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PROLOGUE

 

 

A farmhouse just outside Pleasant, Missouri

3:30 p.m.

 

Alice Rock, sheriff of Taney County, pulled into the Tabor farm just off a narrow and poorly maintained county road a few miles north of Pleasant. The gravel drive passed a grove of peach trees and a carefully tended vegetable garden up to a turn-of-the-century wooden house. Alice noticed a couple of shingles had been knocked off by the rainstorm, and the ruts in the drive were still squishy with mud. A white-faced farmhand standing in front of the house waved to her with a jerky, nervous motion.

James Prather, the farmhand, had called in the body.

“Mr. Tabor is dead in the storm shelter!” he had said over the phone, the usual macho façade he kept up at Jenny’s Roadhouse having shattered into a panicked shriek. “Come quick! I think someone done him in!”

So, she had driven up here from her office in the little town of Pleasant, hoping and praying that Prather was wrong.

There had been too many murders in the area already. Another one was the last thing they needed. The media would descend on them like a plague of locusts.

She pulled her patrol vehicle to a stop in front of the house. Prather hurried up to her.

“Thank God you’ve come. The storm shelter is around back. I just found him this morning.”

“So, what happened?” Alice asked, stepping out of her patrol vehicle. Prather hustled her around the house. Old Nick Tabor lived in this house all alone now that his wife had passed away, and all three kids had left one by one for jobs in the big city. Not many opportunities in Pleasant unless you wanted to take over the family business, and none of the Tabor children had shown any interest in farming.

So, he still worked the land at age sixty-three with the help of Prather as a full-time hand and some part-timers during harvest season.

“When was the last time you saw him?” Alice asked, standing with him on the front drive.

“Day before yesterday. He came out to talk to me about fixing some fence posts. Yesterday, I came first thing in the morning to fix them and had to leave early because of the storm warning.”

Alice nodded. The rain sure had lashed down hard with a strong wind too. A tornado had ripped through Greene County, two counties north of Taney County. Nobody got hurt, thank God.

They hadn’t gotten a tornado warning down here, just a severe weather alert. Nothing to send people to their storm shelters, especially not an old-timer like Tabor, who had survived the Tornado of ’96 and plenty of lesser tornados.

“So, you didn’t see him yesterday morning when you fixed the fence posts?” 

They were walking toward the back of the house now. The east forty came into view. The corn was still green this early in its growth cycle, but the plants had already risen to waist height. A whole lot of room to lay down and hide in.

“No. I took the old dirt road to get to the east forty. Quicker from my place that way. Never came in sight of the house. Never got a call from him, either. He hates to use that smart phone his kids bought him. This morning I came here, knocked on the door, and didn’t get an answer. Figured he was out in the fields somewhere. So, I got to work doing a bunch of the usual stuff. Then my work took me closer to the house, and I saw the storm shelter door unbolted. I thought that was strange, so I took a peek inside, and that’s when I found him.”

And there it was. The storm shelter was a pair of heavy, wooden doors set low to the ground at an angle to the back of the house. Normally, it was shut with a bolt on the outside so strong winds wouldn’t blow it open or curious dogs or racoons couldn’t slip inside. If there was a tornado warning, people would unbolt it, get inside a sturdy, stone cellar with a reinforced roof, and bolt it from the inside. If it was built right, you were safe even if the tornado ripped your house away.

Prather reached for the handle of the door.

Alice stopped him. “Did you touch this handle when you opened it?”

Prather stared at her for a moment, then flushed. “Yeah. But I didn’t know he was lying dead in there!” 

“It’s all right. Let me handle this.”

Alice pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and pulled on the handle. The heavy, wooden door opened with the loud creak of rusty hinges.

She looked down the short flight of steps, dust motes floating in the sunlight now beaming into the otherwise dark cellar, and saw Nick Tabor lying on his back, mouth slack, arms spread out. There was a garish red mark on the side of his head. Looked like blunt force trauma.

“Did you touch him?”

“Yes, just on his hand. When I felt how cold it was, I ran out and called you.”

Prather let out a shudder.

“You didn’t move him?”

“No. I didn’t see anyone neither. No strange cars on the roads, nothing like that.”

Alice stepped down into the storm shelter. Other than an old army cot and a big, blue, plastic ice chest, there was nothing in there.

She squatted down and studied the man. No bruising on the knuckles. No torn nails. No sign that he put up any resistance. Only that garish wound on the side of his head. Now that she examined it up close, she could see the skull was slightly caved in. He probably died from internal hemorrhaging. No doubt he got knocked out with the first blow. There didn’t seem to have been a second. Whoever hit him had a lot of physical strength.

Didn’t hit him here, though. There was no pool of blood, just a few drops on the steps and by the body. She felt the clothing. Slightly damp.

He was out in the rain, got soaked, and got killed. The killer then dragged him into the storm shelter. The rain had washed away most of the blood by then, so there wasn’t much to bleed out here. That meant the killer took some time before dragging him in. The CSI folks can tell us more.

But why kill him one place and put him another? To hide him? If the killer wanted to hide him, wouldn’t he bolt the storm shelter door to make it less obvious? We wouldn’t have found him for days.

Or even better, why not hide him in the fields or woods?

Alice didn’t have an answer for that. She stood and looked around. She opened the cooler and only found a box of saltines and a couple of cans of beer.

The murder weapon was nowhere to be seen. It could have been tossed in the corn field, or any of the woods that surrounded it, or taken away entirely. There was a creek not far off the killer could have chucked it in.

Although finding the weapon wouldn’t do them much good. With the rain coming down as it had, any prints or DNA evidence would probably be long gone. They might not even be able to identify it as the murder weapon at all.

