel pointed toward their vehicle, speaking through gritted teeth. “Leave. Unless you’d like for me to call my security team? They wouldn’t mind escorting you away if that’s the exit scene you’d rather make.”
I’d rather punch you in your damn face and spend the night in jail. That’s the scene I’d rather make, you arrogant son of a bitch.
Aiden steeled himself, imagining the despair on Daniel’s face when they returned with a search warrant. “No need for that. We’ll be ‘on our bikes’…for now. But we’ll see you again, Mr. Ainsworth. Soon. And let Krista know we’re looking forward to chatting with her further as well.”
Daniel attempted to regain his composure but was unable to produce anything more than a hard, robotic smile. “Good day.”
He didn’t see them off, but Aiden was certain the man was watching them for every moment of their retreat and exit from the ranch.
“So what do you think?” Sun posed the question as they turned onto the highway and gathered speed. “What’s your gut feeling?”
“If I wake her now, she’ll be shit for fun later.”
Aiden swallowed a gag. “As far as the murders go, I’m not sure yet. But you were right with what you said before. Daniel Ainsworth is a dick.”
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Autumn spotted horses in the distance as soon as Keaton steered them onto the county road that led to Hugh Yardley’s manor. Rolling fields surrounded by state-of-the-art steel fences enclosed the magnificent beasts in their own private haven. And judging from their happy trots and lazy grazing, they lived a serene, easy life she found herself envying.
No staring at gruesome victim pics. No hunting down murderers. No falling in love with the man you call your boss, no matter how amazing he is. No matter how much he makes you worry that everything isn’t going to be all right.
I wanna be a horse in my next life.
Satellite imaging hadn’t shown a single sign of a racetrack on Hugh’s thirty acres of land, and nothing about his basic history set off any alarms either. He was a business owner, an investor, and minus one messy divorce, he seemed to have created an idyllic lifestyle in the quiet Virginia countryside.
“Man.” Keaton slowed the SUV to a crawl. “This place is beautiful. It’s like entering a different dimension. So peaceful.”
Autumn appreciated his awe. It matched her own. “Definitely doesn’t send out I’m an evil killer vibes. But…surprises are common in our line of work. Behind the curtain, Hugh Yardley could be anyone.”
Keaton cast her a sidelong glance. “You got that right. Pretty sure you surprised the living daylights out of all of us this morning. Gutsy move, Trent.”
“Ha.” Autumn winced at the memory. “I honestly wasn’t going for the wow factor. I just couldn’t sleep or think about anything except for the fact that we might’ve missed our chance to speak with Hank. Aiden’s never going to forgive me for this one.”
Defying her boss and upsetting her boyfriend in one fell swoop hadn’t been the goal. While she’d experienced a definite satisfaction in dropping her private detective bomb, after the morning briefing and her big investigation reveal, the consequences of not listening to Aiden felt real.
Returning to the rail yard had proven a successful means to an end, but the decision had been unprofessional, and after a decade of building a multifaceted career that she was truly proud of, going rogue this time slapped a nerve deep within her conscience.
“Oh, he’ll forgive you.” Keaton had never sounded more confident. “It’s Aiden. And you. You and Aiden. He has to forgive you. Come on. You know that.”
Autumn suddenly understood that her coworkers figured she’d ignored Aiden’s directive because she believed she could. And though she hadn’t experienced the conscious thought of my job is safe, no matter what when driving to the rail yard, on some internal level, she had to have known there’d be no massive consequences coming from her SSA.
I took advantage of our relationship status. I all but demanded an exception be made just for me, at work, based on our personal attachment to each other outside of work.
“I shouldn’t have gone.” Autumn imagined the tightness in Aiden’s chest after she’d made her announcement. “It was impulsive, and it could’ve gone horribly wrong.”
Shrugging at the admission, Keaton pointed ahead. “Wrong or not, here we are, and…holy hell.”
Autumn followed his gesture, taking in the unbelievably picturesque structure awaiting them. Hugh’s secretary had referred to the estate as Yardley Manor, and now the fancy moniker made sense. The home was more of a castle than a house.
Keaton braked at a tall entry gate, lowering the window to greet a bored-looking man standing in an elaborate, brick booth. “Special Agents Keaton Holland and Autumn Trent here to speak with Hugh Yardley. We have a twelve-fifteen appointment.”
“Proof of identity. Have to see it.” The man studied them with an unreadable expression.
Autumn handed Keaton her credentials, and he held them both out for the gatekeeper’s approval. “Here you go.”
Giving them a thorough inspection, he offered a grunt of approval. “All right. Follow the drive to the top of the circle. The butler will meet you at the door.” He smacked a button inside the booth and waited, seemingly disinterested and done with the two federal agents pulling into his employer’s estate.
I bet he’s paid very well, and I doubt his concern for Hugh Yardley’s affairs goes much further than his paycheck.
Keaton navigated toward the manor, parking at the height of the roundabout and peering at the arched overhang in front of the entrance. “Hugh didn’t spare any expenses building this one, did he? Here we go.”
As promised, the door swung open before either of them exited the vehicle. A straight-faced, elderly man in a sharp suit and tie offered them a stiff smile as they approached. “Agent Holland. Agent Trent. You’re here for your scheduled appointment with Mr. Yardley. My name is Charles. I’ll escort you to his office straightaway.”
Autumn noted that unlike the unquestionably American gatekeeper, Charles had a thick British accent. Possibly he’d worked for Hugh in the UK and moved to America when his boss had made the overseas transition.
Charles led them across a marble-floored atrium to a wide staircase and up the steps to the second level. He halted at the first door on the right, holding up a hand for them to do the same before giving the door two taps and gently pushing it open. “Mr. Yardley. The agents are here for you, sir.”
“Ah, yes.” A booming, friendly voice with a distinct British lilt emitted into the hallway. “Do show them in.”
Guiding them into the room, Charles led them to two armchairs facing Hugh’s desk. They each had ornately carved wooden backs and pristine green velvet cushions. Autumn sat, aware the chair probably cost more than all the furniture in her apartment put together.
Hugh beamed from across the wide desk, clasping his hands together. “Special Agent Autumn Trent and Special Agent Keaton Holland. So very nice to meet you. I daresay I’ve hosted nearly everyone but the royal family in my home, but never federal agents. It’s an honor.”
Despite being fifty-one and gray haired, Hugh emanated youthful energy. His blue eyes sparkled as he scanned them over, smiling and seemingly intrigued by his guests.
Charming. But we expected as much, didn’t we? It fits the profile.
“Thank you for the warm welcome, Mr. Yardley.” Autumn attempted to match his upbeat tone before dropping the bomb that would possibly throw him off course. “But we’re here today to discuss a rather grave matter. We’re investigating a murder case. Triple homicide.”
“Oh.” Hugh’s hands went flat on his desk, and he sobered instantly. “My word. That’s…that’s terrible. Simply terrible. I assume you’re here because you believe there’s a way I can help. Please, tell me how I may assist you. You said triple?”
Autumn perceived only genuine concern in Hugh’s voice and fought the urge to grab the man by the wrist to confirm, or refute, his presentation with her inconceivable sixth sense. “Yes, triple. We’re hoping you’ll be able to offer some assistance.”
Hugh blinked, mouth opening. He slid his gaze to Keaton and back. “Good lord. Am I a suspect?”
Keaton corrected him. “Not at all, and I’m sorry if we’ve given you that impression.”
“All right, then.” Hugh reclined in his cushioned leather chair, taking a deep breath. “May I ask how I ended up on your…list?”
He’s upset, but he isn’t blaming us or lashing out. He isn’t angry. He’s calm. Gathered. Like someone who knows they’ve done nothing wrong.
Autumn couldn’t help but feel they were wasting their time. “We can’t share the exact details. But we do have a few questions we’d like to ask you, again, just looking for guidance as we begin our investigation.”
Hugh clasped his hands together, nodding agreeably. “Of course. Ask away. I suppose you think someone of my standing to be involved. Otherwise, why would you be asking me anything? Have I got that right?”
It was the exact response a kind and innocent individual would give. Yet the most successful psychopaths were those capable of impersonating the traits of a “good” person without any signs of forced theatrics.
“Yes, you are correct that we’re looking for people who, to use your word, hold a particular standing. But I want to reinforce that you are not considered a suspect.” Autumn offered him a smile. “Could you tell us where you were the night of Friday, March twenty-fifth?”
Hugh gave a quick dip of his chin. “I was out to dinner with a delightful lady friend. Rochelle Lemmone. We went for seafood at her request. She made me try oysters, which I’ve always detested based on sight alone, and rightly so. Regrettable decision. They were atrocious.”
Autumn exchanged a glance with Keaton. Hugh’s details had spilled out smoothly. Naturally. “And after dinner?”
“We came here, shared a brief chat, and I took her home like the gentleman I am. I returned home within the hour.” Hugh pulled a notepad from a side drawer and wrote carefully with a felt-tip pen. “I’ll give you Rochelle’s address and phone number, as well as the seafood restaurant. They can all corroborate where I was, and Charles can confirm no one left the property after I arrived home that evening.”
“We’d appreciate that.”
He pushed the note across his desk and lifted a phone from its cradle with his other hand. “Charles, come in here, please.” Replacing the phone, he met Autumn’s eyes and smiled. “He’s on his way.”
“Thank you.” Autumn accepted the paper he’d slid to her. “This shouldn’t be hard to verify at all.”
The butler appeared, offering Hugh a slight bow. “You requested my presence, sir.”
“Yes, if you would be so kind, please tell these agents what you remember of my whereabouts on the night of March the twenty-fifth. That was last Friday.”
“Indeed, sir. I recall you and Ms. Lemmone took dinner at the King’s Catch, six o’clock was the reservation time. The car arrived promptly at five thirty and returned with you and your companion at roughly seven thirty. You and Ms. Lemmone spoke briefly before you drove her home.”
“And I returned at what time?”
“I believe the time was shortly after eight, perhaps a quarter past.”
Hugh looked at them and spread his hands in front of him. “I suppose that’s settled, then?”
Keaton shuffled his feet, as though he wasn’t quite sure what to say next.
I’m not sure either. This is the most likable POI we’ve had in a very long time.
Hugh’s grin had returned, as had his ease. “Anything else?”
Autumn lifted her gaze to a large painting behind Hugh’s desk. Mustangs running across a landscape of adobe and desert grass. “We couldn’t help but notice the horses on our way in. Stunning animals. Have you always had an interest in the equestrian world?”
“Since I was a child.” Hugh twisted to look up at the painting himself. “That’s not really an itch you ever get rid of. And what can I say? The magnificent beasts bring me great joy. I own a rescue operation. Many of those horses you saw as you entered the estate came from dire situations. Illegal breeders. Meat farms. Despicable racetracks where they were treated horribly.”
Tears glistened in Hugh’s eyes, making them sparkle with thick emotion.
“Do you get your rescues from racetracks in the area?” Keaton casually popped the question out.
Hugh inclined his head. “Occasionally, but we take in animals from coast to coast. I own the operation and fund it, but I don’t go about the country gathering the animals myself. I have a team of employees to manage all that. And quite honestly, it isn’t a sight I’d be able to handle anyway.” He put his hand on his chest. Autumn noticed his immaculate manicure. “Racetracks are detestable. I prefer to see the steeds once they’re here, safe and sound and living the lives they deserve.”
Autumn pressed the matter, needing to cover all the bases. “According to their websites, the two vacation resorts you own offer horseback riding as an amenity included in the reservation fees. It doesn’t bother you that those horses are being used for entertainment purposes?”
“Therapy.” Hugh furrowed his brow. “Horseback rides with highly trained, expert guides provide a priceless, therapeutic experience for overstressed individuals who greatly need the change of pace. Those interactions also help the horses learn to trust humans again, and all my horses are treated like absolute royalty. They mean the world to me.”
His love for the animals was clear, and Autumn felt like an ass for having suggested otherwise. “Of course. We understand.” She smiled, hoping to reassure him that this was just the job.
This is what we do. Ask questions people don’t like. Every. Damn. Case. Just call us the Federal Bureau of Insinuators.
Hugh attempted to return her smile, still visibly emotional over the talk of his rescue animals. “That being said, if you’d ever like a tour of my resorts, or my grounds here, or even any of my restaurants, I’d be happy to make those arrangements. I have nothing to hide, and it might do you both some good to take a little break.”
Autumn’s heart sank as she realized the interview was over. Her daring disobedience had thus far only provided them an audience with a kind man who used his wealth to rescue horses. Possibly, Aiden and Sun had found better luck with Daniel Ainsworth.
Or possibly you went rogue for no reason at all.
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I charged past the stables, shaking from the latest developments regarding my operations. Many of my staff attempted to greet me, but the most I could offer was a curt nod. A few of them nearly earned a clouting for being too slow to move aside.
Idiots. They were all idiots. And they were ruining my meticulously designed masterpiece with every stupid misstep they took.
Unlocking a doorway to an area still under construction and off-limits to most employees, I spotted my project manager leaning casually against the hall wall.
“Geoffrey!” I locked the door behind me. “You’re standing there as though you haven’t a care in the world. Have you not heard? The FBI is poking around. They’re investigating a triple homicide case.”
As Geoffrey loosened his tie, his forehead broke into a sheen of sweat. “I caught the news over lunch. The reporter said officials found Mortimer Davie’s body six weeks ago in an inner-city dumpster. They kept all that quiet, but now they’re connecting it to these two latest bodies.”
Flexing my fingers, I wrestled the urge to slap him. “You know I have no idea which one Mortimer Davie was. It doesn’t matter anyway. They’re supposed to be left in places where they’ll never be found. Dumpsters in the middle of a major American city don’t qualify.”
“To be fair, it was a neighborhood where our guys figured no one would find it or care if they did.” Geoffrey’s defense of the nimrods only further convinced me he was one as well. “These last two bodies were weighted down and thrown in the James. That seemed like a foolproof plan, considering there wasn’t much left of ’em anyway. But…”
“But?” Maybe I’d skip the slap and go straight to strangling. “There should never be any buts. Not. Ever.”
He threw his hands up in frustration. “Well, obviously they weren’t weighted down enough. Bobbed to the top somehow. I’ll make sure they do a better job of it next time.”
I laughed, my voice echoing through the empty hall. “Corpse disposal isn’t a fine science requiring deep study at university. There will be no next time. Not for the worthless mugs who fucked this up. I want them gone. Dead.”
Relief flashed through his eyes as his shoulders relaxed. “I’ll take care of that right away.”
He’d thought his own life in danger, no doubt. And if I’d had a back stock of employees capable of doing his job, it might’ve been. As it was, I needed Geoffrey.
For now.
“The package you’ve been waiting for is almost ready for delivery. It’ll be here in time for the big day.” Geoffrey began walking, waving for me to follow. “And I don’t think we’ll have any trouble getting rid of bodies from here on out. Not if we keep her hungry enough.”
My heart raced, and despite the anxieties of the day, I sensed the glorious trickle of adrenaline beginning to pulse through my veins. “Show me.”
He led me down the hall to his office, away from the stink and whines of our latest contestants. All four of them were “in training,” with a steady diet of just enough to keep them from wasting away, and, in one man’s case, a little extra to ensure he didn’t provide an unfair advantage to his mount.
We stepped into Geoffrey’s office, and he brought up a video feed on his computer. It showed a dimly lit room with a giant cage in the middle. I recognized it instantly as the old airplane hangar at the farthest edge of the property. Thumbing his phone, Geoffrey put in a call to our handlers, who currently had possession of the grizzly bear occupying the cage.
“Yeah, I have the boss here with a request for a demonstration. Uh-huh. Okay, go ahead. We have the video feed on our end.”
He ended the call and motioned to the screen. “They’ll turn the lights up in a moment.”
We watched as a figure entered the camera view, keeping their distance from the cage. The shadowy bulk of the bear charged forward, rocking the enclosure but not overturning it, and the figure backed out of view. Geoffrey snickered.
“She likes to do that, but that cage is held down with grade-one-hundred chain. No chance it’ll flip.”
On the screen, the figure came into view again and shined a flashlight on the steel bars.
The bear paced and gripped the cage, rocking it side to side. Geoffrey clicked a button, and sound emitted from the video feed. Furious snorts and growls filled the air like a majestic Christmas choir.
I grinned and stepped closer to the footage. “Hallelujah.”
It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
“You like?” Geoffrey placed his hands on his hips, happy to have redeemed himself for the moment.
“She’s perfect.” I whispered the words.
He chuckled. “She is. You really have to hand it to the black market for producing some quality goods. This lady is epic. She’s gonna draw quite the crowd.”
More importantly, she was going to bring in a phenomenal profit. I only needed to afford her, and that meant securing my next investor was of paramount importance. If he could be trusted, my operation would be underway in short order.
And the bear would be the centerpiece attraction.
All I had to do was ensure she went up against human contestants who could keep the fight going for a bit. Provide adequate entertainment to convince the audience they’d gotten their money’s worth.
That they’d spent and placed their dollars wisely and should return to do so again. No matter who won the battle.
I doubted any of the poor chaps we recruited would be taking down our grizzly. But either way, it would make for a fantastic show.
And once the money was rolling in from the spectacles I’d be hosting, losing one bear wouldn’t be that much of a problem. We could always order another.
“Marvelous.” I watched her pace on the screen, my new champion. “She will be named Bellona.”
Geoffrey frowned. “Bologna? You wanna name the bear after cheap sandwich meat? Maybe I should remind you how much this gal cost us to⁠—”
I ground my teeth. Americans.
“Not bologna!” I shouted, causing him to jump. “Bellona. The Roman goddess of war, you twat.”
Having no patience left for Geoffrey, I shooed him from the room with one flick of my hand. With Bellona as my only audience, I finally felt as though I were speaking with an equal, even if she couldn’t hear me yet.
Leaning as close to the screen as I could, I tracked her movement, sought to memorize her every step, the way her muscles shifted beneath her fur. The heft and bulk of her shoulders, the slope of her spine, and the sway of her head.
“Don’t worry, old girl.” I couldn’t deny the affection I already had for my beast. “You’re going to be the queen of my colosseum. My conquering Queen Bellona. You’re going to help me build my empire.”
A careful man—a prudent man—would put the races and all the rest of the developing games on an indefinite hold. Sell the horses, turn a mighty profit. Sell Bellona.
It would be wiser for me to wash my hands of the entire venture now, before the federal snakes slithered any closer. Yet what did they truly have to go on?
Three corpses that weren’t ever meant to be found.
I’d already given the necessary orders to rid myself of the buffoons responsible for those mistakes, and while I could waste time berating myself for my own shortcomings—for driving to that cursed rail yard and picking out those two drug-addled numpties myself—I refused.
Thankfully, the two men Brows and Starchy picked up had yet to be missed. Or, if they had been, nobody made any noise about it. At least none that reached the federal level. The same could certainly be said of the vagrants I’d taken pains to collect myself.
Granted, I wouldn’t be retrieving any more contestants. Not now that the Feds were taking an open interest. But with the next two races I had planned, and the investors I had lined up, it would no longer be a question of if my enterprise would succeed, but rather when.
This was my empire, after all, and I would see it rise to stand as tall and glorious as ancient Rome herself.
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Abel Wronski shivered on the cold cement floor. Merciless fluorescent lights beamed down on him, highlighting his misery for his audience of zero.
He’d been put in solitary confinement. No windows. No daylight. No nighttime. A man he didn’t recognize periodically appeared in the hallway and slid a slice of bread and a water bottle through the bars of his cage.
Once a day, maybe?
Abel counted the empty water bottles lined against the bars. He’d placed them there in the hopes that his captor might recycle them.
I’m probably going to die, but that’s not the planet’s fault.
Though his sense of time had grown increasingly warped, three bottles indicated he’d been in this cell for roughly three days. Yet dehydration and the gnawing agony of hunger had left him confused. Disoriented.
Somewhere nearby, moans echoed. At least one other guy was here with him. Maybe more.
“Can’t really be sure how long I’ve been trapped in hell.” The sound of his own voice in the utter silence made him sad.
Better to stay quiet. Think about my girls.
To pass the time, he’d taken to picturing the beautiful face of the love of his life, Sheana. Periodically he’d switch her out with the other love of his life, Teresa. And, of course, he spent a lot of time picturing them the way he loved them most. Together.
For three days now, he’d wondered what his lovers’ fates had been. He even ventured to ask the man who seemed to be his caretaker about Sheana and Teresa the first time his bread-and-water delivery arrived.
But that guy told him, “Shut yer fuckin’ mouth.” And something in the man’s eyes convinced Abel there was no soul behind that glare.
Abel accepted, as was his way, that this unfortunate turn of events was possibly the cards he’d been dealt in life. He didn’t understand them, and he certainly didn’t think he deserved them.
Nobody deserves to suffer. Yet we all do. We all must.
Considering he’d made it to the age of sixty-six without ever having experienced much hardship—he’d chosen the nomadic lifestyle, after all—in the big scheme of things, his days of complete peace had been numbered.
“I really wish he’d recycle those bottles, though.” Abel cringed at his raspy words, forgetting he’d decided it was better to stay silent.
The likelihood that an individual who had the capacity to lock up another human being in a cage and slowly starve them to death was also keen on saving the planet was low. In fact, if Abel had to guess what kind of man⁠—
“It just might be your lucky day, you old sack of crap.” This was the most cheerful greeting Abel’s captor had offered thus far.
Without warning, the man unlocked his door, scooped Abel up like an infant, and carried him down a hallway, plopping him onto some sort of large metal scale.
“Hell yes!” The victory shout gave Abel a view of his jailer’s missing teeth. “We got you to one thirty-five. Fuckin’ finally. You’re ready to go, old man. Boss is gonna be thrilled.”
A primal urge to run inspired Abel to push a hand against the scale and attempt to sit up, but his arm folded before he’d even raised his head off the steel. Everything hurt, and his muscles no longer seemed to care what his brain asked them to do.
Laughing at his efforts, the man picked him up and tossed him over his shoulder. “All I can say is it’s about damn time. Feel like I’ve been on fuckin’ babysittin’ duty since the boss brought you here.”
At the mention of a “boss,” Abel recalled a few details of his capture. He and Carl had been offered a free meal, courtesy of some rich guy. He’d said he was being a Good Samaritan and took them both somewhere.
But where did we go? I can’t for the life of me remember. We got in his car, and there was a bottle in the back seat. He said we should drink our fill.
They did drink, he and Carl, and it was good rye. But something happened to Abel’s memory after that because he couldn’t recall anything else except waking up to the fluorescent lights and the smell of horse shit.
Now, bouncing around on his captor’s shoulder like human cargo, Abel tried to make sense of anything at all. But the series of hallways he was carried through kept switching and turning.
Some sort of labyrinth or something. And that horse-shit smell. It’s getting stronger…
Horses whinnied all around him, followed by snorting and neighing.
Abel had always loved horses. He’d never actually ridden one but had a mild fascination with the gentle giants. They exuded such beautiful resilience, and he⁠—
A sudden shout of delight arose in the distance, like someone celebrating. The shouting continued and grew into laughter.
“My money’s on the old guy. I bet he makes it all the way around the track.”
Someone else laughed and agreed. Another voice rose in protest. “No way. Them dudes are both old and they’ll probably lose half their ass before the horses even get up to speed.”
There’s something wrong there. Something feral in that ruckus.
Abel struggled to pinpoint how he fit into this odd concoction of factors. But two metal collars hanging on the wall up ahead stole his attention away.
Stains of what could only be blood marked each of them. His captor stopped and fingered one of the collars. “That’s your new jewelry, pal. Gonna fit nice and tight, but not too tight. It ain’t a real horse race if there’s no screaming going on.”
He laughed and continued carrying Abel down the hall.
Abel opened his mouth to scream, to beg for help, just as he was thrown into a filthy horse stall. His head whacked against the concrete, sending him into darkness yet again, but this time with a million unanswered questions.
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Autumn ripped open a candy bar and waited patiently for Keaton to return to the SUV. They’d driven away from Hugh Yardley’s manor in near silence and agreed to stop at the nearest gas station for a snack break before conference calling Aiden and Sun.
We have nothing. A philanthropic, massively agreeable businessperson who literally handed over everything we need to prove his innocence.
Closing her eyes, Autumn chewed in silence until Keaton yanked the passenger side door open and climbed in. “That had to be the sweetest old checkout lady I’ve ever met. Loretta. She shouldn’t be working. She should be at home watching The Golden Girls and knitting a sweater or something. Isn’t retirement a thing anymore?”
Autumn opened her mouth to comment on the state of their country’s economy and suffering social security benefits, but paused as she took in Keaton’s selections. “Spreadable cheese, slices of…what kind of meat is that supposed to be? No, don’t tell me. Crackers, apple slices, and a bag of…animal cookies?” Sputtering into laughter, she momentarily forgot the case and their absolute failure of an interview.
Keaton ripped the plastic top off his “meal” and began making a stacked tower of heavily processed foods. “Say what you want, but these are classics. You know it, I know it, and Loretta knows it too.”
This made the situation even funnier, and the happy flow of chuckles was enough to remind Autumn that life wasn’t only about the bleak and barren.
Humor would save them all.
Neither of them had a chance to prepare for their call before Keaton’s phone broke through the merriment, boasting SSA Aiden Parrish’s name across the screen as it rang.
“Here we go.” Keaton hit the speaker button. “Agent Holland here with Agent Trent.”
“Good.” Aiden’s serious tone made it clear that he and Sun were not also mid giggle session. “Let’s not waste any time. We spoke with Daniel Ainsworth. He’s an arrogant ass who claims to have an alibi for the night in question but refuses to cooperate any further until we have search warrants.”
“He certainly fits the profile.” Disgust dripped from Sun’s words. “A rich, self-obsessed, British dick with an Audi and a penchant for horses. I plan on digging into him hard.”
Aiden sighed, sounding far too exhausted for two o’clock in the afternoon. “He could be our guy, but we’re far from proving it. The worst part of the meeting being that Daniel could tell we had little to go on. What did you gather from your interview?”
Keaton shot Autumn a glance of panic. “Hugh Yardley is definitely British, rich, horse obsessed, and Audi owning…but…”
Autumn finished with the less-than-stellar conclusion. “He also has an alibi and gave us plenty of ways to corroborate it. He was agreeable, sympathetic, beyond charming…and he runs a horse sanctuary, for crying out loud.”
“And did you?” Aiden barked through the airwaves.
“Did we what?” Keaton voiced Autumn’s exact response before she could spit it out.
Huffing, Aiden made no attempt to hide his irritation. “Did either of you actually corroborate his alibi? Anyone can hand over information to two Feds with a smile on their face in the hopes that the info never gains much attention. ‘Beyond charming’ is just as suspect as refusing to cooperate at all.”
Autumn tried to imagine Hugh ushering homeless men into his car or fastening metal collars around their necks with the set intention of having them dragged to death by horses. She couldn’t.
Yet Aiden wasn’t wrong.
“We stopped for a bite to eat but will verify everything he told us.” Autumn crushed her candy wrapper into a ball. “I think it’s important everyone understands that if Hugh is our murderer, he’s a freaking diabolical mastermind.”
“Duly noted.” Aiden didn’t let up for a second. “We need to dive into everything we have. Find something that might actually convince a judge to give us a search warrant.”
“Technically,” Keaton built a dangerously tall cracker stack, “neither Hugh nor Daniel is less suspicious now than they were before the interviews. They both still fit the profile at its roots, and it’s a specific profile. So at the very least, we still have two persons of interest that we’re working with.”
Autumn appreciated the upbeat spin on their situation.
Aiden did not. “Only because wealthy British men with Audis and horses aren’t a bulk find in the state of Virginia. We might have to expand our search. People travel. So do dead bodies.”
Aware that she was tiptoeing onto rocky ground, Autumn made a request. “I’d like to take Keaton with me to meet Grant Dennings. Grant doesn’t think he remembers what the driver of the Audi looked like, but checking out photos of Hugh and Daniel might jog his memory. If he does recognize one of them, and we get his official statement, that search warrant becomes a lot more attainable.”
“But you said the kid couldn’t give the first detail about the driver’s appearance.” Sun jumped on Aiden’s Debbie Downer bandwagon. “And we’d need him to be absolutely sure…or we’d still be screwed for the warrant. ‘Maybe kinda resembled that dude’ isn’t gonna win over any judges. And what was he doing out there anyway?”
Autumn suppressed a groan before answering. “He was scoring cheap weed. His words.”
Aiden’s reply carried no hint of humor. “A truly reliable source. then, Agent Trent.”
Sun and Aiden had every reason to doubt Grant, and she’d had the same thoughts herself immediately after speaking to the young man.
“It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?” Autumn wished they were in the same room. She’d chuck her candy bar wrapper in their general direction. “Grant is still our only real eyewitness. Hank doesn’t count by his own admission. We can still work on Grant. He’s young. Quick. Aware.”
Aiden shot a swift arrow through the claims. “I’ll say again. He was purchasing marijuana. The awareness factor gets shaky fast in that arena.”
Keaton shook his head. The motion toppled the snack tower all over his lap. “That depends on the strain. Indica and sativa have different⁠—”
“Not now, Holland.” Aiden broke off the encyclopedia recital they all knew was coming. “Fine. You two fix the misstep around Hugh Yardley. Confirm his alibi, then go interview Dennings. Then straight back to the office. Is that understood?”
“We’ve got it. Straight back to the office.” Autumn wasn’t sure if her words of agreement meant anything at the moment, but she was very aware that Aiden was exhausted.
And it’s your fault. You know it’s your fault. At what point do you wear him out so badly, wear him down so low, that he can’t even properly perform his job?
Still. Autumn wasn’t wrong either. Grant Dennings was the only human alive who might’ve caught a glimpse of Hugh or Daniel.
Leave no stone unturned…
“I want you both at the BAU by five at the latest. Good luck.” Aiden ended the call.
Keaton flushed red as he bent to pick up the cheese, crackers, and pinkish mystery meat he’d sent flying. “Jeez. I’m not sure if we need a break in the case or a round of hugs. Everybody is so growly.”
Retrieving the few pieces of Keaton’s fine dining that had made it to the driver’s side, Autumn wholeheartedly agreed.
Then again, Sun Ming hugging anyone might throw the planet off its orbit.

Autumn drove to the address Grant Dennings had provided while Keaton placed a few calls to the phone numbers Hugh Yardley had given them.
“Well, that confirms his alibi. One Rochelle Lemmone did, in fact, have dinner with him at the seafood restaurant he mentioned. She even described the look on his face when he tried the oysters and confirmed he drove her to her condominium, seeing her to the door like a true gentleman.”
“What about the restaurant itself?”
“The King’s Catch? Nice place if you can afford to wait three months for a table and then spend half a month’s salary on dinner. The host I spoke to confirmed a table for ‘Yardley-Lemmone’ on the night of the twenty-fifth. Six o’clock until seven fifteen, and with car service provided to Hugh Yardley’s estate.”
“Car service. The restaurant has car service for its customers.”
“I think these people exist on a different plane from plebs like us. We would be customers. People like Hugh Yardley are probably called distinguished patrons or…what’s a good synonym for patron that sounds expensive?”
“Benefactor. I bet they’re called benefactors.”
Keaton picked a few crumbs from his lap. “Should I call Aiden?”
“Please.”
If he noticed the restraint or concern in her voice, Keaton kept it to himself. He held his phone to his ear and delivered the confirmation of Hugh Yardley’s alibi. Even without the call on speaker, Autumn caught the curt note of approval from SSA Parrish.
You can use his name, even if he’s acting more like his title is all that matters right now. His name is Aiden, and he’s the man you love. Her hands tightened on the wheel.
After a few moments of quiet driving, they arrived at Grant Dennings’s ramshackle house. It stood far enough from the rail yard to be livable and sported the street number Grant had given her. A rusted mailbox bore the weatherworn remains of white stickers spelling out Dennings.
Despite being aware that Grant’s sixteen-year-old self should be in class, Autumn had a feeling he and high school had parted ways a while ago.
The shaggy blond hair and giant blue eyes that met them at the door confirmed her suspicions.
“Holy shit.” Grant’s carefree expression morphed into a mask of terror as he gazed from Autumn to Keaton. “I told you the truth! I told you everything I know. I swear to God, I didn’t lie about anything, Agent Trent.”
Autumn bit her tongue to keep from smiling. “Nice to see you, too, Grant. This is my partner, Special Agent Keaton Holland. You’re not in any trouble, and I know you told me the truth. We’re here in the hopes that you can do so again.”
“O-okay.” He glanced over his shoulder. “My grandma’s here, but she’s sleeping. She has stage four cancer, so she mostly sleeps now. I just, like, take care of her or whatever.”
Autumn’s heart wrenched for the kid. You’re the caretaker of your dying grandmother. That’s why you’re not at school.
There were a million reasons why his grandmother possibly couldn’t afford to be in a hospital…or even in hospice care, but for that burden to then fall to a sixteen-year-old…
“We won’t be long.” She couldn’t help but soften her tone. “I just have a couple pictures I want you to look at.”
Grant raised his eyebrows. “Of dead people? I really don’t wanna see any pics of dead people, man. That’ll give me nightmares.”
“No dead people.” Keaton’s voice had the same you-poor-kid inflection as Autumn’s. “Promise.”
Autumn retrieved the photos from her bag and held them out to Grant. “These are two persons of interest in our case. Both British, both owners of Audis. Different hair and eye colors. One is much older. Do either of them ring a bell? I know you said you didn’t see the driver, but try to think back.”
Keaton gestured toward the messy living room behind them. “Sometimes it can be helpful to sit in a comfortable place, close your eyes, and⁠—”
“Listen, I wanna help you.” Grant frowned, shaking his head as he stared at the images. “I was serious, though. I didn’t even glance at that dude. I just heard his voice and noticed the car, ’cause cars are badass. It could be either one of them, or somebody else. I don’t know.”
“Grant?” A weak, crackling voice called out from somewhere in the depths of the house. “Honey, I need to go to the bathroom. Grant?”
Shoulders slumping, Grant returned the pictures to Autumn. “I gotta take care of that. I’m sorry. I wish I’d seen the guy.”
He turned to tend to his grandmother, but Autumn couldn’t let him go yet. She held up a hand to stop him. “What you’re doing for your grandma is admirable. Not a lot of people would step up like you have, and certainly not at your age. If you ever need anything, I want you to give me a call.”
She held out a card, which he awkwardly accepted and shoved into his pocket, avoiding eye contact. “Okay. Thanks.”
“And maybe,” Autumn had to add one more sentiment, “lay off the weed a little. You’ve got a long life ahead of you. Might do you good to start thinking about what you want to do with it. Who you want to be. It won’t always be like this.”
Grant bit his lip. “I use most of the weed to make brownies that help her sleep. Pain meds are really expensive, and they make her nauseous. Yeah, I smoke some, but I get it for her.” He pulled the door shut without another word.
“It isn’t fair,” Keaton said as they made their way to the vehicle. “He’s a good kid, and he’s probably already convinced himself he doesn’t stand a chance at being anything. Doing anything.”
They climbed into the SUV, and Autumn attempted to swallow a lump forming in her throat as she buckled herself in. “I want to know where in the hell his parents are. Maybe we can keep an eye on him. Make sure he doesn’t end up living down at the rail yard.”
Keaton met her gaze. “I like that idea. I’m in.”
Well, so far, my covert ops intel sure as hell hasn’t gotten us anywhere with the case. But in other news, I apparently just pseudo-adopted a juvenile delinquent with my sister’s boyfriend.
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Abel opened his eyes and immediately shut them against a blinding spotlight shining from above. No longer in a stall, he now lay flat on his back with his shoes removed. The surface beneath his hands and heels seemed unnatural. Bumpy, like rocks, but also…rubbery.
Realizing he had bigger problems than identifying the ground, he pawed at his neck, grabbing at the heavy metal choker—the collar—digging into his skin. And attached to the collar, a chain led to…
He attempted to turn his head and find out where the chain led, but the collar wouldn’t allow it. Nervous stamping and snorting of horses gave away the answer.
I’m…chained to a…horse…? And those. Those are bleachers. Two guys standing there watching. What the fuck is going on?
“Abel?” A raspy yet familiar feeble voice came from his right. “Can you hear me? It’s Carl.”
A torrent of relief surged through Abel, followed by a wave of despair. “I can hear you. I just…can’t…turn my damn head. Carl, what are you doing here? What are we doing here?”
Carl Gifford was one of his closest friends at the tent city they lived in. Anytime Abel needed a break from his lovers, Carl was there to hear him out and remind him of how lucky they were, cooking under the starry night sky, living wild and free.
They’d been together the night that guy showed up in his fancy car, dressed all nice and talking like he had nothing but money in his mouth. Every word he’d spoken sounded clean and pressed, like Abel’s shirts used to be when he wasn’t a drunk living in a tent.
“That guy took us.” Sorrow filled Carl’s words. “We’re gonna die here. We’re gonna die.”
Swallowing his immediate terror, Abel envisioned his sweet, innocent lovers. “What about Sheana? Teresa? Did they take them too?”
A sob emanated from his friend. “I don’t think so. But…I gotta tell you something before we die. Please don’t hate me for this, but I’ve been sleeping with one of your gals.”
It couldn’t be Sheana. She couldn’t stand Carl. Then again, Teresa said he made the whole camp stink like a pigpen. No. Neither one of them would ever wanna…
And why would you have hidden that from me? I’m your friend. I would’ve shared.
Abel opened his mouth, intending to ask, “Which one?” when a husky voice overhead snarled at them.
“Just be grateful we didn’t have the bear yet.”
Bear? What in the hell does that mean?
“Welcome, my distinguished guests, to tonight’s games!” The man yelled, and a round of applause followed. “We gather here, not just for sport, but to witness the indomitable spirit of humanity’s will to survive.” He chuckled. “Or lack thereof.”
Sport? Oh, god. What does he mean?
“These two unfortunate souls before you, reduced to shadows lurking in alleyways, have been chosen for an opportunity to prove their worth, to rise from the filth and claim glory…if they can endure the test.”
Test? How can I claim glory while on my back?
“Take a good look at them, my friends. In a world were strength and cunning are valued, these two had the audacity to live without purpose, to scavenge in the gutters of society.”
“Let me stand,” Abel screamed, but no one appeared to have heard.
“And now, let the hooves thunder and the ropes tighten! Let us see who has the spirit to endure, to taste the sweetness of victory. Or will they crumble into the dust, dragged to their deaths like dogs beneath the might of the horses?”
Heart hammering so hard he was sure it would burst, Abel closed his eyes and did something he hadn’t done in the longest time. He prayed.
“So place your bets on the dreg who’ll last the longest in the arena. Let the game begin!”
A gunshot followed those final words, and Abel’s mind went blank with panic as his body began to move.
Instant pain tore through him, creating an anguish unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Abel forgot the two guys watching from the bleachers. He forgot about Carl, Sheana, and Teresa. One single thought screamed through his head repeatedly.
Escape!
He clawed frantically at the collar as the horses picked up speed. Somewhere near him, Carl began to scream. And as fire broke out across Abel’s backside, his voice echoed Carl’s primal shrieks.
Agony morphed into an inferno of torture. Flesh tore from Abel’s back, along the sides of his body, and above his hips. Blood coated his pants, causing the fabric to become so slick that even the belt he wore couldn’t keep his jeans from being ripped down. In a flash, his naked backside was bouncing and scraping across the racetrack that spelled his doom.
Carl’s howling continued as the skin from both their backs shredded across the track like wilted onion peels. Blood flew in the air, along with bits of flesh, and their screams wove together into a chorus of utter terror and torment.
The horses’ thundering hooves drowned out every noise but their desperate bellows, until Abel caught another cry. It was short and sudden, and celebratory. Full of excited glee, just like he’d heard in the halls earlier.
Only this time, he knew who was doing the shouting.
They’re cheering. Those two sick bastards in the bleachers are cheering for us to die like this!
A bone-chilling crack sounded on the racetrack, and Carl’s screams went silent. Abel wished he might meet the same easy end, but he couldn’t ignore his will to survive, to somehow get revenge on the two monsters who now roared in delight from the bleachers.
But the hope for a quick end flew from him as he bounced across the racetrack, pulled by an animal that had no understanding of what it was being used for.
They’re monsters, both of them, doing this to Carl and me, and to the horses too. They don’t deserve this. They’re just animals.
Just animals.
Flames of torment raced up and down his back as the horses slowed and came to a gradual stop. The men in the bleachers were now divided. One of them barked a laugh of triumph, but the other shouted in disgust.
Abel tried to sit up, but his entire body felt broken, savaged by the race. He managed to rotate to the side enough to see Carl’s shredded figure, his head at a severe angle, and blood pooling all around him. Amid his own pain, Abel’s heart wrenched. Carl didn’t deserve such violence, even if he had been sleeping with one of his gals.
A stable hand emerged in Abel’s field of vision.
“Help…please help.”
The stable hand raised a gun. His last thoughts were of Sheana and Teresa, and a desperate hope that they’d find someone new to shelter with just before a bullet tore through his mangled head.
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Autumn gulped her burned coffee, sinking into the sullen atmosphere that saturated the BAU office and dreading the delivery of their unsuccessful update.
Aiden didn’t stand at the whiteboard, marker in hand as per usual. Instead, he sat in a desk chair and merely stared at it. “Sun hasn’t been able to find any connection between Yardley or Ainsworth and any racetracks anywhere. And the last judge I spoke to laughed at me when I asked for the warrant. Laughed.”
“Grant gave us nothing.” Autumn ripped off the Band-Aid. “He didn’t recognize either of the men.”
Sun snorted. “You mean the high school dropout buying illegal drugs in the dark didn’t spout any miraculous revelations? Shocking. Truly.”
Autumn leveled a hard gaze at Sun. “He’s not a bad kid. He buys the marijuana for his grandmother, who’s dying of cancer, while also being her sole caretaker.”
Sun gulped at the info drop. “Oh.”
“That doesn’t matter.” Aiden tapped a pen against his knee. “Irrelevant. It wouldn’t matter if Grant Dennings was the Pope. He didn’t see the driver. We’re going to have to do some investigating. There’s no way in hell we’re getting anywhere with what we have, and I can’t detain anyone simply for being British.”
“But they put beans on their toast.” Sun made the statement without a hint of humor. “That should be illegal.”
Keaton broke into a sudden coughing fit, hiding an obvious burst of laughter and avoiding eye contact with everyone in the room.
“Sun.” Aiden’s voice was edged with warning.
“And,” Sun continued, “they’re responsible for the Spice Girls. That’s, like, five heinous crimes in one.”
Autumn was insulted. “Wannabe” was her jam. “And you blame the entire country?”
“If the awful, tacky shoe fits…” Sun grinned.
Autumn was about to break into a rendition of “Spice Up Your Life” when Aiden stood, apparently regaining himself amid the banter. “Enough. We need to focus.”
Saluting, Sun buried her head in her laptop, but Autumn detected the hint of a smile still playing on her colleague’s lips.
Did she just purposely poke the bear to snap Aiden out of his funk?
“Daniel Ainsworth has all the makings of a psychopath within him.” Aiden’s voice boomed as he approached the whiteboard and grabbed a marker. “The way he switched gears at the drop of a hat…oozing with charm one second, straight-faced hatred the next, and his overtly possessive attitude toward the young woman who provided his alibi, which, by the way, is complete trash.”
Sun bolted upright in her chair. “His alibi is what now? You mean the waif in the bathrobe turned state’s evidence?”
“Nothing as grand as that, but you’re close. Ms. Billary has filed a restraining order against Daniel Ainsworth, and called to admit she lied about how much time she’d spent with him. Apparently, they’d only met yesterday. She wasn’t with him the night of March twenty-fifth.”
“He’s toast.” Sun banged her fist on the table. “What alibi does he have now? Please tell me nothing and that we have a warrant to arrest him.”
“As much as I would like for that to be true,” Aiden flashed a brief grin that was quickly replaced by his normal stoic composure, “we still lack enough to arrest the man. Another interview might be our best step, but his lawyer called the Bureau requesting to be informed of any planned visits to his client’s property.”
Aiden often disliked people, but Autumn could tell he absolutely detested Ainsworth. And as much as it pained her to admit it—even to herself—she trusted Aiden’s instinct on personalities as much as her own.
“There was a sign outside of Ainsworth Stables advertising an open position for a stable hand.” Aiden pointed his marker at Keaton. “I want you to go and apply for the job in the morning. You appear much younger than your age, and Ainsworth hasn’t met you. Of course, you’re not taking the position, but you can ask around a bit about Ainsworth and get a look inside the stables. See if anything seems off.”
Keaton paled as the assignment sank in. “I literally know nothing about horses. Nothing. Plus…” He held up his right arm. The cast was starting to look a bit dingy.
Grinning behind her screen like the Cheshire cat, Sun admitted her own ignorance as well. “Haven’t even been to a petting zoo. Not once in my life.”
Autumn would’ve found it all funny as well, had she not noted the absolute horror on Keaton’s face. “Sorry, but I’m also woefully uninformed.”
“You have all night to study up, Keaton. And make up an excuse about your arm to Ainsworth.” Aiden didn’t budge for a second. “We’re working with almost nothing, and this is a way to gain insight into what Daniel Ainsworth is like behind the scenes.”
“Okay.” Keaton swallowed hard. “You got it.”
He’s not getting a minute of sleep tonight. He’ll be taking notes and highlighting the important notes from those notes until the sun comes up.
Autumn thought of Hugh and how they might get a peek behind his million-dollar smile. “I’d like to set up an interview with Hugh Yardley’s ex-wife. Brunch or something. The woman still lives in Richmond, and from what I’ve read, their divorce was ugly. Exes have a way of spilling information like human libraries.”
Aiden paused, and Autumn prepared herself for the list of reasons why her plan was too dangerous. Instead, he nodded. “What do we know about her?”
“Not very much.
“Good idea. Set it up.”
“Hold up!” Sun shouted, throwing a victorious fist in the air. “I’ve been doing some digging, and I just heard back from Immigration Services. There were a few other Brits who moved to the Richmond area about a year ago. Four, to be exact. They aren’t millionaires or billionaires, but they’re upper-class types who could’ve splurged on an Audi based on their incomes.”
Keaton perked up, seeming to momentarily forget his impending equestrian nightmare. “But wouldn’t the vehicle have shown up on the registration search Autumn did?”
“Not if,” Autumn pointed at her desk calendar, “the car was purchased in the last thirty days and hadn’t been registered yet.”
Sun bounced in her chair with excitement. “Exactly. They’re all suburban family types and moved to Virginia within three months of one another. It’s worth a shot, right?”
All eyes turned to Aiden.
“It is.” He scrawled the new information across the board. “Sun and I will canvass our new persons of interest tomorrow while Keaton and Autumn carry out their separate assignments.”
Aware they were about to be dismissed, Autumn remembered the events of last night. How she’d sent Aiden home and proceeded to defy his orders.
What about tonight? How’s tonight going to go?
She finished off her coffee and tossed the cup in the trash.
I have absolutely no idea.
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Aiden scratched Peach’s chin, wondering why the temperamental tabby had chosen him as her companion for the evening as she stretched across his lap.
Can cats sense terror? Impending death by infuriated mistress?
He hadn’t been sure Autumn even wanted him to come over after work, considering how last night had ended and how tension still simmered between them. Relief at having been invited to his girlfriend’s apartment mingled with the building frustration he’d battled all day concerning her risky solo journey to the rail yard, and now, exhaustion reigned supreme.
Observing Autumn as she cut the frozen pizza she’d thrown in the oven for dinner, he wasn’t sure what was coming.
An argument? Death by pizza cutter? A breakup?
Chest tightening at the mere thought, Aiden could take the silence no longer. “I’m not going to lecture you about driving to the rail yard. I’m sure you can guess how I feel about that decision. It’s over now.”
Autumn approached the couch, a plate in each hand. “I don’t regret the information I gathered.” She set the food on the coffee table and sank onto the couch beside him. “But I am sorry for going alone. At night. I shouldn’t have assumed I could get away with ignoring an order like that. I didn’t think about it that way at the time. But I can’t deny that’s what I did, and I’m sorry.”
Aiden hadn’t expected an apology, yet if it had been any other team member, he would’ve demanded one. That was the overarching problem of their involvement. Autumn couldn’t view him the same as the rest of the BAU. Not when she was in love with him. Not when they were in a relationship.
He sighed. Autumn’s chase for justice was as impressive as it was infuriating. And terrifying.
“It’s a tricky situation.” He stared at the steaming slices before him, appetite gone. “And in hindsight, one I never should’ve allowed myself to put you in. The Bureau approved our involvement, but it was unfair of me to pursue you. It’s left us in a perpetual gray area.”
Autumn placed a hand gently on his knee, and he noticed her relaxing, just slightly, almost as if she were feeling the same ease and calm that had begun to bloom in his chest.
She looked him in the eye. “If the alternative was loving you in silence, I’d choose this form of torture every day of the week. That pining-away crap would kill us both. I’ve tried to imagine not being with you, and I can’t. That’s not the answer.”
A wave of relief nearly knocked Aiden over, and her face lit up with an almost equal sense of release. “I agree. But that means we have to accept that this will always be…complicated. In a way that normal relationships aren’t.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You mean there will always be things you can’t tell me.”
That’s exactly what I mean.
“I don’t mean that, exactly.” Aiden took a bite of pizza to give himself a moment to gather his thoughts. Autumn’s hand left his knee as she grabbed a slice from her plate too.
It almost feels like we’re normal again. Almost.
“You know it as well as I do. This job comes with a certain amount of demanded discretion. I cannot always tell you everything at the exact moment you want to know.”
Her emerald-green gaze bored into his, her brow furrowed as though she were forcing herself to make a decision. “Thank you for opening up about Maury Fabbri and his threats. I can understand you better when I have the details.”
She sighed and munched on her pizza, apparently letting him off the hook for now.
Aiden sensed the reprieve was temporary. Autumn’s freakishly heightened insight, combined with their constant companionship, would ultimately lead them in the same circle and back to the same demands for answers.
You can’t worry about that right now. You have a mess to clean up.
Just as he took his second bite, Autumn put her pizza down and twisted toward him, tucking her leg up under herself on the couch. “I need to know what happened to you in the Nightmare Forest. It changed you…and I get that. It changed me too. What did Athaliah do to you?”
Aiden stiffened. He hadn’t ever thought about how he’d answer that question if she asked him. Flashes of that day hit his brain like a jackhammer.
You have to give her something.
He choked down the pizza bite, swallowing hard before he answered. “Athaliah lured me into a situation where I had to choose between saving multiple civilian lives…or saving you.”
Parting her lips in horror, Autumn gave a shake of her head. “Please tell me you didn’t let anyone die. Not for my sake. Please.”
“I didn’t.” Aiden struggled to maintain eye contact. “Because the civilians weren’t real. But I did choose you, and I did so without the certainty of knowing Athaliah was lying about the other victims. If they had been real, they would’ve died. And I’d make the same decision a thousand times over.” He pressed his hands on his knees. “It’s…who I am. And what you are to me…probably makes me unfit for the position I’ve been given. That was the point she was trying to make, and she made it well.”
Autumn closed her eyes, and he could only imagine the horrible thoughts racing through her mind. As Athaliah had stated and clearly demonstrated, he was a fraud. Painful as it was, admitting that to Autumn, in light of the other secrets he was currently keeping, had been necessary.
He braced himself, anxious that she might never view him the same ever again and aware that he might have broken something unfixable with his admission.
She pulled her other leg up onto the couch, turning to face him with her entire body. “She hit you with the trolley problem.”
“Indeed.” Aiden struggled to limit the dilemma to a two-word study in human ethics. “I pulled the wrong lever. I’ll always pull the wrong lever in that situation.”
Autumn blew out a hard breath. “And you think that I wouldn’t have made the same choice? For you, for Sarah, for my mom? It’s an impossible position to be put in, and Athaliah knew that. She saw something pure in you, and she used it to break you down.”
“Pure?” Aiden’s throat constricted. “I hypothetically let eight civilians get blown to pieces.”
Autumn lifted her hand to his cheek. “You’re capable of love. Athaliah wasn’t. You’re a human being with human emotions that Athaliah couldn’t feel. You’re driven to do noble deeds on a daily basis and also to berate yourself when you think you’ve failed.” She smoothed a finger across his brow.
He shivered at her touch.
“Athaliah wanted to destroy you and the team because she was psychologically incapable of doing anything other than simply existing in her father’s cult. We took that away from her.”
“You don’t have to spin it to make it pretty for me.” Aiden would never admit that he wanted desperately to believe her words.
“I’m not spinning anything.” She dropped her hand and snuggled into his shoulder. “I’m using a decade of education to break down what made Athaliah tick and how she was able to prey on us so proficiently. The trolley problem isn’t built with a realistic view of how the human mind works. A large majority of the population would freeze in indecision. We’re not well-equipped for those types of choices, and there honestly isn’t a right answer in that moment.”
As she pulled a blanket from the back of the couch and draped it around them, Aiden wondered if there would ever come a day when he could view his decision in the same light. He wrapped an arm around Autumn, loving her more than ever.
“And how did she prey upon you in that forest?” He blurted the question out before he could change his mind. “What did she do to you in there?”
Autumn’s body went rigid. She stayed quiet for so long that he believed there would be no answer…that maybe asking the question had even undone all the repair work they’d just accomplished while feasting on freezer pizza.
“Athaliah ripped open wounds I’d believed were completely healed.” Autumn fixed her gaze on the living room wall, not facing him as she spoke. “She convinced me that Will Doon, the man she shot, was my father. And I cared, Aiden. Something inside of me broke when that gun went off, and I was relieved when I realized it wasn’t him.”
Aiden held her tighter. “It’s normal to experience emotion concerning your biological father’s life, abusive bastard or not.”
Autumn laid her head on his shoulder. “I know that. I just haven’t accepted it yet. I’ve worked for years to reach a place of indifference toward my biological parents. Turns out I’m not fully there yet, and maybe I never will be. After she killed Will, Athaliah told me how my father really died.”
Pulling away a bit, Aiden stared at the beautiful woman next to him. “Your biological father is dead? And Athaliah broke that news to you? Why didn’t you⁠—”
“For the same reason you haven’t talked about your nightmare.” She finally met his gaze. “Shame. I was ashamed that I still cared. I was ashamed that I didn’t ever try to find him. I was ashamed that a nineteen-year-old girl tricked me and tore my heart open. She got the best of me. And you. And Keaton, I’m sure.”
“And Bree.” Aiden remembered the sound of Bree’s shriek when she fell into the pit. “Though I have hopes she’ll return to the BAU.”
“Me too.” Autumn pulled the blanket up to her chin. “I guess we’ll see. Everyone handles trauma differently.”
A stab of hatred filled his chest. “I wish I could bring Athaliah back to life. She didn’t deserve to go out so fast and easy. She should’ve been made to,” he sucked in a deep breath and chose his words carefully, “admit to her crimes before a jury. Tried and convicted. Athaliah should’ve been forced to answer for the hell she unleashed onto others.”
She should’ve been made to suffer the same.
“Well, she’s gone now.” Autumn rested her palm over his heart. “But we’re still here, and this was good. We both needed to have this conversation.”
“We both need intensive therapy.” Aiden wasn’t joking, but they shared a laugh regardless.
“Let’s go to bed.” Autumn stood, tugging at his hand. “And I promise, I will not do anything ridiculous or rash for the rest of this case. Okay?”
Aiden allowed himself to be pulled up. “For the rest of this case? That’s as far as you can extend that promise?”
She winked. “Baby steps.”
He followed her down the hall, dodging Toad as the furball ran between their feet to beat them to bed.
Baby steps, indeed. Because for everything I’ve told you, the one thing I haven’t would be the deal-breaker. That single detail of my past and my plans for the future would send you running from me forever.
Despite his being a cranky, overbearing curmudgeon of a boyfriend, Aiden knew Autumn loved him because she believed at his core, he was a good man.
He could destroy that illusion with a few words and lose her forever. But for now, he was going to cling to what they had. Drown himself in Autumn’s love while he still could.
Because tomorrow he’d have to continue doing whatever was necessary to ensure his biggest mistake in life—the mistake Maury Fabbri alone had witnessed—would not be the reason his girlfriend lost her life.
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Dustin Pratt struggled to open his eyelids, unsure how long he’d been unconscious. An odd mixture of shouting and laughter emanated from somewhere nearby, as though he were in a stadium locker room. Two voices fought to dominate whatever conversation was happening out there.
But even closer, whinnies and snorts of…
Horses?
He tried to rise and met the swift realization that his wrists were bound together. Shuffling his feet against the ground, he managed to inch his way up the wood-slat walls of his confinement until he was half leaning, half lying.
Barn stall. The realization came slowly as he began to understand his surroundings.
And a state-of-the-art barn stall at that. No cracks in the concrete floor, no chips in the wooden enclosure. Even the bars that made up the top third of the door to his stall were dazzling in the overhead lights.
Though the air carried a definite hint of horse shit, it was faint…and mixed with another smell harder to identify yet much more disturbing.
You know what that is. C’mon, Dustin. You know what that⁠—
Approaching voices interrupted his thoughts. He instinctively shrank against the wall as if he might hide, despite being exposed to anyone looking through the bars in the door.
“…most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen. That skinny fucker broke apart like dried sticks at the halfway mark, and the other guy was only half dead when the horses stopped. Had to shoot him to end it.”
“Bet you anything the boss is pissed.” The second voice rang with much more confidence. “You heard the guy he had with him. He’s supposed to be pumping cash into this operation, but he kept harping about people asking for their money back.”
“Fucking idiot. You bet it, you lose it. Fair and square. Doesn’t matter if the guy dies on the track or dies at the end.”
“No argument here, but that guy was the highest of high rollers, right? If he says people are gonna ask for a refund, I’m thinking he means it.”
Passing Dustin’s stall, the pair didn’t so much as glance at him. But Dustin paid close attention to them. One of the men held what appeared to be a bloodied human femur. Chunks of meaty pink flesh fell from the monstrosity as the duo moved on.
Blood. That was the other smell. The one you recognized but didn’t want to admit you recognized but you absolutely recognized.
Dustin squeezed his eyes shut, swallowing hard to keep from gagging.
This is a nightmare. You’re having a nightmare. How could this possibly be real? How could you possibly have ended up⁠—
He flashed back to the No-Tell Bell. To checking his phone a million times to make sure Monica hadn’t called. To Sid and the vodka swigs and cigarettes. The two strangers who had joined them with that fine bottle of bourbon…and that horrible, sharp jab to the neck.
Kidnapped. You were kidnapped.
“Nooo.” Dustin groaned as the harsh truth settled in.
Those men brought him here to die.
“Dustin?” The hiss of a voice came from the right side of his stall. “You finally awake?”
Recognizing Sid’s whisper, hope rushed through him. “Yeah, man. I’m awake. What in the living hell is going on?”
“Those two scum buckets took us, that’s what.” Sid’s tone was strangely calm. “But whatever they shot into our necks to knock us out, they didn’t give me enough. I’m a big guy. I woke up while they were transporting us. Was too weak to fight, but I saw plenty.”
Dustin could’ve kissed the man. “What did you see?”
“They took us underground. Brought us here in a damn elevator.” There was a shuffle, and Sid’s voice came a little closer. “I think they’re racing horses down here…rigging humans to horses and racing them. I’ve heard a lot of screaming. Horrible screams, but none of that matters. Don’t be scared, buddy, ’cause I can lead us out.”
Tugging at his bonds, Dustin struggled to believe the picture Sid was painting. Humans attached to horses? Was this some kind of gladiator shit?
While he appreciated Sid’s optimism, he wasn’t sure if escape was even possible. “Aren’t you tied up? I’ve got rope around my wrists. It’s thick and tight. And there’s no way these stalls aren’t locked.”
“Of course they’re locked.” Sid gave a dry laugh. “But my mama taught me to always carry a switchblade in my drawers. Said she woulda been dead several times over if she hadn’t learned to do so herself. I’ve already cut through my ropes, and those are slide latch locks. I’ve been working on whittlin’ a groove into the barrel bolt until I can get a good enough grip to slide it loose.”
Dustin paused, listening for footsteps or any other hint that someone might be close and could overhear their hushed conversation. “If you know how to get out, why in the living hell are you still here?”
“You think I’d really leave you behind?” Sid asked the question as though he couldn’t even fathom that possibility. “Nah, man. Not my style.”
A pang of guilt tugged at Dustin. If their positions were reversed, he didn’t have to wonder for a second what he would have done.
You would’ve run. You would’ve left Sid behind in a heartbeat.
He didn’t deserve Sid’s kindness or loyalty.
His giant companion began to hum a faint rendition of the song they’d drunkenly sung behind the No-Tell Bell. That song of friendship and loyalty gave him something to hold on to.
For whatever reason, Sid saw something worth saving in the tied-up sack of shit one stall to his left. And that meant Dustin had to find it in himself to return the favor.
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Keaton stepped out of his undercover Honda Civic and reminded himself that for the next hour or so, he was not Special Agent Keaton Holland, but the affable, horse-obsessed, job-hungry, young Joe Miller. Having been instructed to ask the receptionist for “Jeanie the stable manager,” he proceeded toward the Ainsworth Stables front office, counting on a moment or two to collect himself before the interview began.
Instead, Jeanie greeted him at the door with sparkling blue eyes and a bright smile on her sun-weathered face. Despite her white hair and evident nearing-retirement age, she glowed with youthful energy.
“Joe Miller? C’mon in. Our receptionist is runnin’ a little late today. Had to take her kid to the dentist. I was just up front grabbing some coffee before our meeting. You want a cup?”
No. I kind of want to vomit. But Joe Miller sounds like a guy who never turns down a hot cup of coffee.
“Sure. That’d be great.” Keaton accepted Jeanie’s hearty shake with his left hand, lifting his right hand, still in its cast, as explanation. “I know this looks bad, but I promise I’m able to pull my weight. Doc says this can come off in a couple days, and then it’ll be in a brace for about two month.”
She gave him smile. “Well, it does look like it hurt. Get yourself tangled up in the reins or something?”
Hot embarrassment rushed through Keaton’s neck and face and he stammered. “I, uh…it was a stupid mistake. Nothing to do with horses and really my own dang fault.”
Jeanie poured a mugful of coffee, passing it to him with a smile. “I had a broken arm when I was a girl. Climbing a tree that was too tall for me to be playing in. We all learn our limits in our own ways. That’s what my mother always said.”
Nodding, Keaton accepted the coffee in his left hand. “I hope it won’t affect my chances, but I’ll understand if you’d rather hire someone with two good hands at the moment.”
She shook her head. “Ainsworth Stables is flourishing. We need more help, and we need it now. That hand’ll heal up, I’m sure, and I’d never turn down an applicant as qualified as yourself.”
Taking a careful sip, Keaton feigned the enthusiasm his online application had promised. “Well, I appreciate it, ma’am.”
“None of that ma’am stuff.” Jeanie waved, beckoning him down the hallway and leading him into a tiny office. “Just call me Jeanie and have a seat.”
Keaton did as directed, downing the rest of his coffee while Jeanie situated herself on the opposite side of her desk.
I can focus on being Joe Miller and reciting horse facts, or I can focus on not spilling this steaming cup of liquid. Not both.
“You know, Joe,” Jeanie typed at her computer, nodding as something appeared on her screen, “your résumé really speaks for itself. I’m sorry to hear the ranch you worked for is going out of business. But you know what they say. One man’s misfortune is another man’s gain.”
Keaton dipped his chin, acknowledging his make-believe previous employer’s woes. “It’s a tough world out there right now. I’m just hoping I can keep on working with horses. For me, that’s coming out on top.”
Bull crap. Bull crap. Bull crap.
Jeanie pointed a pen at him. “That’s the attitude we’re looking for at Ainsworth. Go-getters who don’t let nothing stop ’em. Now, we’ll get to the basics eventually. Of course, I’m going to need to see you interact with our animals. Make sure you can not only tack up and clean up but also connect with ’em.”
“Of course.” Keaton’s insides swirled. His overnight hours of reading how-to articles could never take the place of even five minutes of actual hands-on training.
Or hand-on training. I’m not ready to tack up anything aside from an extra-adhesive sticky note.
“But what I really want to know first,” Jeanie grinned as though she were about to give him a birthday present, “is your favorite memory of horses.”
Certain his heart stopped, Keaton kept his happy-go-lucky smile pasted in place.
Make something up. Anything. Anything at all. Just. Say. Horse. Stuff.
Keaton cleared his throat. “When I was younger, my little sister used to leave her My Little Pony dolls all over the house. I remember my mom constantly telling her to pick up her toys, but my sister insisted they each needed plenty of space to run. She said she’d rather lose her TV time than keep her ponies crowded up in her room, because taking care of them was more important than having fun. Something about that has always stuck with me, and…I guess I feel the same way, just about real horses. Not the little pink plastic ones.”
Jeanie’s smile fell ever so slightly. “That’s, um…that’s your favorite memory of horses?”
The anecdote was true. Hailey had been a headstrong hellion about certain “issues” she took seriously from the day she was born. Including adequate exercise room for her fake ponies.
But you literally couldn’t have said anything worse. That story is not job interview material. That was the dumbest, weirdest, most off-the-wall, creepiest⁠—
“Ha. Ha ha.” Keaton forced out a robotic laugh. “Absurd, I know. I’m just saying, I already had an interest in horses, but that dedication…man…it made a lasting impression on me.”
Jeanie tilted her head. “According to your résumé, you grew up on a farm with horses. But your younger sister’s My Little Pony caretaking put you over the top?”
He bit his tongue until it bled. “Mm-hmm. I always loved the animals, but my sister showed me something I didn’t know was inside of me. Commitment, you know? Sometimes it takes another person to show us how we really feel.”
Setting down her pen, Jeanie studied him like a lab specimen for what seemed like an eternity before breaking into laughter. “Well, if that isn’t just the sweetest story I’ve ever heard. No other interviewee has even come close to hittin’ my heartstrings like that!”
She stared into his eyes with an almost inappropriate glow of admiration. Keaton breathed only marginally easier and prayed no cameras had captured his tale-telling. The moment could not be allowed to exist on record.
Sun would never, ever let you live that down. Not in a million years.
“But truly.” Keaton attempted to redeem himself and get the conversation moving again. He’d begun to quail under Jeanie’s gaze. “They’re magnificent animals. Strong, gentle, and intelligent. I don’t think I could pick an actual, single favorite memory with a real horse.”
That much was true.
“Agreed.” Jeanie sobered slightly, lifting her coffee for a sip and finally averting her gaze. She set down her mug and stood. “I like you, Joe. How about I show you around our stables? Your mind is gonna be blown when you see how many horses we’re capable of housing.”
Having no idea how he’d skidded through the sit-down portion of his interview so easily, Keaton couldn’t follow Jeanie out the door fast enough. She led him through the front office to a rear exit, across something of a mud room equivalent, and through another door that landed them in the middle of a long row of stalls.
“Wow.” He didn’t have to fake his amazement. “This place is awesome.”
At least a dozen stalls on each side stretched throughout the long building. Some of the horses stuck their heads out, curious about the new arrival entering their territory.
“It is awesome, isn’t it?” Jeanie crossed her arms and surveyed the establishment. “And what’s crazy is that these are all Mr. Ainsworth’s horses. You haven’t even seen the boarding stables or the training track yet.”
“You have a track here?”
“We have a track, Joe. We. You’ll want to start talking about this place like you belong here, if you want to get hired. C’mon, let me show you the horses.”
The sheer size of Ainsworth Stables indicated there had to be a crowd of employees scuttling around, but Keaton had yet to see one.
“Mr. Ainsworth has a lot to be proud of.” Keaton had been waiting for a chance to shift the conversation toward Jeanie’s employer.
Jeanie nodded. “Oh, he’s proud. Every single one of these animals are pedigree horses. He’s obsessed. We treat them like royalty because according to their bloodlines, in the equestrian world, they are. These creatures are absolutely precious to Mr. Ainsworth. He spends a fortune on their care.”
Pedigree. Bloodlines. Obsession.
Keaton filtered through Jeanie’s rambling, mentally highlighting the words that struck a chord.
“Jeanie.” A middle-aged man approached them from behind. “I’ve gotta get the top ten out to Pasture A. But there’s a dip in the ground near the southeast fence I noticed on my walk around. I don’t think it’s an ankle breaker. Not yet anyway. But I thought you might wanna take a look at it. We could do a quick fill job before the beauties get out there.”
Panic flashed across Jeanie’s tightened features. “A dip? That won’t do. I’ll go check it out right now. Why don’t you talk to our newest applicant here for a few minutes while I’m gone? This is Joe Miller. Joe, this is Byron Wade. Show him the ropes a little, will ya, Byron?”
Without waiting for a reply, Jeanie jogged away.
Byron offered Keaton a toothy smile. “She must like you. Not just anybody gets to enter the stables.”
Keaton wondered how friendly Byron would be if he’d been present for the My Little Pony circle-time storytelling moment.
“Jeanie mentioned a training track. Any chance I could see it? Just to get a sense of where everything is, in case I end up getting hired.”
“Sure, I don’t see why not. It’s at the other end of the barn.”
Byron led the way down the row of stalls, each holding a majestic animal in varying shades of brown, black, and white.
The track was a quarter-mile loop that extended from the back of the barn across the open space surrounded by pastures, with a few viewing platforms along the straightaways. Sand and an assortment of jumping obstacles filled the center of the area.
Keaton’s heart sank. “A dirt track. Isn’t that risky?”
“Not if you maintain it, which we do. And the expense of an all-weather track is more than Daniel would bother with for training.”
“What about for racing?”
Byron lifted an eyebrow. “You a betting man? Not sure you’ll fit in here. Mr. Ainsworth has a firm policy against hiring gamblers.”
Doing his best to salvage his act, Keaton clarified. “Yeah, I get that. I’m not a gambler, just curious if any of Mr. Ainsworth’s horses ever race. With all the money put into ensuring pedigree, wouldn’t they command attention at the larger downs?”
“They might. But like I said, Daniel isn’t into gambling, and if you want to fit in here, you’ll keep those thoughts to yourself.”
Keaton gestured at the surrounding grandeur, feeling the conversation slip from casual chat into the uncomfortable space of an actual interview, and with him as the interviewee rather than the interrogator. “This place is amazing. Judging from the way he provides for his horses, I can only imagine Mr. Ainsworth is every employee’s dream boss.”
As Byron turned toward one of the nearby stalls, Keaton caught sight of his upturned lip. When he faced Keaton again, his expression was smoothly blank. “This is Tigerlily, sister to Lilyanne. They’re both out of Lily the Great, sired by Sergeant Magnus. You might’ve heard of him. Sergeant Magnus’s tail male line is notorious along the East Coast. If one of these girls turns an ankle during recess, I can guarantee you I won’t be leaving these stables alive.”
Keaton’s gaze slid from the beautiful white mare before him to Byron’s straight face. He raised an eyebrow. “You’re joking, right?”
“Well, I probably wouldn’t be murdered.” Byron forced his own weak laugh. “But I guarantee you I’d never work on another ranch for the rest of my life. Mistakes aren’t tolerated with Mr. Ainsworth’s prized possessions. Standards are a little looser over in the boarding stables, but not much.”
“I guess it’s a good thing.” Keaton latched onto the issue, determined to squeeze as much as he could from Byron before the moment passed altogether. “If you’re going to own animals, you should care about them a lot.”
Byron shook his head, his eyes narrowed. “Daniel Ainsworth cares about his high-dollar pedigree horses, and that’s where it stops. At the dollar signs. He’d rather shoot a grade horse down than feed it for a day. If the lineage isn’t pristine and well-documented, the beast isn’t worth a dime.”
“That seems harsh.” Keaton tossed the bait.
“You think that’s harsh?” Byron ate it up like a feeder fish. “He doesn’t just feel that way about animals.” He lowered his voice. “I overheard him talking to one of his uppity associates shortly after I took this job. They were discussing how the planet would be a better place if the lower sectors of society who are constantly sucking the government and the wealthy dry…leeches, I believe was the word Daniel used…were simply eliminated.”
Bingo.
Keaton leaned against the stall, analyzing Byron’s troubled expression. “That must’ve bothered you. Why did you stay?”
Byron raised an eyebrow. “Why does anyone stay at a job with a shithead boss? Money. I don’t have to like Mr. Ainsworth, but I do need the paycheck, and I love working with the horses. I just steer clear of any topics having to do with ‘the state of modern mankind,’ as Daniel calls it.”
“Can you give me some examples of those topics?” Keaton lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I need the paycheck, too, and if I’m gonna work here, I need to know exactly what not to say.”
“You seem like a nice kid.” Byron shoved his hands in his pockets. “It’s nothing you’d probably find yourself talking about anyway. Addicts. The homeless. The jobless. Whores. That kinda thing.”
Keaton stiffened, as if his body had turned to stone.
He just described Sarah at various stages of her life before we met.
“Thanks, Byron. I appreciate your candidness. I can find my way back, I think.”
Turning toward the barn, Keaton walked away, wanting nothing more than to step out of the hateful shadow of Ainsworth Stables as fast as his feet would carry him.
“Where ya going?” Byron called after him. “Jeanie should be here soon.”
Keaton raised a hand above his head and kept moving. “Bathroom. Too much coffee.” He hadn’t noticed a restroom on his way in, and he certainly wasn’t headed toward one now.
As he marched from the building to his Civic, Sarah’s sweet face flashed through his mind. Kind, intelligent, loving, witty Sarah.
His girlfriend had not long ago fit into a category of the population Daniel Ainsworth would admittedly enjoy annihilating. Yet, like so many, all Sarah had needed was a second chance. A fresh start. A helping hand.
Ainsworth was capable of bettering the world with his fat bank account and uncommon good fortune, but his answer to the uglier parts of reality was clear.
Eliminate them all.
Keaton turned the engine over, taking a final glance at Daniel’s estate.
I don’t know yet if you’re our murderer, but I do know you’re an inhuman asshole…and I will take you down myself.
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Autumn prodded her eggs Benedict with a fork, unsure as to how she’d eat even half the brunch spread that Hugh Yardley’s ex-wife Natasha Pennington had ordered for her. Life as a BAU agent called for more of a grab it and go routine.
Bagels. Breakfast burritos. Scalding black coffee that was possibly a day old.
“Mimosa?” Natasha held up her half-empty flute. “I suspected you wouldn’t be allowed to drink on the job, so I didn’t order you one…yet.”
“I’m good.” Autumn assured her hostess. “But I must admit, I’m a little jealous.”
Natasha giggled—a light, tinkling sound against the muted din of the fancy restaurant. She set her glass down and tucked her long blond tresses behind her ears, as though preparing for the oncoming inquisition. “Ask me whatever you’d like, darling. I don’t know what Hugh might’ve done to earn the FBI’s attention, but I owe him nothing, including my silence.”
Awesome. ’Cause I need you to spill the Yardley beans like there’s no tomorrow.
“Hugh isn’t being accused of anything.” Autumn played the devil’s advocate, aware she owed it to the thus far highly cooperative man to imply his innocence. “He’s simply a person of interest in an investigation.”
Squinting her piercing blue eyes, Natasha took another sip of her mimosa. “May I inquire as to what type of investigation?”
“I can’t actually⁠—”
“Taxes?” Natasha’s lip curled with disgust. “I bet it’s taxes. Hugh was always trying to dodge in that area. It’s how I convinced him to move over here. He likes to think it was because it made me more comfortable, being around the familiar as opposed to the foreign.”
“That’s the story I heard as well.”
Natasha laughed, another tinkling cascade. “Oh, I’m not surprised. Hugh would love nothing more than for the world to believe everything he considers true about himself. Like that he would’ve made a decent father or cared for anything other than the number of zeros at the end of the check.”
“Money’s important to him, isn’t it?” Winter watched Natasha’s face closely. “He was wealthy when you met and must’ve been accustomed to the power such a position can bring.”
Taking a sip of her mimosa, Natasha waved the comment aside. “Power. Money. Control. Those are all words you can use to describe Hugh. Or at least the Hugh he wants the world to see.”
“Controlling money or controlling people?”
“Both?” She laughed again, and this time it was less of a tinkle and more the sound of a wounded animal. “I believed I loved him, after we met in London and he finally agreed to move here. But he used the idea of satisfying my comfort as an excuse. It was always about the money. I told him he’d draw the wrong kind of attention eventually. That has to be why you’re talking to me, isn’t it?”
Autumn made a mental note to give Financial Crimes a heads-up and smiled at Natasha. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t tell you even if it were about taxes.”
The other woman leaned against the high back of her chair, crossing her thin arms over her body. “It’s something else, then? Well. Inquire at your leisure, Agent Trent. I’m more than happy to cooperate in whatever way I can.”
Envisioning Hugh’s charming smile, Autumn chose her words carefully. “You’ve been divorced from Hugh for a solid ten years. Could you relay the root cause of what drove you two apart?”
“Do you have all day, darling?” Natasha emitted another light laugh as her features went hard. “He did what all men do eventually. He got bored and wanted something new to excite him. I suppose in my twenties, the scales tipped in my favor. Youth and beauty are powerful drugs when it comes to wealthy, older men.”
Autumn didn’t doubt it. Natasha was a stunning woman and had been at the height of her modeling career when she married Hugh. She more than likely had her pick of many partners then and still did.
“Anyway.” She swigged the last of her drink, signaling a nearby server for another. “I inevitably didn’t stay twentysomething. The year I turned thirty, Hugh took up some extracurricular activities involving several other women. He didn’t make much of an attempt to hide it either. I suppose he thought his money would keep me in line.”
“I turn thirty in two months.” Autumn offered a line of commiseration. “I can already feel my value to society fading.”
Natasha stared at her plate. “It’s a very real process. My modeling career was already waning and had been since I’d turned twenty-five. I saw fewer and fewer offers.” Her mouth pinched. “After the big three-oh, my opportunities were slashed in half almost immediately. Like the world had me on a damn oven timer. I wasn’t ready to accept my cane and retire. And I certainly wasn’t going to stay married to an unfaithful asshole like Hugh.”
Autumn nodded, still struggling with the image of the charismatic Hugh Yardley she’d met just yesterday. “Good for you. I’ve done my research, and it seems you’ve created an amazing life for yourself postdivorce.”
“Yes.” Natasha looked up, her face brightening. “I continued modeling, albeit in a much dimmer spotlight, and devoted my free time to a charity for foster children. The last ten years have been more fulfilling than the first thirty put together. Being on my own and in the modeling industry forced me to face some painful truths early on and allowed me to turn forty in peace.”
Autumn shoved away thoughts of her own experiences as a foster child. “So the divorce was largely based on Hugh’s affairs?”
Natasha ground her teeth. “Yes. I gathered a team of expert lawyers and took him for half of what he was worth, which I can only imagine is much less than his current net value. I got him where it hurt…his bank account.” A sly smile played on her lips. “I won’t lie. It was beautiful revenge. He didn’t think I had it in me.”
The server returned with Natasha’s fresh mimosa, glancing at the bounty of barely touched food before scuttling away. Natasha downed the drink while Autumn did her best to at least look like she’d enjoyed the meal laid out for her.
Taking a second bite of her eggs, she processed the information Natasha had shared so far.
Unfaithful, privileged rich men certainly carried an undeniable degree of the ick factor in their pocket, but cheating on his wife and being a blatant proponent of ageism didn’t make Hugh Yardley a murderer.
Autumn recapped, unsure there was anything of particular value to their case that Natasha could provide. “Infidelity, shady tax handling, and more than a little arrogance. Nothing else that ever caught your attention about Hugh in a negative way?”
Natasha giggled again, the effects of her second chugged mimosa kicking in. “Well, he was trash in bed from day one. I thought, given his intelligence, that I could coach him. My hope was that over time, you know, our sex life would be satisfying for the both of us as opposed to just him. I was wrong. That tiny, pathetic, minuscule⁠—”
“Oh.” Autumn held up a hand, not needing the end of that sentence. “Definitely out of my jurisdiction. I meant more of…a particularly short temper or drug addiction or⁠—”
“No drugs that I know of, but,” Natasha leaned across the table, whispering much louder than she probably realized, “he was a gambling fiend when I met him. He cleaned up after the paparazzi caught us together at a gala. His parents were still alive at the time, and I think the photos nearly killed them both.”
“They were that bad? What did the paparazzi catch you doing?”
“Nothing at all, just standing next to each other. But you know how British society loves a good gossip story about celebrities.” She rolled her eyes. “The tabloids ran the photos with all sorts of bullshit about us. None of it was true except for the part about Hugh having a betting problem. Here, let me see if I can pull up the headlines.”
She whipped out her phone and, within a minute, had two pdf files downloaded. “They’re so old they’re in the archives now, but check it out.” She turned the screen toward Autumn.
“‘Playboy Gambler Wins Big’ and ‘Supermodel Goes Super Slumming with Bad Boy Yardley Scion.’ Charming. I’m sure you enjoyed waking up to that.”
“Oh, this is nothing. You’ve seen what the press does to a model who goes from a size zero to a size one, right?”
“They were less than kind about you and Hugh, but not vicious. Is that what you’re saying?”
Natasha nodded, slipping her device back into her purse. “Basically, but the columns and photos still had an effect. It must’ve been Hugh’s mother who told him, in no uncertain terms, that if he wanted to maintain a connection to the family fortune, he had to stop treating their bank accounts like bottomless pits.”
“Was it casinos? Sporting events?” Autumn lowered her voice, interest piqued.
“Yes. And yes. And everything else.” Natasha’s mouth twisted into a snarl. “You name it, Hugh bet on it. I think the horses were what put him over the edge. After we moved here, he had to attend court-ordered counseling to get past his addiction.”
“Court-ordered? This was before the divorce?”
“Yes, it…I don’t like to relive those days, but there was a time when I thought Hugh might recall his better angels, be the man I’d imagined he could be.” She sighed. “I’d threatened to leave him, and I was still young enough that I could count on his libido to steer him.”
“Did it?” Autumn cleared her throat, following the question with a swift clarification. “I mean, did he stop gambling?”
“He did, at least well enough that it no longer affected our ability to enjoy a night on the town. But I doubt he ever truly stopped. I’d swear that butler of his covered for him. I could never prove it, of course, but Charles was always keeping up appearances for Hugh.”
Had Charles kept up appearances for Yardley when he’d confirmed his alibi? Autumn made note of that as she recalled Hugh’s other statements from yesterday as well.
“I own a rescue operation, actually. Many of those horses you saw as you entered came from dire situations…despicable racetracks where they were treated horribly…racetracks are detestable.”
“Are you aware that your ex-husband currently owns and operates a horse rescue on his estate?” Autumn tried to unite the warring details.
“Of course.” Natasha waved it off, unimpressed. “That’s why I doubt he ever truly gave up the races. I mean, what better way to keep your gambling addiction under everyone’s radar? ‘Rescue,’ my ass.”
Autumn sat back, letting her fork rest on the edge of her plate. Hugh’s complete failure to mention a single word about his former struggles with gambling shrouded every bit of his noble speech in a thick curtain of doubt.
The man told us he practically worshipped horses. Was I mistaking an addict’s thrall for devotion?
With a final look at the uneaten food on the table, Autumn reached for her purse. “You’ve been very helpful, Natasha. I can’t thank you enough.” She wished she’d eaten more than a few bites of her meal, but she could grab a protein bar at the nearest gas station if her stomach started protesting. For the moment, she had more pressing matters to attend to.
“Excellent.” Natasha reached for her water. “Although I believe I’ve become a bit tipsy with this discussion of my ex-husband. I’m going to order a latte. A strong latte. Would you like one?”
Judging from the lace tablecloths and crystal glasses, Autumn didn’t doubt the beverage would be some of the finest coffee she’d ever tasted. It pained her to turn it down. “I’m sorry, I’ll have to pass. I need to get back to work. I’ll leave you my card and be in touch soon.”
Natasha raised her hand, beckoning the waitstaff without a word. “Well, whatever it is that Hugh’s done, I hope you nail that bastard to the wall. Don’t hold back either.”
Autumn pulled her purse strap over her shoulder.
If he has anything to do with this case, I certainly won’t.
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Aiden slammed the driver’s side door shut behind him, striving to control his temper for Sun’s sake. “I’m not in the habit of being dismissed.”
My patience is running thin.
Their quest to speak with the four new British persons of interest had swiftly become a headache. While Sun had gathered all the men’s home and workplace addresses, business hours had made it obvious where they’d find each of the professionals mid-Wednesday.
The first stop had been the offices of Francis Barrett, a lawyer running a sizable firm in Richmond. His assistant had established they had no warrants or subpoenas, reported the news to his employer, and returned to usher them out the door at Mr. Barrett’s behest before a single question had been asked.
The lawyer himself hadn’t so much as shown his face.
Aiden drove away from Barrett’s law firm grinding his teeth but trying to focus on Sun’s briefing of their next person of interest, a plastic surgeon named Dr. Bentley Doyle.
They entered Dr. Doyle’s practice with renewed determination. But the surgeon didn’t bother to pause his day for an interview, much less inquire about a warrant. He simply had his receptionist tell them that he was “a bloody busy man,” and they’d have to make an appointment like everybody else.
The young woman had followed up this verbatim response by adding that Dr. Doyle’s next availability wasn’t for another four months. After being sent away from Barrett’s office, Aiden was sure steam would shoot from his ears at her flippant dismissal.
Sun must’ve sensed it, too, because she took his arm and steered him out the door.
“I told you we should call ahead and make appointments.”
At the SUV, Aiden again slammed the door and threw his tablet into the back seat. “That makes us zero for two.”
Sun yanked the seat belt across her body, making no attempt to hide her irritation. “Lawyers and doctors aren’t going to just pull time out of their asses for us. Federal agents or not. If we don’t have a warrant, they don’t care.”
“The element of surprise is important.” Aiden envisioned Daniel Ainsworth’s smug smile. “That’s the mistake we made with Ainsworth and Yardley. They were fully prepared to put on their best shows. Even Ainsworth’s jackass card could’ve been played on purpose, just another part of his act. We can’t get a read on these guys if they have time to practice from a script.”
Sun tilted her head. “And you really think Hugh Yardley was faking the whole philanthropic act too? Good enough to fool Autumn and Keaton combined?”
I don’t know. I wasn’t there. But I do think this case has me feeling like I just drank cold coffee mixed with sour milk.
Aiden fought the urge to beat his head on the steering wheel. “Anyone who uses a horse race to drag people to death isn’t going to seem like they’re capable of such a thing, because initially, it’s unthinkable. We have inmates on death row for heinous, well-documented crimes. And even they wouldn’t be capable of something like this.”
“True.” Sun entered an address into the GPS. “But at least we know Keaton and Autumn are digging in Ainsworth’s and Yardley’s backyards as we speak. And we still have two British expats left, both of whom could provide a break in the case. So stop moping and drive.”
If any other agent had spoken to him that way, Aiden would’ve been infuriated. As it was, he expected nothing less from Sun Ming. He started the engine and steered onto the road like a well-trained dog.
It’s possible we’ve worked together for too long, Sun. Entirely too long.
The technology headquarters where their next POI worked was a mere five-minute drive from Dr. Doyle’s office. Rex Chapman was a chief hardware design engineer for U Globe Go Technologies. While this put the man high on the corporate ladder, Aiden hoped Rex didn’t have the same burgeoning god complex as their first two candidates.
After they parked, while approaching the fifteen-story, glass-and-steel building, Aiden halted behind Sun as she came to an abrupt stop. She propped her hands on her hips, taking in the shiny facade. “I get the whole natural light is good vibe, but how much do you think they’re spending on window cleaning every month?”
“That’s a great yet completely irrelevant question.” Aiden moved toward the door, which opened automatically at his presence. “Let’s go.”
He waited for Sun to enter and followed her, tensing as a six-foot bot resembling an overgrown trash can greeted them in the lobby. “Welcome to UGGT. U Globe Go Technologies. We are very happy you’re here. My name is Sam. How may I serve you today?”
Aiden stepped toward the gleaming steel droid, keeping his voice low. “I fucking hate AI.”
Sun shot him an amused glance over her shoulder. “Oh, come on. You’re not that old. Yet. Get with the program.” She clasped her hands together politely. “Hello, Sam. We’re here to visit Mr. Rex Chapman.”
“Oh, of course.” Sam’s robot mouth turned upward in a ghastly mechanical smile, sending shivers down Aiden’s spine. “I know Rex. Great guy. I’ll get ahold of him right away. But first, may I ask who is visiting?”
Aiden wondered if Sam recognized the cringe in his posture or the annoyance in his voice. “Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish and Special Agent Sun Ming with the FBI’s Richmond BAU.”
Sam froze, creeping Aiden out worse than when the abomination was animate. He popped back to life with another terrifying grin. “I have let Mr. Rex Chapman know you are here. He is on his way and will meet you shortly. Feel free to have a seat in our comfortable and vibrantly colored lobby chairs.”
“Thanks, Sam.” Sun strutted to the indicated neon-green armchairs, jaw dropping when the bot responded in-kind.
“You’re welcome, Special Agent Sun Ming with the FBI’s Richmond BAU.”
Aiden shook his head, leading Sun away by her elbow, bypassing the chairs and hovering near the entrance. “Chapman better hurry up. I’m two seconds away from taking a bat to that thing.”
“You don’t have a bat, old man.” Sun scoffed, tugging her arm out of his grasp. “Quit acting like you stepped straight out of a chapter of Nineteen Eighty-Four. God.”
“I was thinking more along the lines of The Terminator.” Aiden returned her glare.
Their squabbling ended as shiny elevator doors slid open across the lobby floor. A smiling man in dress slacks and a blue button-down shirt stepped out and waved. “Hello.” He beckoned them closer, patting the bot’s back as he strode to meet them. “Thanks, Sam. Doing a great job, lad.”
Sam burst back to life. “Thank you, Rex Chapman. Give my best to your wife.”
Rex laughed, his thinning, reddish-blond hair flopping to the side as he kept moving. “Isn’t he brilliant? Programmed him myself. Sam prides himself on great customer service and hasn’t complained about the long workdays a single time that I can recall.”
Aiden followed Rex, noting the easy mannerisms and lighthearted attitude the man exuded as he led them through a short hallway and into what appeared to be the world’s choicest break room.
“Now, I’m sure you have serious business to discuss,” Rex gestured toward a bank of vending machines behind him, “but might I offer you a beverage? Snack? Sandwich? We have coffee, espresso shots, cappuccino.”
Aiden secretly would’ve given a kidney for a cup of coffee.
Hot and with fresh milk. Not a clot to be found.
He almost accepted the offer, but the last two letdowns left him unwilling to miss the opportunity to actually speak with a POI.
“We need to ask you a few questions, Mr. Chapman, and then we’ll be on our way.”
Rex pointed to two low-backed leather benches facing each other in the center of the room. “Absolutely. I’m sorry. Safe to say I’m not used to spontaneous visits from federal agents.” He sat on one of the benches, propping an arm across its back. “How can I help?”
“Well.” Aiden buried all thoughts of caffeine and AI, refocusing on the matter at hand. “We’re investigating a triple homicide case.”
Rex’s blue eyes widened. He sat up straight. “Oh. Okay. Go on.”
He’s concerned, but not nervous. He has no idea that we think he might be involved. Which means he has nothing to do with this, or he knew we’d be coming and rehearsed his reaction like the first two.
Aiden locked gazes with Rex. “Can you tell us where you were last Friday, the night of March twenty-fifth?”
“Friday night?” Rex nodded, not missing a beat. “I was at home with my wife and our daughter Annabelle. Annie is going off to university next year, and we’re trying to spend as much time with her as possible. My wife is downright torn up about it.” He leaned forward. “But what you’re really asking…you suspect me of some involvement in actual murders? Three of them?”
Rex didn’t seem angry so much as intrigued by the absurd insinuation.
“Not at all. We’re just covering bases and hope you can help us determine a few things.” Aiden pulled out the printed images of their three victims.
“Do you recognize any of these men, Mr. Chapman?”
With barely a glance, Rex shook his head. “Never saw them. Look, I’m sure you’d like to get on with your inquiry, and I know I’d like to get on with my work, so…”
“Just one more question, if you would. Can you tell us what kind of vehicle you drive?”
“I’ve just picked up the newest Tesla. Had it for about a month. It’s a lovely little thing, and the mileage, I ask you.” Chortling at his own joke, Rex continued. “My wife and daughter can account for my whereabouts on the twenty-fifth, and Sam out there has footage of my comings and goings every day for the past six months. Plus, there’s the Ring cams at home, the GPS on my phone and car, and you could also chat with my colleagues if need be.”
We finally get a sit-down with one of our POIs, and it’s this guy. A nerdy, friendly, family man who took zero offense at being questioned in relation to multiple murders and has offered us a second-by-second guide to his daily activities for the last half a year.
Aiden forced a smile and handed Rex a card. “I’m sorry to take you away from your work, Mr. Chapman. If you could have your wife give me a call to confirm…we’ll be out of your hair, I promise. We’re just⁠—”
“Doing your jobs.” Rex accepted the card and tucked it into his wallet. “No need to apologize. I’m grateful for the brave souls who are out there every day making this world a safer place for my family to live in. In fact, my wife and I are hosting a barbecue this weekend in our neighborhood, attempting to befriend some more of our American neighbors.” He looked from Aiden to Sun. “You both should come by, if you can take the time away from work.”
Rex handed Aiden and Sun his business card with an easy smile and a firm handshake. He was so friendly, Aiden half expected to be hugged before leaving. Aiden wasn’t sure he could turn the abhorrent human contact down without feeling actual guilt for having hurt Rex Chapman’s feelings.
Wrong guy, Parrish. You didn’t nail your killer. You made friends with the British Mister Rogers.
He and Sun made their exit, which included well wishes from Sam as they left the building.
“Have a safe drive, Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish and Special Agent Sun Ming with the FBI’s Richmond BAU.”
The only hope left for the morning’s excursion came by way of Hendrix Hall, an investment banker with a pregnant wife at home. Aiden wanted to believe Hendrix might be the key individual who finally provided case-shattering information.
But he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were headed toward another dead end.
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Dustin chewed viciously on his lower lip, terror and hunger feeding madness into his mind. He’d paid attention like Sid told him, watching the comings and goings of the men tending to this absurd underground operation. Someone seemed to come and check on them every two hours or so, tossing in a water bottle or a hunk of bread on occasion.
They never speak to us. Just look at us like we’re actual livestock. Making sure we’re still alive for their next…for their next…
Though Sid had worked out the basics of what was taking place in the subterranean hellhole, Dustin had still struggled to accept it was true. He couldn’t shake the mental image of the meaty femur and was positive he hadn’t been hallucinating. But maybe the explanation wasn’t quite as barbaric as Sid believed it to be.
Or at least, this was the hope that Dustin clung to until the men came to make the rounds. Their conversation left little room for creative interpretation.
“You aren’t gonna believe your eyes when you see that damn thing. It’s huge. And mad as hell.”
Dustin recognized the voice of the man who most often checked on them. This guy had also been the one carrying the human bone by Dustin’s stall when he first woke up. Dustin referred to the man as “Femur.”
He had a raspy voice, and the few times Dustin caught a glimpse of him, he noticed a tattoo of a spider under the guy’s left ear, like it was dangling down his neck on a web.
“Geoffrey hates me.” The second voice responded with a whine. “He’s not gonna let me near the bear unless I’m its next meal. He told me I fuck up everything I touch.”
This man checked on them when Femur didn’t, and Dustin had pegged him as “Whiner.” He had no visible tattoos, but his upper lip showed signs of having been cut open. A scar ran straight up the middle and curved to the side. It stood out, stark and white, whenever Whiner peeked into Dustin’s cell and grimaced at him.
Femur and Whiner hadn’t shown up together since he first laid eyes on them. Dustin didn’t know what their presence as a pair implied, but it increased his uneasiness, which he hadn’t thought possible.
“You do fuck up a lot of shit.” Femur laughed, nearing Dustin’s stall.
Dustin pretended to be sleeping.
“Seriously, though.” Whiner persisted. “You think you can sneak me in when it gets here? I wanna see the damn bear before they put it in the ring.”
Bear?
Femur snorted his disapproval. “That’s what you don’t get. Doin’ anything down here, and I mean anything, that you weren’t told to do is asking for a bullet to the head. I ain’t sneaking you into jack shit. You’ll see the bear when the ring fights start.”
Ring fights?
Bile crept up Dustin’s throat.
“They’re just gonna throw these assholes in there with a grizzly?” Whiner seemed to resent the idea, probably due to his not being allowed to witness the bear beforehand. “That’s not a good show. It’s just a bloodbath. Who’s gonna pay to watch that?”
“What the fuck do you think the races are, dumbass? This whole thing is about bloodbaths and the people who want to pay to watch ’em.” Femur flaunted his authority. “But it sounds like Boss is gonna give the meat some weapons. Spears or knives or whatever, like any of these sad sacks wouldn’t freeze up and piss himself. But whatever, maybe one or two of ’em will take a swing at the grizzly. That’ll keep the fight going long enough to satisfy the pickier betters.”
Rattling echoed, like a metal bucket being kicked or tossed.
Femur growled. “Pick that up, dumbass. Boss wants the floor clean before the big event. Some of the customers are supposed to be paying a premium for the privilege of a prerace tour or some shit.”
Whiner stacked clanging metal objects together. Soon enough, Dustin was treated to the sounds of both men hoisting something, grunting, and then more metallic clanging. Whiner walked off muttering something, leaving Femur standing outside Dustin’s stall. His prison cell, more like.
“Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” Femur joked. “The big fucker is gonna be first. He’s built like a bear. Might even get a few bets placed on his end. You’re real quiet now, but you’ll be screamin’ soon enough.”
Dustin kept his eyes closed and maintained his charade of being asleep. He’d been attempting to count to five minutes in his head before whispering anything to Sid. The counting had been Sid’s idea. Just to make sure the lackeys were gone. But Dustin had lost count somewhere around eighty seconds.
Femur’s footsteps receded down the hall, and Dustin was about to whisper to Sid the details of what he’d heard.
“Dustin?” Sid’s voice snapped into his thoughts. “I think it’s time, buddy. Sounds like they’re gearing up for something big, and I don’t know about you, but I’m not going up against a damn grizzly bear.”
“What if they come back?” Dustin might’ve pissed himself if he wasn’t so dehydrated.
Sid exhaled hard. “We need them to come back. The door to this part of the stables has a dead bolt. I can’t pick that. But I can take down the unlucky bastard who opens it, and I know where to go from there.”
Dustin gulped, trying to envision the escape. “What if they both return?”
“You might just have to fight. C’mon. You got some scrap in you. No reason for us to go out like this. You got a family to get home to, don’tcha?”
Monica.
How would he ever explain this to Monica? He deserved to die here, but he sure as hell didn’t want to. Shit, she had to be worried sick, unless she knew where he’d been going all these nights.
He blinked away the tears threatening to fall from the corners of his eyes. I swear, if I survive this shit show, I’m gonna be a better husband. No more nights at the No-Tell.
“Okay.” Dustin gathered the frazzled remains of his nerves. “What do I need to do?”
“Imma whittle a li’l deeper and slide my damn lock open. Then I’ll release yours and cut your rope.” Sid spoke calmly and clearly, as though he were planning a tropical vacation. “We’ll wait behind the main door. Soon as it opens, you grab the handle, and I’ll attack. Do not let that door shut. Can you do that?”
Dustin wasn’t sure. “Yeah, I can do that. Then what?”
“Then,” Sid’s tone grew grave, “you follow me no matter what, okay? We’re gonna fly like bats outta hell. It’s the only way. We run. We keep running.”
“Okay.”
Sid immediately went to work. Dustin listened to him tinker with the slide latch until a satisfying metal click emanated from the door. Within seconds, Sid appeared in front of Dustin’s cell, shooting him a reassuring grin before releasing his lock with ease.
Everything turned into a smooth reel of the exact sequence of events Sid had described. He cut Dustin’s bonds loose and led the quick advance past several empty stalls and around a corner to a large, metal door.
They crouched behind it. Dustin trembled. “What if they have cameras on us?”
Sid turned toward him, raising a finger to his lips before speaking barely above a whisper. “If they did, then they already woulda known what we were up to, and we never woulda made it this far. Plus, why would they keep sending those guys to check on us? Trust me. They’re gonna be surprised.”
Dustin did trust Sid, but as the minutes ticked by, he grew increasingly lightheaded. The limited sustenance they’d been offered since their arrival was far from what kept him in running shape. When the time came, he wasn’t sure his legs would follow orders.
He’d opened his mouth to warn Sid that passing out might be in the near future when the sharp sound of steel on steel alerted them to their captor’s arrival. Sid offered Dustin one last nod of encouragement before tensing into a position of attack.
The door opened.
Knife in one hand and giant fist raised, Sid delivered a blow to the new arrival’s head, knocking him sideways. He fell, his head bent to reveal the spider tattoo on his neck.
So long, Femur. Hope you have nightmares after what you did to Sid and me.
Dustin caught the door handle as instructed right as the man dropped to his knees. Sid swung his fist at Femur’s temple again before pulling the man around the doorway and leaving him behind a table.
Frozen in disbelief, Dustin sprang to life only when Sid grabbed his arm and gave it a hard shake.
“Let’s go! Now!”
Sid took off at a dead sprint, and Dustin struggled to tail his friend through a maze of hallways that he never would’ve known to take if not for Sid’s help.
And you would’ve left him behind.
The accusation played like an earworm through his mind as he ran, stopping only when Sid slowed and came to a halt at what appeared to be a large freight elevator.
“This will take us up to some sort of storage shed. It’s huge, but I didn’t see anyone in it when they brought us down. I think it’s just a cover for this place.” Sid punched the up button, raising his knife as the elevator opened. They jumped inside before the doors were fully open.
Anxious seconds ticked by as the doors cycled from open back to closed.
The elevator took off with a jolt, and it seemed like only three seconds had passed before it came to a stop. Dustin’s stomach dropped, and he struggled to keep his breathing steady.
We’re gonna get caught. The doors are gonna open, and a bunch of guys are gonna shoot us or stick a needle in us again and make us fight that bear.
As the doors slid open, Dustin cowered while Sid stuck his head out, surveying the situation. “Empty. All right.” He turned to face Dustin and paused. “We’re gonna get out of here. Settle down, buddy. C’mon.” He put his meaty hand on Dustin’s shoulder, shaking him gently. “Breathe in and out, man. There you go.”
Dustin nodded fast, shaking still, but ready as he’d ever be to follow Sid on whatever escape route he had planned. The elevator doors were closing, and Sid rushed over to stick a hand between them. He held them open and beckoned Dustin to join.
With a final shake of his head and a jerk of his shoulders, Dustin peeled away from the elevator wall and joined his friend.
They stepped into an empty, cavernous metal structure, like a barn or storage shed. A pair of heavy doors, big enough to allow a semitrailer, sat at the far end. On their left, near the far end of the space, stood a platform with a metal frame over it and a winch mechanism. The cables hung loose on one side.
Is that how they got the bear down there?
A single, smaller door was halfway down the wall on their right.
“Where’re we going, Sid? Which way’s out?”
“I don’t know what’s outside of this building, because I didn’t wake up until they already had me inside. But our plan is simple. We go out that little door over there, and we run. And then we keep running.”
Unsure that qualified as a “plan,” Dustin followed Sid through the exact scene he’d described.
We’re going to be caught the second we step outside this door. Shot. Or stabbed. Thrown back in those cells or fed to the grizzly bear. We’re going to⁠—
Sid turned the knob, pulling the door just wide enough so he could check the immediate surroundings. A shaft of midmorning sunlight pierced the gloomy interior. “Buildings one way. Tree line the other way. We go straight for the trees. Fifty yards, maybe. This is it. Let’s go.”
Taking off at a pace Dustin couldn’t have matched in the prime of his life, Sid beelined for the woods. Terror moved Dustin along behind him. Each slap of his shoes against the ground reminded him he was alive, fleeing, and very likely to be dead at any given second.
But they covered ground rapidly. The tree line wasn’t in the distance anymore. It was just up ahead. They’d almost made it, and surely Sid would know what to do next.
Detecting the first crunch of leaves beneath his feet, Dustin fell to the ground as a gunshot rang out.
Am I shot? Am I dying? Am I dead?
Sid groaned ahead of him, leaning against a tree trunk. He held his side and kicked the tree before collapsing.
Dustin crawled toward him.
No. No. No. I don’t know how to do this without you. I’m not big. I’m not strong. I’m not brave. I need you to make it out of here. You deserve to make it out of here.
“They got me where it counts.” Blood poured past Sid’s hand, pressed to his lower right side as he spoke. “I ain’t gettin’ out of here. I can’t run anymore.”
“But…you…” Tears spilled down Dustin’s face. “Sid, you⁠—”
“Take this.” He slapped his switchblade into Dustin’s palm as more gunshots hammered through the air. “Run.”
Dustin watched as blood began to trickle from Sid’s mouth. “I can’t leave⁠—”
“Do it for your family.” Sid grunted, pushing Dustin away with his free hand. “Do it for me. You run…and you keep running.”
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I scanned the list I’d been working on so diligently.
Aside from the little snag we’d hit concerning drag disposals, the horse races were proving effective at attracting investment. My final investor, the one whose contribution would secure my operation’s successful launch, was on his way this very minute. He would arrive and be treated to all the luxury and grandeur my staff could offer.
And then, when Bellona made her entrance, he would see just how serious I’d been when I told him I’d rebuilt Rome in America.
He hadn’t believed I could do anything remotely like what I’d described.
The glory of old Rome, built anew for the likes of you and me, and others willing to pay for the many pleasures to be had atop an empire.
We had all enjoyed such delights in our lives, as descendants from the last vestiges of England’s glory. Our grandparents knew empire as a quotidian reality, but so much had been allowed to crumble. To fester and rot under the unwholesome touch of society’s dregs. But no more. Not with everything I had arranged thus far.
And everything I will build in the future.
I had three of my fellow expats ready to contribute for the grand opening later tonight, and they’d already put out feelers to find the right sort of patron.
We’ll have such a grand time, and this is only the beginning.
It would all be so beautiful.
Geoffrey was set to erase our worthless employee problem. The gits who had dumped our first contestant’s body were soon to be the newest residents at the bottom of the James, complete with a pair of concrete shoes to ensure they didn’t go walkabout like the last two.
Provided no mistakes were made in future, the authorities, nosy as they were, would have naught to go on.
I flipped open my ledger and ran a pen down the more recent entries. Starchy and Brows had done well, collecting our two latest attractions. I’d checked in on them once, confirming what I’d been told. They were each well-fed, strong enough to stand in the ring. They would do very well, indeed.
Until Bellona gets her claws into them, of course.
Drawing from the general population, as opposed to the more deserving dregs, had been a bold move, one I’d initially feared had been a mistake.
I’d kept an eye on the local news, just in case either man had been reported missing. So far, so quiet, with not a single report making headlines. That didn’t mean the police hadn’t been notified of their absence, however.
If I were to continue selecting fighters with more meat on their bones, and more to lose, I would need to consider distant locales as collection points, cross state lines, perhaps even go to Jolly Old England and find some excitable young men from among the lower classes.
They were quick to make a grab for my father’s money and his car. Why not offer them a chance at making a mint for a solid night’s work in the ring, plus a trip to the States thrown into the bargain?
Who among them could resist?
The thought of pulling talent from the very circles that once threatened my family’s safety, and who were responsible for England’s slow and steady demise, filled me with renewed vigor. I just had to get through tonight’s showcase performance, sell the operation as a worthwhile venture and attraction, and then I could travel home for the weekend.
I’ll have to ask Starchy to arrange for the plane to be ready. We’ll fly into Gatwick.
My mobile erupted in my jacket pocket. Withdrawing it, and taking a deep breath to settle my nerves, I scowled at the screen.
“Geoffrey. What in God’s name could you possibly need now?” My voice dripped with the spite his name had inspired. “Be quick, mate.”
“It’s bad.” Geoffrey didn’t so much as say the words as he gasped them out like a hyperventilating moron.
I stiffened. “What have you done? What have you done, Geoffrey?”
“It wasn’t me!” His panicked whine did little to relay our troubles or quell my rising anxiety.
“What. Has. Happened?” I placed a shaking hand on my desk.
Geoffrey whispered his reply. “The two guys escaped. For the bear fight. They got away. We shot one of them.”
“And the other?”
The line was silent but for Geoffrey’s ragged breathing. “I don’t know how it happened, sir. Honest.”
“The other man, Geoffrey. What happened to him?”
“He got away.”
No. That’s impossible.
I’d picked the lovely, muted green for my office walls on account of the color’s calming effect. Yet now, as the room spun and shrank around me, I was certain I’d teleported to a hellish jungle of nightmares where death was imminent.
Clutching my chest, I dropped to my knees.
The pain. I’m having a heart attack. I’m dying. This is it.
I closed my eyes and fell to the floor, giving in to the agony. Accepting the end.
Punish them for my early death, Bellona. For their foibles. Tear them to shreds! Avenge me!
“Boss?” Geoffrey’s irritating shrieks came from far away but slowly grew closer. “Boss, are you still there? Are you okay? Boss!”
Lifting an eyelid, I stared at my office ceiling.
Unfortunately, I was very much alive, and my bout of panic faded into absolute fury. Reaching for my desk, I snatched up the ledger showing my investors’ names and contributions. A little security never hurt, should things go awry, and they had very much gone awry.
“Geoffrey.” I stood, brushing the wrinkles from my pants, thankful no one had witnessed such an embarrassing moment of weakness. “I’m on my way to the stables as we speak.” I breathed in sharply through my nostrils, the cool air steadying me once again. “And I can assure you that if you do not find the man who has escaped, Bellona will be enjoying your company this evening for however long you are able to survive.”
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Autumn studied her colleagues as Aiden paced the floor between their desks. Somber and straight-faced, no one appeared to have struck gold during their morning excursions. Keaton worked his stress ball with his good hand, avoiding eye contact, while Sun glowered at her cup of takeout coffee.
“Let’s get it out of the way and start with what we don’t have.” Aiden made no move to grab a marker. “Two of the four Brits that Sun tracked down, Francis Barrett and Bentley Doyle, refused to meet with us. We’ll need a warrant to force either of those conversations.”
Aiden gestured at Sun, who sullenly proceeded with the rest of their report. “Our third POI, Rex Chapman, had absolutely no problem giving us a few minutes of his time. He’s a dorky engineer obsessed with robots, has a solid alibi for Friday night, and was probably the nicest human being any of us could ever meet. Super annoying waste of time.”
Autumn suppressed a smile. Only Special Agent Sun Ming could so eloquently articulate the letdown of discovering Rex Chapman’s good nature.
“What’s the verdict with the fourth POI?” Autumn focused on Aiden. “Anything there?”
“Hendrix Hall?” Aiden shook his head. “Sadly, no. We didn’t even get to hello with his personal secretary on the phone. I believe the words ‘subpoena’ and ‘warrant’ are in competition for things I never want to hear spoken in a British accent ever again.”
Keaton slammed his stress ball onto his desktop. “So nothing with those four. Fine. But a stable employee I spoke to, Byron Wade, had some interesting things to say about our favorite jackass. To summarize, Daniel Ainsworth views the lower classes of our society as expendable parasites.”
Aiden perked up. “Our profile calls for someone who doesn’t value the lives of ‘lesser’ human beings. How specific was this employee about Ainsworth’s stance?”
“Very.” Keaton’s features uncharacteristically hardened. “He overheard Ainsworth and an associate discussing how the planet would be a better place if the leeches sucking the government and the wealthy dry were simply eliminated. The man even listed some specific examples. Addicts, the homeless, the jobless, sex workers…basically anyone who’s ever fallen on hard times.”
Autumn’s stomach tightened as though someone had reached through her flesh and squeezed it with an angry fist.
Sarah. That’s why you seem pissed off, Keat. You’re furious for Sarah’s sake.
“Wow. What a piece of shit.” Sun scrunched her nose. “I’d say that definitely ups Ainsworth’s lead on our suspect board. He’s got the accent, the money, the car, and the hatred we’re looking for.”
Autumn forced her thoughts away from her sister. “Hugh Yardley’s ex-wife brought up some interesting facts that’ll put him right up there with Ainsworth. Apparently, our philanthropic billionaire has a long history of gambling addiction, and his butler, Charles, might be worth looking into as a fixer.”
Pacing between their desks, Aiden seemed to mull over the information. “Fixer as in he places bets on Hugh’s behalf and ensures they pay out?”
“Natasha suggested the butler covered for his employer, perhaps acting as a screen. It may be that he was lying to support Hugh’s alibi the day we spoke to him.”
“That’s worth looking into by itself, but why do you think his gambling is somehow tied in with this case?”
“Any guesses as to his obsession while Natasha was married to him? Horse racing.”
Aiden went to the empty desk that had once belonged to Bree Stafford. He paused with a hand on the chair before taking a seat and making notes on his tablet. “His animal rescue could simply be a front. He could be raising and recruiting his own competitors.”
“That’s what Natasha implied.” Autumn envisioned Hugh’s charming smile. It was hard to reconcile with the man Natasha described, but people were capable of change. “There’s always the possibility he started the rescue out of a sense of remorse for his former actions. She didn’t seem to think he could ever stop gambling, but maybe he did. Maybe the horse rescue is his way of making it right. Penance.”
Sun grunted, tapping her pen to her temple. “Or maybe that’s exactly what he wants the world to think should anyone ever dig a little too deep into his affairs.”
“Even if Yardley is still gambling, we have nothing tying him or Ainsworth to an all-weather track.” Keaton stated the enduring crux of the situation. “Neither of them owns any race grounds, at least not publicly under their own names, and Ainsworth only maintains a training track, made of dirt, for dressage. We could canvass every racetrack in Virginia for security footage, but even finding one of them in attendance doesn’t prove they’ve committed any crimes.”
Autumn tapped at her tablet. “What do we know about the breeds he has in the stables? We got DNA results on the horsehair found on Cabrera’s back. Does Ainsworth keep any Appaloosas?”
With a sad shake of his head, Keaton acknowledged that Ainsworth was well and truly a dead end for their investigation. “No. I called, pretending to be interested in finding a stud and asked about the breed. They stable two rarer breeds, Arabians and Akhal-Teke, and rent space for Thoroughbred and Standardbred steeds. Plus, they had one French Trotter. And Wade made it clear Ainsworth only keeps purebreds with valuable bloodlines.”
Aiden rotated in his chair, flexing his jaw in frustration. “We would need to find physical evidence of the same track particle type in Yardley’s or Ainsworth’s home. Their car or closet or trash can. We need search warrants.”
Certain she knew the answer, Autumn asked the question anyway. “How likely are we to get those based on what evidence we do have?”
“Not at all, given nothing provides a direct tie to either man.” Aiden met her gaze. “I’ll still attempt it, regardless. As far as gut instincts go, both men are coming off shady. But I’m leaning toward Ainsworth. He’s a special kind of prick.”
“Exactly.” Keaton barked out his agreement. “And even if it was neither of them, Daniel Ainsworth still needs to be put in his place. I’d actually be happier if it was him. Let him join ranks with those convicts he’d like to wipe clean off the planet.”
Autumn briefly wondered what might happen if Keaton and Ainsworth were left alone in a room with no windows.
“What about a connection between the four Brits and our two main guys?” She turned her attention toward Sun. “If we could establish that any of them know each other, at the very least, it opens up more ways to dig into the situation for some details.”
Head buried in her laptop as usual, Sun showed no sign of having heard a word Autumn said. “We got them.”
“What?” Autumn noted the tone of triumph in Sun’s voice. “Yardley? Ainsworth?”
Sun popped up like a jack-in-the-box. “No. The other four. Officer Hailey Holland…you might’ve heard of her…has been gathering up CCTV for me. She’s found footage of four separate cars, registered to Barrett, Doyle, Chapman, and Hall all headed north and passing the same two gas stations, burger joint, and major traffic cams.”
Keaton stood, walking toward Sun’s desk. “You recruited my sister for this case?”
“She’s a great cop.” Sun winked. “And please, go ahead and try to tell me that it wasn’t worth doing. You can’t. I couldn’t hunt all of this down while going out on interviews at the same time. None of us could, and she was more than happy to help.”
“I bet. She has a habit of running straight toward danger.” Keaton frowned, his disapproval apparent, but they all knew his protective instincts were momentarily overshadowing his federal agent brain.
Aiden swiveled in his seat and fixed Sun with a stare. As focused as Autumn had ever seen him. “Were they all driving together? Caravan style?”
That’s the man I know. He’s still in there, even if he keeps letting something else take over.
“Three separate dates, but the first is Saturday, March twenty-sixth, at approximately two thirty. That was both Barrett and Doyle, and they were traveling with maybe a ten-minute gap between them.”
Autumn beelined for Sun’s desk. “Chapman and Hall were next?”
“Just Chapman, yesterday, Tuesday the twenty-ninth. Same time, approximately two thirty in the afternoon.”
Launching from this chair, Aiden joined them. “And Hall?”
“Approximately twenty minutes ago. He’s either on the road right now or has already reached his destination.”
“Where were they last picked up on camera? We need a list of all establishments and residences near that spot.”
“Way ahead of you.” Sun pointed at the map she’d displayed on her screen. “This is the gas station that caught them the last time. Now, if they continued straight on that highway, they would’ve passed more gas stations, the occasional residence, and what have you. But Hailey found nothing past that point.”
Autumn’s heart rate quickened. “Meaning they had to have turned off onto a smaller road before reaching the next station. We need to widen the circle to search east and west of the main highway.”
Everyone leaned in as Sun slid a finger around her track pad, adjusting the map view. They all scoured the screen for establishments among what appeared to be mostly wooded land.
“Meat processing plant to the east.” Sun pointed at the dot.
Autumn homed in on two other landmarks. “Couples’ resort to the west. The Platinum Priority Resort.”
“And,” Sun clicked on a third location, pulling up its business page, “an out-of-service hangar and airstrip even farther to the west. Looks like it hasn’t been in operation for…damn. Forty years.”
“I’m not concerned with the airstrip.” Aiden indicated the ancient paths leading to its location. “Those roads are shut down and overgrown. We focus on the plant and resort. They’re exactly the type of businesses where no one would suspect shady activity to be going down.”
Keaton swiped at his phone screen. “Wait a minute. Doesn’t Yardley own a couple resorts?”
Autumn had initially jumped to the same train of thought but had already dug into the man’s resort records. “Yardley doesn’t claim that particular operation as among his holdings or investments.”
Sun backed her chair up, forcing them away. “I’m guessing he’s too smart to put his name on anything that could actually be linked to criminal activity. He could still own that resort under a shell company or some other setup.”
Aiden began to gather up his laptop and briefcase. “This is what we’ll do. We split into two. Autumn and I will take the plant. Keaton and Sun, you head for the resort. Both places could have visitor logs or security footage that might assist us. Or at the very least, help us rule out those locations.”
Immediately the atmosphere of the BAU held an excited buzz that had been sorely lacking for the majority of the case. Now they were operating on semisolid leads instead of guided speculation.
Aiden opened the door to usher everyone from the office, halting when his ringtone pierced the air and motioning for the rest of the group to pause. “SSA Parrish.”
Within seconds, he furrowed his brow, and his breathing grew heavier. “Can you repeat that address again? Yes. Got it. I’m sending agents right now. I’ll meet the ambulance at the hospital.”
Autumn held in a scream of impatience as he ended the call. “What happened?”
“Change in plans.” Aiden’s blue eyes sparked with adrenaline. “That was the police. A motorist picked up an exhausted, delirious man covered in blood and limping onto a rural highway out of a field north of Richmond. The only building within miles is a ‘woodsy romantic resort.’ It’s the Platinum Priority Resort.”
“Holy crap. But if that’s our unsub’s lair, who are we looking for? Yardley doesn’t own that resort. Not that we know of anyway.” Keaton’s voice was a mixture of horror and anticipation. “We could be wrong about Ainsworth and Yardley, and all the others as well. What if they all just play golf at the same place?”
You had to say it, Keaton. We could be spinning our wheels, and if Mr. Delirious and Bloody dies before we talk to him, we might be back at square one.
Autumn ignored his mini-freakout, keeping her gaze on Aiden. “Did the man say anything?”
Aiden shook his head. “The driver said all he managed to gather from the man was, ‘They took us to the stables. I think Sid is dead.’ He passed out almost as soon as he got into the back seat.”
“That’s enough to go on.” Autumn gathered her things and was ready to run out the door. “If we’re right about abduction being our unsub’s play, maybe Richmond PD has a missing persons report for a Sid.”
“Good thinking. Call them to check while I drive. Keaton and Sun, you’ll be meeting officers at the scene where the man was recovered.” Aiden stepped into the hallway. “Autumn and I are going to the ER. I only hope that man is still alive by the time we get there.”
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Aiden pocketed his phone and turned toward Autumn as they stepped through the hospital doors. She’d ended her own call minutes before, having reached the Richmond PD and learned that the only missing persons report on file in the past forty-eight hours was for a Dustin Pratt. Aiden’s call, however, had yielded far less valuable a result, to the tune of absolutely nothing.
“I reached out to a friend in the IRS, but they have nothing on Hugh Yardley beyond what you’d expect from a ridiculously wealthy British expat. He pays his taxes like a good boy and manages to write off nearly every cent he earns through a multitude of charitable efforts related to equine rescue.”
Autumn drummed her fingers against her thigh. “We really need this John Doe to wake up. If he can give us a description that matches the resort, we’ll have everything we need to compel a raid.”
A doctor greeted them at the ER ward entrance. “Agents Trent and Parrish? I’m Dr. Rick Spalter. He’s been in and out of consciousness. You might be able to speak with him, but I can’t promise anything.”
Gesturing for the doctor to lead the way, Aiden asked, “What’s his condition?”
Dr. Spalter turned and pushed through the doors, holding them open for Autumn and Aiden to follow. “Broken ankle, severe dehydration, and what I’d have to guess are the aftereffects of repeated propofol sedation. Tox screen hasn’t come back yet to confirm.”
They followed him into John Doe’s room, where the scruffy, middle-aged man lay like a stone statue on the bed, hooked to umpteen monitors and IVs. His eyes fluttered as they entered, and he mumbled something unintelligible.
Dr. Spalter grabbed a clipboard from the bedside. “His vitals are good. The only severe damage is the broken ankle, but that’s nothing he can’t recover from. It’s a partial spiral fracture, probably from the foot being locked in place somehow while the rest of the body rotated. He might’ve snagged his foot on a tree root or something. He’ll walk again, providing he keeps up with his PT.”
Aiden stared at the unconscious man, wishing he could shake him awake. “No wounds except for a broken ankle. So all the blood that was on him…”
“Is someone else’s.” The doctor stepped aside. “Take as much time as you want. Until we verify that he is solely a victim in whatever situation took place, we’ll be keeping his room locked.”
Aiden handed Dr. Spalter his card. “Thank you for your help.”
“Of course.” The physician tucked the card into his coat pocket and exited the room, gently pulling the door closed behind him.
Autumn approached John Doe’s bed as the man stirred and flicked his eyes open. “Sid okay? Where’s Sid?”
“Sir,” Aiden joined Autumn at the bedside, “we’re hoping you can help us find Sid. Can you tell us where you were before you reached the highway?”
The man’s ECG waves started to increase on the monitor, matching the rhythm of beeps and chirps coming from the device. “Who are…who are you guys? Where the…ah, shit.” His gaze flicked around the room. “I’m in a hospital. Shit. That means Sid’s dead. I didn’t want to leave him behind, but I had to run. He told me to run.”
Autumn placed a hand on his arm. “Who were you running from, sir? And can you tell us your name?”
Tears ran down John Doe’s face as he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Sid. It shoulda been me who got stuck behind. Shoulda been a loser like me, not you.”
Feeling the seconds ticking away, Aiden gripped the man’s shoulder. “Sir, can you tell us your name? Let’s start there.”
“Dustin. I’m Dustin Pratt. My wife’s name is Monica, and she probably didn’t even miss me being gone.”
Autumn gave his arm a gentle squeeze. Her lips curled into a smile. “That’s where you’re wrong. A missing persons report was filed for you yesterday. Somebody’s looking for you.”
Dustin’s head sank into his pillow. “Should be searching for Sid, not me.”
“And where should we start, Mr. Pratt?”
“The barn, or the stables.” His eyes lit up with a fierce determination for an instant. “I don’t know where it was because Sid and I lit out of there as fast as we could. But the place was big. Fields in every direction, and an elevator that takes you down to the stables.”
“Down?” Aiden staggered back a half step. “Can you explain that?”
“It’s underground. They took us to a place underground, with horses. But they don’t keep ’em down there all the time. Only…” He faded a bit, his eyes drawing closed.
Autumn gently squeezed his arm again, concern washing over her features. “Dustin, we need to know where the barn with the elevator was. Can you describe anything else you remember? What else did you see?”
“I saw the guy with a spider…on his neck. He was carrying a femur, and I heard somebody talking about a grizzly bear. They shot Sid, but he might…” His voice trailed off. “I need to sleep now.”
His head lolled to the side, and his breath deepened. Autumn maintained her hold on his arm and gave a slight nod before stepping away to stand beside Aiden.
He studied her fingers, noting how they had curled firmly around Dustin’s arm. His thoughts circled the truth that his mind had pieced together long ago. “It’s your touch. That’s how you know.”
“Know what?” Autumn slid her hands behind her back, her eyes widening with alarm.
Like a kid caught stealing candy.
“Know everything.” Aiden stepped around to stand in front of her, slowly caressing her cheek. “It’s how you know things no one can know. It’s how you read me so well.”
Autumn bit her lip. “Intuition is a powerful force, but we all have it. Everyone. I’m not any different than⁠—”
“But you are.” Aiden planted a kiss on her forehead, momentarily forgetting the case, the bickering, the Fabbris, and the relentless impending doom clinging to his every breath. “You are different, and it’s a beautiful thing.”
Mouth open as though she wanted to argue the point but couldn’t, Autumn gave a simple shake of her head. “I…I can’t explain it.”
He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “You don’t have to. I love you no matter what. You know I do.”
“Yeah.” Tears welled in her emerald-green eyes as she smiled. “I’m pretty aware of the fact.”
Aiden wished they were anywhere else and not standing in an ER. “We have to get to the resort. On the way, we’ll call in for the warrant and scramble SWAT for a raid.”
“I’ll check with Richmond PD again and ask about known felons with a spider tattoo. I’m guessing that’s what Dustin was referring to.”
He tugged at her hand, leading her to the door and releasing his grasp before they stepped into the hallway. Nurses, doctors, and EMTs bustled all around them, but for Aiden, the world seemed quieter than it had in a very long time. Still.
Peaceful.
If only for a moment, he allowed himself to hope that everything would turn out all right for Autumn.
Because you know how it’s going to turn out for you.



33
Keaton maneuvered through Richmond traffic, heeding the speed limit until he and Sun hit the highway, where he stomped on the accelerator. Autumn had called minutes earlier to let them know she and Aiden were also en route and that SWAT would be arriving to conduct a raid.
“The warrant is in the bag, and soon enough, we’ll have all the backup we need to shut this operation down. Now we just need to confirm who our unsub is.”
Sun offered grunts and mumbles of agreement as he drove. She was still typing away. “I was right about the resort. Platinum Priority is owned by a shell company.”
“Any investors listed?” Keaton hoped it was Ainsworth. Prayed it was Ainsworth.
“No.” Sun’s tone was edged with her usual determination. “But do you really think that’s going to stop me? These people think they’re smart, but their brains only reach so far. It’s just a matter of destroying firewall after firewall. Like a video game, really. And if I…oh. Holy shit.”
Keaton glanced her way. “Holy shit good or holy shit bad?”
Sun wiggled her fingers like a choir kid’s jazz hands. “I cracked open the list of investors. A few millionaires and one billionaire with the majority shares in the resort. Listed as Mr. H. Yardley.”
“Well.” Keaton endured an absurd stab of disappointment that Ainsworth’s name hadn’t been mentioned. “Looks like we’re getting closer to nailing this case down. Good. Want to let Aiden know?”
She placed the call but didn’t put it on speaker. Even so, Keaton caught all the victorious delight in the SSA’s voice after Sun filled him in. “That’s excellent news. We’ll meet you at the location where Dustin Pratt was recovered.”
Keaton added things up as Aiden ended the call. “Guess our John Doe was identified, or he woke up.”
“You really wanted it to be Ainsworth that bad, huh?” Sun eyed him from the passenger seat. “It’s written all over your face. Next exit, by the way.”
Keaton tensed, hating that Sun was reading him so easily, and veered onto the ramp like an obedient robot.
She laughed, enjoying the moment entirely too much. “Oh, relax. I’m not going to sit here and torture you. Mostly because we should be coming up on the officers any minute now.”
He’d never been more thankful for a crime scene.
“There.” Keaton spotted the cruisers. “Up ahead.”
Instinct and training took over as Keaton slowed their SUV and brought it to a careful stop near the taped-off roadway. He and Sun moved as a solid unit, exiting the vehicle and approaching the four police officers with purposeful steps.
“Agents Holland and Ming?” A middle-aged woman with freckled skin held up a hand. “Officer Andersen. I’m the one who called your boss.”
Keaton nodded and surveyed the surrounding area. “That’s us. We should be joined by SSA Parrish and Special Agent Trent shortly. What are we looking at here?”
Officer Andersen stepped under the tape, motioning for them to follow as she led the way to the gravel shoulder. “You see the blood there. The trampled weeds leading into the field grasses. More blood all along that path. The resort is on the other side of this land, past some woods. Two or three miles deep. SSA Parrish asked that no one tamper with the scene or enter the field until his agents arrived.”
“We’ll take it from here.” Keaton nodded his thanks.
Police paired off into their vehicles, with Officer Andersen’s unit remaining behind. The other unit drove back the way Keaton and Sun had come.
He turned to Sun. “Ready to get your boots dirty?”
Sun raised an eyebrow. “You bet your ass I am. But if we go in there without Aiden, he’ll put us in time-out.”
“Good point.”
They didn’t have to wait for long. An SUV appeared down the road and surged toward their location. Aiden braked hard to stop alongside Keaton and Sun’s vehicle, kicking up a cloud of dust.
The SSA leaped out, slamming the door behind him and racing to join them. Autumn caught up as he began detailing their next steps.
“SWAT won’t be here anytime soon, so I called in additional support from the nearest sheriff and police agencies. This unit,” he motioned to the patrol car still idling in the roadway, “will remain here. Deputies have a roadblock established farther down the road in this direction. Local PD will halt any incoming traffic that might turn in to the resort.”
Sun perked up. “We’re going to arrest all the rich people coming to watch the underground murder games? I had no idea joining the FBI would actually make my wildest dreams come true.”
“Cute, but irrelevant. Stay on task, and that goes for everyone. We don’t know what kind of ‘underground murder’ has taken place here or how many people are involved in carrying it out. Double-check your vest and your partner’s. Watch each other’s backs. We’re looking for a large barn and signs of an elevator that might be used to carry live animals underground. We are also searching for a man named Sid, no known description but possibly deceased.” He took a step and then stopped. “Oh, and there might be a bear on the premises.”
Keaton stared at him. “What the⁠—”
Aiden waved him to be quiet. “Let’s move out, team.”
They entered the chest-high grass, following along the side of a trampled path of broken weeds, partial footprints, and splotches of blood. Within the first few steps, Keaton identified where Dustin Pratt had suffered a broken ankle. The field went from soft dirt to thick mud in an instant.
“There’s a deep impression in the mud beside the right footprint.” He crouched down, pointing to the print in the mud. “He went down hard. From the way the other footprint smears, I’d say he got stuck, while the ankle turned and then snapped as the rest of his body kept going.”
Aiden joined him and examined the marks. “That’s consistent with what the doctor said about the injury.”
Following Dustin’s trail was easy with the sticky terrain, but that also raised the difficulty of each and every step they took. Injuring themselves as Dustin had would bring their investigation to an immediate halt, and that could give their perpetrator time to make an escape.
“Dustin was running for a while,” Keaton muttered as they powered through the muck and overgrowth. They lost sight of the road at one point, with the dense forest closing off sight lines in all directions. Keaton’s heart hammered as he recalled the last time they had been in such terrain, and what had awaited them there.
But we’re together this time, all four of us, and we can see each other. Nobody is going to fall into a pit. And nobody out here is going to taunt you with false threats against Hailey. This is a different forest, Holland. A different case entirely.
“This resort must be one hellhole of a nightmare.” Sun swatted at a swarm of gnats that engulfed her. “Maybe it’s where unhappy couples go to kill each other.”
Grinning with a new appreciation for Sun’s dark humor, Keaton’s smile disappeared as he caught sight of a mud-covered boot up ahead. “You see that?”
Autumn had her finger aimed in the same direction. “Just clocked it. Time to glove up.”
Sun yanked a pair of neoprene gloves from her pocket, pulling them on as she moved toward the boot. She gently pushed the brush aside to reveal a body. “All right, then. This guy is super dead. Since we don’t know what Sid looked like, I guess this is John Doe the Second.”
Keaton and the others joined her. Blood covered the dead man’s clothes, the ground, and the surrounding grass. Multiple stab wounds to the torso revealed the cause of death clearly enough. Keaton spotted a gleam of steel amid the chaos. “There. To your right. Is that a weapon?”
Autumn approached the object and crouched to view the find.
“It’s a switchblade.” She gloved up and parted the high grasses with one hand, lifting the weapon and pinching the hilt between her thumb and forefinger.
Keaton studied the small knife. “Our victim must’ve shanked the guy and ran. Which makes it unclear as to whether or not he was actually the victim.”
“Dustin said they took us.” Autumn dropped the knife into an evidence bag. “That’s victim speak. This guy might’ve been trying to stop his escape, and Dustin did what he had to do.”
Keaton remembered Aiden’s words. “Sid could’ve been fleeing with Dustin. Or maybe he never made it off the property.”
“Unless this is Sid.” Sun tilted her head.
Aiden shook his head and drew his weapon. “Uh-uh. Dustin said they shot Sid. We’re looking for a gunshot victim, and that means we need to be watchful for shooters.”
Keaton swung his gaze up to the tree line, looking for patches where the sunlight broke through, hoping this forest wouldn’t turn out to be a nightmare like the last one.
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Autumn lingered near the Bureau vehicle while Aiden made yet another call to get the search warrants they needed. With the discovery of a body, combined with signs of a struggle in the area and Dustin’s personal account, the judge was more than ready to sign off on a raid of Hugh Yardley’s properties, starting with the Platinum Priority Resort.
They’d separated from Keaton and Sun, leaving them to approach the property from the forest. They would be able to guide responding agents and aerial support, if any, while Autumn and Aiden attempted to enter through more conventional means.
He’d ended his phone call and was in the process of trading out his muddied boots for a pair of business shoes from the SUV. She joined him and did the same, all the while struggling to keep her mind focused on the case at hand.
She’d suspected Aiden might’ve figured out her special ability, but she’d never been able to know for sure. After all, she read emotions, not actual thoughts. And now, for him to have just come out and said it, like they were discussing the weather or what to order for dinner…
He accepts it. You’ve been sure that nobody would ever be capable of handling your truth since you were almost eleven. Winter was a gift from the universe. But Mr. Logical, facts-are-facts, “gray is not a color” Aiden?
Autumn pulled on shoes, a pair of sensible pumps that matched her slacks. She had to use a handful of wet wipes to clean the mud from her hems, as did Aiden.
“So this is the plan.” Aiden ripped off his FBI jacket and tucked it under the passenger seat. “Put on your civilian jacket. You and I are just another couple in love, interested in what the resort has to offer. We’d like a tour. Meanwhile, Keaton and Sun will scout the property from the fence line. We’ll head in their direction, link up, and that should be our moment to reveal our actual reason for being here. We may need to stall until I get word that the raid is beginning.”
Autumn grinned, removing her jacket and the emblem that would send any criminal they encountered into a tight-lipped frenzy. She hopped into the passenger seat as Aiden settled behind the wheel. “Shall we, Mr. Parrish?”
“Good point. Let’s think of some fake names on the way in.” Aiden drove in the direction they’d come. They passed two cruisers parked on the roadside and spotted another pair blocking the road up ahead.
“That’s the turn into the resort. Anybody coming from Richmond will be stopped and told to turn back. If they insist on reaching the resort, they’ll be allowed to enter and likely arrested as accessories.” He turned onto the lane marked with a gleaming sign declaring the grounds and access road exclusively for Platinum Priority patrons.
The road ended at a grand, round driveway, with a fountain at its center. Six different varieties of luxury sedans sat parked in a garage to the left. Space remained for at least another dozen vehicles.
Greenery, lush flowers, and manicured lawns decorated the surrounding landscape. At the head of the driveway, opposite the entry road, stood a modern structure of glass, wood, and steel with an array of solar panels across the roof.
Autumn let out a whistle. Two wings of guest lodging could be seen from their position, and the rooflines extended into the distance. “This place cost a lot of money to build. They could host conventions or weddings here for the very upper crust.”
“It looks like they have the staff for it,” Aiden added. “I’m seeing at least twenty people in uniform.”
He wasn’t wrong. Porters in vests and spats maneuvered luggage carts along smooth, concrete walkways. As Autumn took in the scene, she spotted a pair of staffers heading in their direction.
One led a brass and red velvet luggage cart. He trailed a white-haired woman positively dripping with gold jewelry. She tottered along on heels, wearing a startled expression.
Autumn peered through the windshield at her. “Is it just me, or are her eyes about to explode?”
Aiden unbuckled his seat belt and opened the door. “We’re Bob and Marie Johnson. That’s as generic as it comes. Follow my lead.”
She’d been waiting for the orders to start coming. But instead of bristling, Autumn found herself comforted by Aiden’s no-nonsense, back-to-business attitude.
The time had come to end a sadistic murderer’s reign of terror.
“Remember,” Aiden guided her forward with a hand on her elbow, a pleasant smile pasted on his face, “we’re happy and in love, Marie.”
Are we happy? I want us to be, and if what I’m feeling now is any measure, so do you.
Before they could get two steps toward the sign marked Patron Registration, the white-haired woman and porter intercepted them. “Hello, can I…can I help you? I don’t have anyone on the books for today. I’m afraid we’re hosting an important function.” She gestured toward the garage and its collection of vehicles that were anything but a plain black SUV like theirs. “Perhaps you meant to turn on another road?”
Aiden offered the woman his hand. “I’m Bob Johnson, and this is my lovely wife, Marie. We’d heard of the Platinum Priority through friends and wanted to come see what all the fuss was about. I’m a man who likes to know what he’s getting into, but I can tell you we’re searching for the best of the best. Top-of-the-line luxury and privacy.”
Autumn grinned like a maniac, nodding in perfect, happy-wife agreement.
“Oh, well…I suppose that’s all right, then.” Her hands fluttered at her throat. “My name is Carol, and it’s a pleasure, Mr. and Mrs. Johnson. If I could just ask you to wait a moment while I ensure I won’t be missed, I should be able to provide a guided tour through our guest facilities. Would that…?”
“Yes.” Aiden continued to do the talking, as any proper alpha male would. “We would love a tour.”
Carol deflated in an instant. “Oh, well, thank you. Yes, if you would just wait here.” She turned to the porter. “Jason, you can take the cart back since the Johnsons won’t actually be staying.” She motioned with a finger, directing the young man the way he’d come.
Giving a quick dip of his chin, Jason spun the luggage cart around in a smooth motion and wheeled it away. Carol followed him a few paces, withdrew a phone from her hip pocket, and tapped out a text. She turned from Autumn and Aiden and waved at a pair of well-dressed men emerging from a Bentley that had just come up the drive.
Both men gave sidelong glances of disapproval to the SUV they’d had to maneuver around. As Jason returned with his cart to collect their luggage, Carol lifted her phone to her ear. A moment later, she tucked it into her pocket, composed herself, and headed toward Autumn and Aiden.
“Some performance,” Autumn whispered before the woman was close enough to hear.
“Indeed,” Aiden replied. As Carol rounded the Bentley’s bumper, he straightened. “Are we all set? I hope we won’t have to wait until tomorrow for the tour. I’m due in Richmond on business.”
That seemed of no consequence for the lavishly decked-out Carol, who adjusted a ring on her right hand. With beautifully manicured French tips, she pointed toward a small carport beside the garage. “We could take the golf cart? Unless you’d prefer to walk.”
“A walk sounds perfect.” Autumn inserted Marie’s slightly less important opinion. “Bob and I love to take walks together.”
“How nice.” Carol led the way around a large stand of evergreens toward the guest wings extending off the back of the main building. “Now, we can either start with where you would be staying or view the grounds.”
Carol’s impatience leaked from her, and her every word radiated the fear she no doubt felt at having them disrupt whatever was in-process when they arrived.
She may not be directly involved in it, but Carol knows what’s happening underground at this place. Autumn would bet money on it.
“Grounds.” Autumn and Aiden replied in unison.
Carol guided them down trails through manicured lawns that matched those at the entrance. “These will be covered in flowers in a few weeks.”
Feigning extreme interest in the trails on account of their “love of walks and all things nature,” they convinced Carol to show them the best out-of-the-way paths. Autumn had hoped the woman might let such a cute couple in love explore on their own but got no joy on that count.
The woman was either highly dedicated to her job or, more likely, nursing a quiet suspicion of Bob and Marie and hell-bent on hiding something.
Autumn scanned the treetops as they made their way deep into the trail. A dazzling glint in the sunlight flashed between two of the pines, blinding her for a moment. Forgetting their ruse entirely, she stepped off the path and neared the trees, pushing past the boughs to get a better look at the shine that had caught her eye.
“Ma’am?” Carol’s chirp was edged with the panic that had marked her initial greeting. “Ma’am. We do ask that guests not wander too much. These are the Virginia woods, after all. Critters abound. Bob, perhaps you could retrieve your wife?”
I’m not a dog, lady. And it’s too late for that anyway.
“Barbed wire on top of chain-link fencing.” Autumn called out to Aiden, who plowed through the trees as Carol screeched after them both.
A fence of any other sort wouldn’t have raised alarms. But the trail grounds were edged in barbed wire. She turned to Aiden. “Seems a little intense for a couples’ resort, doesn’t it?”
“Very.” Aiden walked a few feet down, stretching his neck out dangerously close to the wire. “It goes for as far as I can see.”
One hundred percent sus.
Autumn redirected her attention to Carol, who’d made it through the trees and approached with several pine needles jutting from her hair. “Why barbed wire? Everything else about this place is pristine. Pretty. Magical. But it’s fenced in, and the fence is topped with barbed wire? Is that to keep people out or keep them in?”
Carol’s nose scrunched as though she were personally offended. “Well, it’s for safety purposes, of course. We promise our guests a no-worries guarantee, and this is rural Virginia. There are black bears out there, you know.”
And grizzly bears underground, perhaps? But that’s not what this is here for.
Homing in on Carol’s trembling hands and strained smile, Autumn called bullshit. The woman vibrated with nervous energy.
“It would be a shame for the black bears to break onto the property.” Autumn’s mouth curved up. She stepped toward Carol. “I mean, just think of what they might do to the horses.”
Carol’s jaw dropped, betraying the truth before she had a split second to form—or fake—a response.
Autumn crossed her arms as Aiden came to her side. “Where do you keep the horses, Carol?”
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I barreled into the stables, shaken to my core by the madness taking root all around me. Starchy and Brows had sent me texts as I rode the lift down to my masterpiece. The first of them was laughably inane and confirmed how ill-suited Starchy was for my operation.
It’s gone tits up. The Feds are at your estate and probably heading your way.
Starchy’s warning was for naught.
Law enforcement would find nothing at my home. I kept no evidence of the games there. Not one measly scrap. They were wasting their time, which was the only thing working in my favor.
Brows’s text, however, brought my blood to a boil.
I’ve activated plan B. You should consider doing the same. Thanks, and good luck.
The man I’d entrusted to mind the dollars and cents behind my grand work had taken his share and fled the country.
Brilliant.
Was he out of his mind, the absolute pillock? The resort was still in place to shield my underground work of art from the prying eyes of the law. Our guests were all registered and had their own established reasons for being there.
If all else failed, we would simply host an investors’ brunch tomorrow morning. The chef had the menu ready. Everything had been prepared for the celebratory feast, but that could quickly become brunch without any trouble.
We still have camouflage. Legal, by-the-books camouflage.
“Geoffrey!” I halted, soaking in the silence of what should’ve been the frenetic din of my people at work. Instead, I was treated to nothing but the creaking of the lift doors closing behind me. “Geoffrey? Where the bloody hell are you?”
He appeared within seconds. The coward had probably been hiding around the corner. “Boss?”
“Status report. Immediately.” My hands burned with the desire to strangle him.
His skin had taken on a pallid hue. “Our man hasn’t returned yet. He was supposed to stop the guy who got away and bring the body back. So we could…so we could dispose of him. Of it, I mean. Dispose of it.”
“And?”
“It’s been a couple hours now. Should I send someone else?”
“For fuck’s sake.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Were you planning to wait here all day, perhaps hoping for the best while one single escapee brought down our entire operation? Were you? Send someone. Now! Or go yourself!”
“I’ll send another man.” Geoffrey skittered away like the idiot vermin he was.
My chest tightened, threatening another episode. I ignored it and charged through the halls, deep into the less accessible area of the tunnels. Turning a corner, I met one of my higher-up musclemen, Jed. He was among the few I would allow to go anywhere near Bellona once she arrived.
Her delivery was imminent, and if the Feds had already determined I was culpable for crimes of any nature, having her on-site would only make matters worse.
Jed’s skin was drawn tight across his face, worry turning him into a frowning skeleton and accentuating his natural ugliness. This did not bode well.
“What is it?” I jabbed a finger at him. “I can see plainly enough that you are close to chucking your last meal onto your shoes.”
“Boss. I know there’s a lot going on out there, but I thought you should know as soon as possible…” He twisted his hands together. “The freight elevator is busted.”
“Busted?” By Jove, I was surrounded by idiots. “Why would this be?”
“She got here earlier than expected, and the driver just dropped the cage and wheeled his ass away, forklift and all.” He spat on the ground the way I hoped he’d spat on the driver for shirking his duty. “We had to use the hoist from the horse barn up top to get the bear into the elevator, but it was too much weight. One of the cables snapped right when we got to the bottom.”
“And Bellona was injured? Killed?” I grabbed his shoulder, right at the crook of his neck, and squeezed hard. “Jed, if you value oxygen as the necessary life-giving element that it is, please measure your next words very carefully.”
He lifted his hands. “She’s fine, Boss. I swear it’s just the elevator that broke. I’ve got people working on it, but it’s gonna be a while.”
I let him go, and he staggered back a step. “Well, fuck.” I should’ve carried a gun like all the American zealots preached. Then I could’ve shot Jed dead for ruining my plan B.
I hadn’t planned on fleeing, not like Brows had done, but knowing that I could, were it necessary…my comfort and calm were unraveling, and the last threads of sanity had begun to fray and snap.
My vintage black MG was parked down there, near the back-end freight lift. Plan B involved taking the car to the top and racing out of here to a hangar where I had my private plane waiting. I’d cleaned up the abandoned airstrip and put all the necessary pieces into place to ensure my proper escape, should it ever become necessary.
Worst-case scenario? No problem. Just go to plan B. But what in the hell am I to do if my plan B is “out of order?”
I loved Rome, but if my modern-day version of its greatness were truly to burn, I wouldn’t be standing like Nero, fiddling with my willy amidst the flames.
“Boss.” Geoffrey’s earsplitting cry sent murderous rage through my veins. “Boss, cameras caught Carol giving some visitors a tour. But they went off course. Carol hit her panic button. They’re grilling her right now. Feds, Boss. The Feds are inside the resort and pushing our way. It’s time for plan B.”
Geoffrey doesn’t know. He’s your bloody project manager, and he doesn’t know the lift is broken.
I stared at him, amazed and disgusted, biting my tongue until I tasted blood and attempting to form a new plan of escape.
“There’s something else.” Geoffrey appeared on the verge of tears. “The first guy, the big one we stopped, he’s still alive. He’s bleeding out in one of the back stalls, but he’s still alive. There’s blood everywhere. Everywhere. If the Feds make it down here…what do we do, Boss?”
Fury, alive and flaming hot, spread through my body until I was nothing more than a human-shaped piece of rage.
I turned to Jed, who’d been listening to our exchange and, due to his terror, had morphed into an even more hideous version of himself. “Jed. Do you have a gun on you?”
“Sure, Boss.”
“Give it to me.” I held out my hand, smiling at the satisfactory smack of metal against my palm as Jed obeyed orders.
Without hesitation, I returned my attention to Geoffrey. “You are a worthless fool.”
“I’m—”
A deafening bang reverberated as I shot him straight between the eyes before he could whine out another maddening syllable.
Brain matter splattered against the tunnel wall, and he crumpled to the floor. I’d never shot a man before, but the sensation that followed was unexpectedly pleasant.
“All right, then.” I turned to Jed, leveling my aim at his face. “You’re the new project manager. I want you to go take care of that half-dead leftover and get those idiot employees out there spraying down every last inch of this place with bleach.”
Despite dead Geoffrey on the ground beside us and the gun currently aimed between his eyes, Jed had the nerve to debate my orders. “That much bleach is gonna make a heavy cloud of fumes.”
“I don’t give two bloody fucks about a cloud of fumes!” I slammed the gun across his face, ripping open his cheek. “Do it now!”
Jed took off at a full sprint down the hall, holding a hand to his bloodied face. I closed my eyes. I was certainly intelligent enough to figure a way out of this nightmare.
I could attempt to flee out the main elevator and take one of our off-road vehicles to the hangar on the broken roadways still leading there. But that path would require getting to the main highway and circling to those roadways.
Going overland would run me into rough terrain, fences, and probably more than one agent of the law.
You’ll run straight into the Feds long before you evade them.
The only course of action left was to face the agents and talk my way out of this catastrophic mess. Charm them into believing that everything they saw here was on the up-and-up. A perfectly splendid underground racing ring.
A haven for horses.
That wasn’t a completely unbelievable claim, was it? The stables aboveground held several of my beautiful steeds. Those belowground were empty, except for the half-dead lump of meat that had been intended as a challenger for Bellona.
“A horse haven with a full-size racetrack attached. Underground. Sounds perfectly tip-top.” I hated the sound of my own voice sentencing me and the world I’d created to a fate worse than death.
And of course, there was the matter of human DNA likely being found in the stalls. My men kept them clean, but not prepare for forensic intrusion clean.
Or…how about that bear? You blundering moron. What bullshit tale can you possibly spin that will make a caged grizzly bear held underground acceptable?
We’d have to shoot Bellona. Hide her corpse.
“You can’t hide a bloody bear corpse. Not swiftly enough.” I began to pace the hallway.
Fuck. Can I claim her as a pet? Is that legal in Virginia? Probably not. Bloody environmentalists.
Sounds of chaos in the stables grew louder, reaching me regardless of how deep I’d fled into the tunnels.
Jed obviously wasn’t doing his job any better than Geoffrey had.
I straightened my tie. “You are a conqueror. You are a champion. You. Always. Win. Dominance and superiority are your birthright, so go out there and claim them.”
No sense in cowering now. I needed to get out there and put things in order.
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Keaton’s muscles burned from the continuous strain of tromping through mud-laden forest. It wasn’t full-blown swampland—although swampland in Virginia wouldn’t have been a shocking discovery—but neither he nor Sun had planned on encountering anything close to this muck hike today.
His phone buzzed. He checked the screen without halting. “Aiden wants to know where we’re at. He and Autumn are on a tour of the resort. We’re supposed to scope out the grounds undercover from the nearest location we can find.”
“If we arrive.” Sun pointed at the stand of trees ahead. “If there are more fields and grassland and mud on the other side of those trees, like that last chunk of pines, I’m going to shoot myself. Do not attempt to revive me.”
He gave Sun a sweaty pat on the back, relieved to feel more solid ground forming beneath his footsteps. “Look. It’s been another mile since we found that body. We have to be close. It took longer than expected, but we have to be close.”
The trampled path was still visible, though they’d spotted no blood since passing the dead man. And the mud had offered one major benefit. It allowed them to see the two separate sets of footprints that had run across the land.
Hunter and prey.
Sun took the lead, pushing through the pine boughs and picking up speed as the ground offered increasing support. “Okay. We’re out of the muck. This place should be right on the other side, which means we need to go way more covert ops. Surely someone’s noticed by now that dead guy never made it back.”
Opening his mouth to agree, Keaton spotted crimson on the ground up ahead, right where the pines stopped. “More blood.”
They hurried to the spot. Someone had lost an alarming amount of blood right before entering the pines, and the trail of red smearing away from them suggested this person had been dragged back to the resort.
“Maybe this was Sid.” Sun put her hands on her hips, breathing heavily.
Keaton motioned to the only building within sight. It stood roughly a hundred meters from their position. “That’s one of those manufactured sheds. The kind you see on farms to hold machinery.”
“Or ranches.” Sun nodded. “Perfect place to keep some horses.”
“It’s weird.” He scanned the horizon. “One solitary building in this giant clearing. But the trail of blood aims straight to it. It has to be connected to the resort. To the horse racing. To the murders.”
“Aiden wanted us to scout the resort grounds.” Sun’s reminder was edged with uneasiness.
Keaton couldn’t see what was beyond the open land. A thicket. More trees. Possibly concealing more buildings. “I think this is part of the resort. Or at least, part of the property.” He took a few steps forward. “Let me text Aiden. He and Autumn have to be on the grounds by now.”
Raising his phone, he froze as a feral shout blasted through the air.
“Drop your weapons! Drop your phones! Hands in the motherfucking air!”
Keaton frantically scoured their surroundings, spotting no one. “Do you see anybody?”
“No.” Sun stood still as a statue at his side. “Absolutely no one.”
“We can make a run for the shed.” Keaton whispered the plan. “Dropping our phones and guns now isn’t going to get us anything but killed.”
Sun took a deep breath. “Okay. On my count. One, two⁠—”
The spray of bullets hitting inches in front of them terminated the countdown as well as the plan.
“I said, drop your motherfucking guns!”
Keaton met Sun’s dark-eyed stare. She was furious, as was he. And they were both equally screwed.
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Autumn and Aiden hesitated as Carol fidgeted, picking at a nonexistent cuticle and making nervous little titters. “We really should be getting back on the path. Now. I mean, that would be the most appropriate course of action at this point.”
Stepping closer to the woman, Autumn met Carol’s gaze while keeping a hand poised to draw her weapon. “What makes this point so compelling? And you still haven’t told us where we might see the horses.”
Carol took a step backward, raising her hands as though she were about to be attacked. “I’m afraid this tour is over, and I will have to ask you to leave. We’re hosting a very important event this weekend, and it’s for invited benefactors only.”
Autumn had to stifle the urge to cheer.
I knew it. Benefactors, not customers. I should’ve made a bet with Keaton.
“Carol,” Autumn whipped out her badge, “my name is Special Agent Autumn Trent, and this is Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish. We’re with the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit in Richmond. The private event you mentioned will, indeed, have a number of uninvited…let’s call them authorities…in attendance. A delirious and badly injured man was recovered from the road bordering this property, and he reported being the victim of an abduction, along with another individual named Sid.”
Carol clutched at the lapel of her well-tailored jacket. “Well, I suppose anytime someone staggers down the roadside and makes claims about a venue for elite entertainment, the FBI just has to come out and see what the matter is.”
Aiden flashed his badge. “Carol, we have three bodies showing signs of being dragged to death on an all-weather track surface. We also have Appaloosa horsehair, and putting those details together with reports of abduction are what brought us here. Now, would you like to revise your statement and cooperate with our investigation, or would you like to be considered an accessory to three counts of first-degree murder?”
Carol backed away, her hands clutched in front of her as she stared at them both. “I don’t know anything about it. I swear.”
Giving the woman her best grin, Autumn tucked her badge away. “Why, whatever do you mean by it, Carol?”
Eyes widening as she realized she’d only made matters worse, Carol began to tremble. “I’m not involved, and I have no knowledge of its purpose. I only know that sometimes horses are taken to the track. It’s underground.”
“Underground implies illegal.” Aiden returned his badge to his pocket. “If you’re aware of an illegal operation and haven’t reported it to the authorities…”
Carol shook her head, her panic so thick, Autumn could almost smell it. “No, not underground as in illegal underground. It’s actually under the ground. I was told the races are entirely lawful. All papers filed, all permits obtained. I don’t know anything else about it, I swear.”
“So as far as you know, there’s just a tidy little horse racing gambling ring going on underneath the resort?” Autumn wasn’t sure anyone could be that naive. “It never occurred to you how strange it was that someone had gone to such extreme lengths to keep the racing concealed?”
“I mean,” Carol pressed her hands to her bosom, “I thought it was meant to be something of a thrill for the resort guests. Nobody really knows it’s there. This was supposed to be a grand opening. Tonight. That’s why all the guests are arriving. I really should be getting back, and…it’s just horse racing.”
“No, Carol.” Autumn kept her tone even, despite the urge to shout at the woman. “It’s not just horse racing. There are actual murders happening down there. Murders. Plural. More than one. And if you don’t cooperate with us right now in every way possible, you will be facing accessory-to-murder charges. Do you understand?”
Carol lurched forward and grabbed Autumn’s arm, tears in her eyes. Her long earrings swayed as she shook her head. “I had no idea. I swear to you. Of course I’ll cooperate.”
Remorse. Terror. Disgust. Sorrow. No guilt. No narcissistic rage.
The woman was telling the truth.
“Take us there. Now.” Autumn pulled out her concealed weapon.
Carol sprang back, hands in the air.
Aiden had his weapon out as well and was checking his phone. “Relax, Carol. The guns are out in the event we encounter hostile resistance to our investigation. And since the local police and sheriffs are currently raiding the property, hostility will, I hope, be minimal.”
Her face paling to a shade of white that almost matched her hair, Carol lowered her hands and hopped into action, apparently relieved to be helping them now. “Follow me.”
She led them along the fence line for a few minutes, deeper into the woods to a gate that held the fence together. “I don’t have a key. I told you, they don’t allow me back here. I know there’s an elevator inside of a building…somewhere on the other side of this fence. But⁠—”
Aiden shot the digital lock securing the gate. “No key needed.”
Carol gestured toward the thickening pines. “It’s somewhere back there. I’m not supposed to be on this side of the fence. I don’t…am I in danger?”
“We’ll protect you.” Autumn nudged the woman forward. “Lead the way.”
Stepping much slower now, Carol approached the trees before stopping. “Please. I’m scared. I don’t want to go any farther. What if⁠—”
Gunfire broke out beyond the tree line. Carol yelped and cowered next to a tree. Autumn and Aiden immediately took off running toward the sound.
“Any sign of the shooter?” Aiden spoke quietly, keeping his gun trained on the treetops while Autumn hurried alongside him, her aim and focus on the underbrush among the trees.
Another series of shots fired, at the rate of an automatic weapon. “I said, drop your motherfucking guns!” The voice was gravelly. Unfamiliar.
Autumn followed the shouting until she spotted the outline of a figure wearing a camouflage jacket, half hidden among the lowest branches of a giant pine. She wouldn’t have seen him if he hadn’t been moving. He was using the foliage for cover and aiming away from the direction of Autumn and Aiden’s approach.
“There. He’s aiming at someone.”
She and Aiden charged toward the tree, gaining sight of two individuals twenty or so yards away in a clearing on the other side of the pines.
“Keaton and Sun.” Aiden pointed his gun at the man in camo before shouting, “This is Supervisory Special Agent Aiden Parrish with the FBI. Hold your fire and drop your weapon.”
The shooter turned toward them and whirled his gun barrel their way.
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Aiden and Autumn fired in unison, hitting their target and watching as he toppled like a rag doll.
Running to the body, Aiden pressed his fingers against the shooter’s carotid. “Dead.” He proceeded to grab the gun that had fallen and cleared the weapon, pocketing the ejected round and removing the magazine. He stashed the rifle under some bushes.
Autumn stood beside him, red hair blowing in the breeze as Carol ran up behind her.
“It’s that building. It has to be.” The elderly woman pointed toward the clearing at a large machine shed standing alone. “There must be back roads. Some way in that I don’t know about. But there is an elevator that takes you down, and a larger one they use for freight. I’ve heard maintenance talk about them. I promise you, I wasn’t lying.”
Keaton and Sun dashed up to meet them, splattered with mud and looking like hell warmed over.
Aiden turned to their reluctant tour guide, preparing to ask Carol for help before realizing he would need to first calm the increasingly frantic woman. Whatever cool she’d reclaimed had been lost when she spotted the shooter’s dead body.
Autumn touched Aiden’s arm, then stepped up and put her hands on Carol’s shoulders, shuddering briefly and taking a quick breath. “We need your help, Carol. Can you get back to the front office and tell the first police officer you see where we are and that we may have an active shooter situation?” Autumn spoke to the woman in a calm and slow tone. “I know your nerves are shot right now, but it’s very important that you tell them how to get here once they’ve arrived.”
Their guide shook herself, nodded, and took off at speeds suggesting she was twenty years younger than she appeared. Aiden scanned over his agents and gestured toward the only building within view. “Apparently, there’s an elevator in there that will take us to a subterranean horse racing ring. Carol wasn’t able to give a more specific description, but I imagine there must be stables. A betting booth. Restrooms. All the normal things you’d expect to find at a racetrack.”
“You think Yardley’s down there right now?” Keaton’s forehead dripped with sweat.
“If he’s responsible for this,” Autumn bit her lip, as if mentally analyzing the man, “which would be no small feat to bring about, even for a billionaire, he must be living in a long-standing state of grandiose delusions. This is his kingdom, and if he caught wind of it going down, he would likely attempt to save it before abandoning ship.”
“The short answer is yes.” Aiden summarized for his ridiculously gifted girlfriend. “There’s a good chance he’s down there.”
“So let’s go.” Sun crouched, ready to make a run across the clearing.
Aiden agreed with the sentiment. “Lead the way, Agent Ming.”
Storming the shed had Aiden’s heartbeat thumping in his ears, but upon stepping into the building, a sense of anticlimactic letdown mixed with the adrenaline. It was exactly what it appeared to be on the outside.
A large, empty machine shed.
The freight elevator in the corner to their right consisted of a platform beneath a metal frame with a winch attached. Broken cables hung like vines from one side.
A small elevator box stood at the opposite end of the building, to their left. The team headed there. Aiden thumbed the call button and they waited, guns at compressed ready, all systems go.
The doors opened onto an empty box and they piled in, taking up positions against the walls as the doors slid closed.
“When these doors open, assume we’ll be encountering unfriendly fire. We stick to the sides and stay low, fanning out to whatever cover we can find. Return fire as needed, but let’s avoid casualties if at all possible. Yardley is our main target, and we need him alive. He has a lot to answer for.” Aiden pressed the down arrow.
Autumn crouched behind him. Sun and Keaton prepared on the opposite side. The swift drop and abrupt stop sent butterflies through Aiden’s stomach.
The last time you felt that sensation was the first time you kissed Autumn. You should tell her that. Why didn’t you ever tell her that?
Automatic and silent, the steel doors slid open. Aiden braced against the wall, wishing he could repel bullets with his mind or form a force field around his agents or something equally insane.
It wasn’t fair that Autumn was the only one with superpowers.
The gunfire didn’t come.
In place of a deadly attack was the chaotic din of an operation gone horribly wrong.
Aiden stuck his head out, the stink of bleach burning his nostrils. He spotted several men running down intersecting hallways with spray bottles—not guns—and shouting at each other.
A deep, guttural roar rattled him to his core. Primal and feral, the sound could only come from a massive animal.
Aiden swallowed, refusing to let the slightest hint of alarm show. “Holy shit, there really is a bear here, isn’t there?”
Autumn nodded as she observed the chaos of Yardley’s operation falling to pieces. “Dustin’s hearing served him well.”
The roar came again, followed by a scream of terror and metallic clanging.
“Metal gates or a cage, maybe. We’re right in the middle of the stables, and from what I can tell, mayhem is running the show.” Aiden glanced around. “No one seems to notice we’re here.”
A distinct, rageful scream bellowed down the hallways. “We’re running out of time, you bloody tosspots! Morons! Every last one of you! You’re no better than our drags. I’ll have all your heads on stakes for this, you absolute fucking Muppets. Move. Faster!”
“That’d be Yardley.” Keaton stepped into the hall with Sun on his heels. “But which way is his voice coming from? It’s echoing from both sides.”
Aiden whirled a finger in the air. “These hallways might all intersect. You and Sun go left. Autumn and I will go right.”
Without hesitation, the team split into action. Autumn stayed at Aiden’s shoulder, clearing each stall they passed. “You chose this way ’cause you can tell Yardley’s closer, didn’t you? You want to bust him yourself.”
Glancing at Autumn, he caught the flash of a grin on her lips. “Guilty as charged.”
She didn’t even have to touch you to steal that one. She just knows. She always knows.
Aiden’s throat constricted.
Except for when she doesn’t.
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Autumn expected someone to push back at their invasion. Yet when the first worker to notice them realized who they were and why they were present, he dropped the bleach bottle he’d been holding and lifted his hands in the air.
“He’s that way.” The traitor motioned down the hall.
“It’s true!” Another man bobbed out of a stall nearby, also flinging a bleach container to the side and raising his hands to shoulder height. “He’s right around that corner behind us. And he has Jed’s gun.”
Wow. These are either the worst criminals in history, or Hugh Yardley is a holy terror to work for.
Aiden’s expression grew rigid as he examined the men and the bleach containers they’d dropped. “You are both under arrest for evidence tampering. Place your hands on the wall to your left, and stand with your feet spread apart.”
While he kept the men covered, Autumn zip-tied their wrists behind their backs and escorted them to the next stall over from the one they’d been cleaning.
“Stay right where you are. This place is surrounded. The charges you’re going to face will depend entirely on what you do right now. Understand?”
The men shuffled on their butts into the far corners of the stall and nodded. Aiden closed and latched the door before beckoning Autumn forward. They rounded a corner that led to another long row of stalls with workers rushing in and out, carrying buckets of soapy water and containers of bleach.
Thank God they were smart enough to dilute it, because we’d all be choking on the fumes otherwise.
Smack in the middle of the chaos stood Hugh Yardley, his face nearly purple as he screamed out orders. He swung a gun at passing workers, ushering them on with strikes to their shoulders and upper backs. Two men showed injuries to their foreheads where he must’ve pistol-whipped them.
“You do the talking.” Aiden raised his gun and ducked into a stall. “I have you covered.”
Aware of how badly Aiden wanted to take down Yardley himself, Autumn understood the gift—the compliment—he was handing her. It was his way of telling her that, in spite of their ongoing friction, he did ultimately trust her capabilities.
And he was willing to let go.
She wasted no time seizing the moment, aiming her pistol at the crazed Brit. “Hugh Yardley, this is Special Agent Autumn Trent with the FBI. Drop your weapon now. It’s over.”
Freezing, Hugh searched the hallway until he spotted her. A demented smile spread across his discolored face. “Agent Trent. Why did it have to be you? I quite liked you, and now I’m going to have to kill you.”
“You’ll be dead before you get a shot off.” Autumn took several steps forward, keeping her weapon trained on him. “My team actually has my back.”
Hugh frowned, gaze darting to the side a split second before he pulled a skinny stable hand into a chokehold and placed a gun to the unsuspecting man’s temple. “Well, fine, then. As I said, I fancied you the moment we met. I couldn’t fathom actually shooting you. But I will be forced to shoot this,” he wrinkled his nose in disgust, “person if you don’t call your team off. Messy business, isn’t it?”
Autumn tensed, not doubting for a second that Yardley would pull the trigger. “That’s not how this works, Hugh. You’re not in charge anymore, and you’re not going to shoot anyone.”
“I believe you’re mistaken, Agent Trent. Quite…mistaken.”
She leveled her gaze at him. “I’m not mistaken, and you know it. My best advice would be to surrender now and maybe earn some points for cooperating.”
Breaking into laughter, Hugh tightened his grip around the employee’s neck, and the young man paled as Hugh ground the barrel into his temple. “You’re here because you’ve figured out what’s going on. What I’ve done. I think we both know they don’t grant gold stars for this sort of thing. Not that any of you lot could possibly understand why I took such pains to recreate the glory of an empire.”
Grandiose delusions. Check.
“I might understand, Hugh.” Autumn ventured another step. “I’ve worked with many minds that didn’t operate in ways the rest of the world could accept. But I accepted them. I understood them. I tried to help them.”
“Oh, come now, do stop. Please.” Hugh’s good humor vanished, replaced by a snarl and visible disdain. “I’m not some nutter, you know. Not a loony, like one of your patients, Dr. Trent. I’ve done my homework on you, and I’m well aware of the type of dark psychosis you’ve been exposed to. I’m not insane. I am simply bored. Bored!”
Autumn had expected the denial, but not the reasoning for it. “You’re dragging innocent human beings to death on a subterranean racetrack because you’re bored? Maybe you could expound upon that.”
“Oh, I’d be delighted to. You see, the people I sought to employ here, as contestants, would be drawn from the ranks of society best suited for such occupation.”
“Employment implies compensation, Hugh.” She edged closer. “I fail to see how being dragged to death equates.”
“Of course you fail to see.” He swiveled his gun on her for an instant before returning it to his hostage’s temple. “You’re blind to the truth of things. The dregs of society are no better than beasts themselves. What better way to solve humanity’s overpopulation crisis than by setting such people at odds with beasts, or with one another? They’d have a chance to actually fight for something, for once in their worthless lives, instead of tracking their mud all over the glory people like me work so hard to create.”
Autumn shook her head. “That sounds like a thinly veiled attempt at social cleansing. Otherwise known as mass murder.”
Hugh laughed, but before he could reply, a monstrous roar echoed through the catacomb-like stables, followed by more metallic clanging and screams of fright.
Hugh’s features twisted with the same fury Autumn had witnessed in so many lost minds before. “You see what ruin you’ve wrought? You will never, ever fathom the sense of purpose I have known since beginning this operation. Before coming to this idea, I was merely one more cog in a giant machine I would never be free from. I may be more highly polished, refined, and valuable than you, but we are both stuck here, Agent Trent.”
“And this is how you break free from those bonds?” Autumn waved a hand around while still maintaining her aim. “Murder? Torture? Innocent blood spilled for no better reason than your desire for entertainment?”
The bear’s roaring increased in volume, followed by the panicked screams of Yardley’s workers. Clangs and slamming doors echoed through the hallways. The animal appeared behind Yardley, raging and stampeding.
Pivoting, Yardley fired at Autumn. The bullet zipped past her head. Before she could fire back, he flung his captive in the bear’s direction and leaped into the stall across from where he’d stood, slamming the door shut behind him.
To her relief, the bear swatted the stable hand aside. The relief didn’t last long, changing to horror as the beast charged forward, directly at her.
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Autumn gasped as Aiden’s shout from behind her had her backpedaling. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into the stall where he’d been hiding, kicking the door closed as the bear thundered by. Growls and roars reverberated as the beast crashed down the hallway.
Snapping upright, Autumn raced to the door and checked the hall. The stable hand groaned where he lay in a heap. Blood pooled around him.
“He’s hurt. We have to help him.”
A gunshot sounded, and Autumn recoiled from the stall door on instinct. Another shot rang out, echoing down the hallway. Grunting and yelling were followed by the clang of a metal door being flung open. She spotted Yardley exiting his hiding place and heading for the injured stable hand.
Autumn tugged at the steel bars on their stall. “Shit. We’re locked in here, and Yardley’s free. He’s taking his hostage again.”
Aiden fired at the lock and let the door slide open for Autumn to exit first. Weapon up, she turned to face Yardley, listening for signs of the bear’s return. Even with her ears ringing from the close gunshots, she detected its roars from somewhere in the underground maze.
Yardley gripped the stable hand tightly against him, holding his gun to the man’s head. “Will you please just piss off? What does it take for you to understand I’m the real victim in all this? I’ve experienced every dream a man could conceive of…and yet here I remain, tethered to the world’s needs. This place,” he whipped his head side to side, “this is my sanctuary, and it will show the world a path to true freedom.”
“How does the barbaric treatment of your fellow man fit into your idea of freedom?”
“They’re not my fellow man! They’re scum. Leftovers. Dregs and wastrels, all of them. Not one of them is worthy of licking the mud from my boots.”
“You might want to come up with a better defense for the judge.” Autumn noted Keaton and Sun making a slow approach. Sun held her gun trained on Yardley’s back, while Keaton had his good hand raised and ready to knock their perpetrator’s weapon aside.
The stable hand whimpered in Yardley’s headlock. Blood leaked from the young man’s right arm, courtesy of a set of deep gashes across his shoulder.
“Oh, do shut up.” Yardley snapped at his captive. “You’re embarrassing yourself. And you, Agent Trent, are fooling yourself if you think for a minute that I’m going to allow myself to be taken to prison where I can rot with the worst pigs of society. I’ll shoot myself before I let that happen.”
Autumn smiled. “I believe you would. But I’m not going to let you. Aiden? Keaton? Sun?”
Before their perpetrator could so much as sneeze, Sun pressed her gun to his side, at his left. He jerked to the right, attempting to twist away from the barrel, only to encounter Keaton. In one smooth motion, he knocked the firearm away from the hostage’s head.
The man fell forward as Yardley sought to control his own weapon and swiped backward with his other hand to knock Sun’s aside.
She kicked the back of Yardley’s knee, and he toppled, flinging his left arm out. He attempted to grab the now-fleeing stable hand. Keaton hooked his good hand around Yardley’s weapon and drew the man’s aim toward the ground.
Autumn rushed forward, holstering her weapon to help restrain the now flailing and shrieking Hugh Yardley. In his moment of defeat, the man’s better angels seemed to abandon him.
“You bloody tosspots! Fucking worthless bastards, the lot of you!”
Swinging his arms wildly, he cried out again. He was manic and almost rabid in his fury as he struck a backhanded blow at Sun, hitting her across the face. Autumn wrapped an arm around Yardley’s neck and brought her other arm around to capture his left hand.
He stood, stooping slightly to hoist her onto his back. Feeling her gravity shift, Autumn countered the move by wrapping a leg around his thigh and pulling on his head.
Sun delivered another kick to his legs, dropping him to his knees. Autumn went down with him, maintaining a sleeper hold on his neck and clenching her arms to resist his wild thrashing.
“You can’t stop me! You can’t! I’m more important than all of you together.” He twisted from side to side, trying to dislodge her. “I could eat you for breakfast and spit out the bones.”
“That’s unlikely, Mr. Yardley. Federal agents aren’t on the menu at the supermax facility you’ll be calling home for your remaining days.”
He clawed at her arms as Keaton and Sun approached, she with a pair of cuffs ready and he in a fighter’s stance, ready to deliver a punch if Yardley broke from Autumn’s grip.
Slowly, mercifully, the fight left Yardley as she held her arm around his neck. The instant his head drooped forward, she released him and helped Sun cuff him.
Aiden sauntered forward, holstering his weapon and following the motion with a round of applause. “Excellent work, Agents Trent, Holland, and Ming. Excellent work.”



41
Keaton and Sun left a handcuffed Hugh Yardley with Autumn and Aiden as officers began to flood the underground domain. Let alone the number of arrests needing to be made, it was possible more kidnapped victims remained trapped in the hellish labyrinth, waiting to be saved.
And the bear had yet to be restrained too. The last Autumn knew of its location, someone had yelled about it being on the track. Two heavy doors thudded closed soon after, shutting off the echoing roars and growls of the unfortunate beast.
After clearing the first twelve stalls and finding only terrified stable hands staring at them, they crossed deeper into the catacombs, revealing more stalls, a beautiful, shiny, black classic MG parked near the freight elevator’s lower platform…but no horses.
Dim lights cast an eerie glow, and a familiar scent permeated the air.
“Blood.” Keaton moved faster. “Fresh blood.”
Three stalls in and to the left, he spotted the source. A large man sat slumped against the back wall, his hand over a gunshot wound in his side that had saturated his t-shirt, pants, and the floor in blood.
“Shit.” Sun opened the gate, stepping inside the enclosure and kneeling. “I think he’s gone.”
Keaton gulped his disappointment. This wasn’t the type of victim they’d hoped to find. He crouched beside Sun and grabbed the man’s wrist, attempting to at least give him and his family a confirmed time of death.
Instead…a pulse.
“He’s alive.” Keaton ripped off his jacket, pressing it against the man’s wound. “Go find the nearest cop and tell them to get paramedics down here.”
Sun shot out of there like lightning as Keaton checked for the pulse again.
“Hey, buddy. I’m gonna get you all fixed up, and you’re gonna get a second chance. You don’t deserve to die here. You don’t deserve to be here. We’ll get you taken care of. I swear.”
Keaton didn’t want to imagine the situation this man must’ve been in to qualify for Yardley’s games. He only wanted that pulse to keep beating.
It’s gonna be different for you after this. It’s gonna be better. Was he saying that to the bleeding man or to himself?
The man’s eyes suddenly fluttered open, landing on Keaton in delirious confusion. “Did he make it out? Did Dustin make it out?”
Piecing the puzzle together, Keaton smiled. “You’re Sid, aren’t you?”
“I am.” The giant man groaned in pain but persisted with his inquiry. “Did Dustin make it out?”
“He did.” Keaton grabbed Sid’s hand and squeezed. “He’s at the hospital right now, recovering. And you’re gonna recover too. He told us where to find you. Because of him, you’re gonna be all right.”
Sid grinned weakly. “That guy just needed a friend, ya know?” His eyes closed, sending Keaton into a panic. He fumbled with Sid’s giant wrist, searching for the pulse.
And there it is.
Keaton breathed a sigh of relief, followed by another as Sun returned with paramedics in tow. “They were already down here. It sounds like there’s a friggin’ army outside.”
“Good.” Keaton stepped from the stall to make room for the EMTs. “Let’s get back to Autumn and Aiden.”
Traversing the halls was much harder now. There was a veritable army of officers and paramedics flooding Yardley’s subterranean nightmare.
By the time they made it to their colleagues, Yardley was gone, and Aiden and Autumn were engulfed in a giant leather book.
Autumn caught sight of them, her eyes widening. “You’re not going to believe this. It’s an antique ledger, with transactions dating back to the early twentieth century.”
Sun scoffed. “Why should that excite me? Somebody’s grandpa bought shares in Ford Motor Company before the Great Depression. Whoop-de-do.”
“Look at the more recent entries.” Autumn rotated the volume for them to examine a page. In neat and crisp lettering, Keaton read out several names, five of which he recognized, and one of which made him positively giddy.
He looked up at Autumn and Sun. “Francis Barrett. Bentley Doyle. Even the lovable Rex Chapman. Hendrix Hall.” His cheeks flushed with excitement. “And our favorite asshole, Daniel Ainsworth. They’ve all been here. They all took part in this monstrosity.”
Aiden clapped Sun on the shoulder. “Excellent work with those leads.”
A pair of uniformed officers approached, leading a disheveled and filth-covered elderly man their way. He sported a bloody bruise on his forehead.
“This man says his name is Hendrix Hall. He was found inside a stall full of horse manure.”
Aiden stepped forward. “Mr. Hall? How did you wind up there?”
Hall wiped his hand across his dirty face. “I was thrown in there by that wanker, Hugh Yardley. He said he’d developed an entertainment venue and asked if I’d be interested in investing in the enterprise. Once I learned the depths of his insanity, I attempted to leave. He had two of his cretins accost me and gave me the bruise you see on my head.” He yanked his arm out of the officer’s grasp. “May I go now and receive the medical attention I most certainly require?”
“Of course. We’ll follow up with you at the hospital.” Aiden motioned for the officers to help Mr. Hall away.
He called to them over his shoulder as they departed. “You’ll follow up with my legal counsel, you horse’s arse.”
Turning to face them, Aiden nearly beamed, but a crease on his brow revealed he had more in mind than praise. “I’m proud of us. Of you, all of you.” His voice had an unfamiliar, raw timbre to it that gained all their attention instantly. But that same rawness reminded Keaton of the moment when Aiden’s behavior grew suspicious during their last case.
Is he about to lie to us again? What the hell is going on with him?
“The level of professionalism you’ve shown throughout⁠—”
Aiden’s phone beeped a loud text alert. He held up a finger, pausing while he checked the message.
Keaton watched as the SSA’s jaw tightened and his face went pale.
“Excuse me. I have a call to make.” Without a word of explanation, he rushed away from them on the heels of the officers escorting Mr. Hall.
Turning to Autumn, Keaton ached at the sight of dismay on her face as she stared after Aiden. The confusion and pain…as if she were watching a complete stranger walk away. Like she didn’t really know who Aiden was anymore.
Maybe none of us do.
The thought made Keaton’s stomach turn, but he had no time to entertain it. Somewhere from deep within the maze came a shriek. “Get animal control down here now! The bear’s trying to break down the doors!”
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Autumn sat on her couch, stroking Toad’s back and telling herself not to worry. After Aiden had taken off from Yardley’s resort, she’d been unable to contact him. He hadn’t responded to her texts or calls, and no one else seemed to know where he’d gone.
Four and a half hours. You just disappeared,
and now it’s been four and a half hours.
She checked her phone for the millionth time. Nothing.
Aiden was more than capable of protecting himself, but all his overwhelming fears since they’d taken on the Fabbri case had left her wondering if he wasn’t in need of some type of assistance. Help that he was too proud to ask for.
A light knock at her door sent her scrambling to her feet and reaching for her gun. Aiden didn’t knock. He had a key.
She crept toward the peephole, spying out who could possibly be visiting her at nine in the evening, only to find that it was Aiden.
Relief and anger mixed like a cocktail in her chest as she hastily undid the locks and swung the door open. “Where have you been? Why are you knocking? Did you lose your key? What is…what’s wrong?”
A reddish hue painted his puffy face.
Has he been crying?
Autumn reached for him, but he stepped back, avoiding her touch and the sixth sense he knew came with it. Her breath caught in her throat.
“Aiden? You’re scaring me. What’s wrong? What’s going on?”
He gulped, lifting his blue gaze to meet hers. “This…this isn’t going to work anymore. It’s affected both of our work performances. We spend more time fighting than doing anything else. We’re not happy, and we need to…end it.”
Autumn blinked.
I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you.
She shook her head. “If this is about the Fabbris⁠—”
“It isn’t.”
She reached for his hand, and again, he stepped away. “Okay, if it’s really about the job, I can switch teams. We can both be agents and still keep each other. I’ll transfer to VCU or⁠—”
“Autumn.” Aiden’s voice was foreign. Alien. “It’s over.”
A cold emptiness swept through her. “You’re serious?” She searched his face for any sign he was bluffing.
“I am.” Aiden stared her dead in the eye. “I don’t want to be in a relationship with you anymore.”
Pain—the type of which she hadn’t felt since her sister had been taken from her twenty years ago—twisted Autumn’s gut.
“But you love me.” She’d touched the man every day for the last nine months. “I know you do, and you know that I know you do. I love you…and you love me.”
He gripped the breezeway railing, seeming as if he might vomit. “I do love you. I can’t hide that from you. I can’t hide anything from you.” He offered a weak smile, his eyes filling with tears. “But it has to be like this.”
I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you.
“It doesn’t.” Autumn reached one last time, certain this wasn’t what he wanted.
He stepped back and turned, preparing to leave. “I’ll get my stuff another night. This is enough for now. It’s…enough.” His voice cracked on the last word.
“Aiden, please don’t⁠—”
He walked away without a second glance.
Autumn drifted backward, closing her apartment door as her mind raced through a dark fog. This was wrong. Off. Aiden wouldn’t even let her touch him.
He knows I’ll sense that he’s lying. He’s full of shit.
A solitary tear streamed down her cheek, the first in the deluge that was to come.
“No.” She yanked the door open, stepping into flip-flops and taking off past the breezeway at the sound of his car door slamming shut. “You’re going to tell me the truth, dammit. You owe me the truth.”
Spotting his vehicle a short way down the road, Autumn determined to run after him. Sit on the hood. Refuse to let him leave until he let her touch him. Let her know his true feelings.
Boom!
An explosion sent Aiden’s car, as well as the car ahead and behind him, into a towering inferno of fire. Alarms up and down the street kicked on, creating a horrific wailing. Chunks of twisted metal fell from the sky.
Autumn cried out and dropped to her knees, barely registering the pavement grit cutting into her skin as horror and disbelief ripped her from the inside out.
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The patient applied her bubblegum-pink lipstick in the rearview mirror before dropping it into her purse. She checked the depths of the designer bag, ensuring her pistol was inside.
Of course it is. It’s there because this day is going to be perfect.
She admired the dark steel of her gun against the shimmering, metallic pink lining of the bag.
“Perfect.”
Exiting her car, she straightened her skirt and eyed the grocery store she’d chosen. It was cute. Quaint. Pink roses for sale lined the windows of the floral department, like always.
She approached the entrance, quietly singing to herself. “This little piggy went to market…”
The automatic doors slid open, revealing a frail old lady.
A greeter. I love it when they have a door greeter.
“Welcome to Bunny’s Market. I hope you’re having a wonderful day.” The woman’s voice crackled like firewood over an open flame.
She’s aged like a fine, sweet wine.
The patient smiled. “Aren’t you adorable? I’m having a perfect day. And you’re going to have a perfect day too.”
The End
To be continued…
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* * *
Coming Soon - Winter Black Season Two
Winter’s Snare
Coming Soon - Autumn Trent Season Two
Autumn’s Fall



HAVE YOU READ MY OTHER SERIES?
Latest Series:
Journey Russo Series
A Villain's Story Series
More Series:
Emma Last Series
Amelia Storm Series
Ellie Kline Series
Charli Cross Series
Shadow Island Series
Stella Knox Series
Kylie Hatfield Series
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