Alice swore and came back up the steps. She’d leave the CSI team to examine the body. She wouldn’t touch it.

She closed the doors and put the bolt in place. It was a miracle no animals had gotten in and started chewing on poor old Nick Tabor’s corpse.

“I don’t know who could have done this,” Prather moaned. “He was a good man. Everybody liked him.”

Alice grimaced. That was true. He was a quiet fellow, attended church, the Moose Lodge, and was a regular at the diner. Never had any legal disputes with anybody, never had an argument that she could remember. On her drive over, Alice had checked the police computer on her dashboard and found that neither Nick, his late wife, nor any of their three children had ever been in trouble with the law.

“Can you think of anything?” Alice asked, noting the desperation in her voice.

Prather shook his head. “Not a thing. And it’s not like he kept a lot of money around the house or anything. Nothing really to steal in there. Old TV. Old computer. Gave all his wife’s jewelry to his two daughters. He’s had me over for dinner a bunch of times. Did some drywall for him last year. I’ve been all over that house. Nothing in there to kill a man over.”

“Well, somebody wanted him dead,” she said, looking out over the fields as if they’d give her the answer.

But the green corn stood still in the sunlight, silent as statues.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Two weeks later …

 

“We are coming in for our landing at Kansas City International Airport. Please fasten your seatbelts and return your trays to their upright position.”

The announcement woke Hailey Rock out of her reverie. All throughout this flight, she had been going over the coming week in her mind. Kent McDonald, an old high school flame recently rekindled, was going to pick her up at the airport.

Kent was taking her to their high school reunion, something Hailey had avoided every year since graduation. Now, it was a good excuse to see Kent, and a good excuse to come back to Pleasant.

She had more serious business.

Her younger sister, Mindy, had vanished when she was twelve and Hailey was sixteen. The last time she had come to Missouri, a month ago, she’d uncovered some new eyewitness testimony about her driving with a man in a green pickup, laughing and seemingly at ease.

She was going to chase down that lead if it was the last thing she did.

Hailey rubbed her hand along the briefcase containing Mindy’s case file. She had pored over it for the past few weeks until she knew it by heart. The photo of the bike neatly set on the roadside verge as if to be picked up later, the family snapshot used for the missing persons poster, the endless interviews with potential suspects that led nowhere. The hundreds of anonymous tips on the telephone hotline that were mostly out of left field.

All throughout the flight, she resisted the urge to look at it again, as she so often did in her spare time. She sat in coach with some guy right next to her. Hailey didn’t want him to see.

This was her private affair. Not even her sister, Alice, the Sheriff of Taney County, was going to be involved in this if she could at all help it.

It was partially Hailey’s fault Mindy disappeared in the first place, so it should be her, had to be her, who brought Mindy’s abductor to justice.

But how? She had two vague accounts from nineteen years ago of a green pickup truck, nothing but the vaguest description of the driver, and the impression that Mindy was at ease.

She’d start with people known to her younger sister, people who could have convinced her to get into their truck and drive out of town.

On their way out of town, Mindy and the unidentified man had stopped at the Cut, a ravine that sloped up a ridge where local teens hung out and smoked and drank. The Cut angled off from one of the roads leading out of Pleasant, so teens with cars could pull off, go up there, and have a clear view of the road in case any parents came looking.

In case any parents came looking.

The pickup had stopped right in front of the Cut, its passenger side facing the ravine. The witness had clearly seen Mindy sitting in the passenger’s seat of the pickup. A male arm had reached past her and pointed up the ravine.

Mindy had laughed.

Had the driver been pointing out the teens being bad? Is that why Mindy had laughed? Or was he pointing out the fact that Bob was up there, cheating on Alice with another girl?

Is that why she laughed? “Look, Mindy, he’s going to be in a whole lot of trouble.”

A memory about Mindy sparked up from her subconscious, one memory out of many that, while still plain in her mind, had been buried for too long beneath a heavy mantle of grief and a few precious happy memories of her younger sister that got replayed over and over again as both tribute and self-laceration.

Mindy hadn’t liked Bob.

At first, the opposite was true. As soon as Alice started bringing Bob home to do homework together or watch a movie, Mindy had developed a crush on the handsome high schooler, who seemed worldly and like an adult in the eyes of a twelve-year-old girl. She had doted on Bob, trying to join the conversation between him and Alice, bringing him cookies, trying to get his attention.

At first, Bob was indulgent. Alice tried to ignore her kid sister, then grew impatient. “Jesus, Mindy, get your own boyfriend.” That would set Mindy to giggles while not stopping her behavior.

Then one day when Bob was supposed to come over, Mindy insisted she was going to bake cookies “for everyone,” which meant she was baking them for Bob. Alice rolled her eyes and said nothing. Hailey stifled a smile, enjoying her older sister’s annoyance, and looked forward to getting some free cookies out of the deal.

Mom had taught all her daughters how to cook, but a twelve-year-old girl popping into the living room to make up excuses to talk to the object of her fascination doesn’t make for the most attentive chef. The cookies burned.

Alice laughed at her cruelly. Bob smiled, too, and not in a good way. A crushed Mindy brought out the tray, wearing a long face.

“The ones in the center aren’t too bad,” she moped.

Bob took one, bit into it, and let out a fake cry. “Ow! I broke a tooth!”

Bob and Alice had laughed, and Mindy had rushed off humiliated.

Bob had later been nice to the kid to try and make it up to her, but the damage had been done. He had shifted from an object of affection to just another annoying older person. After that, she sulked any time Bob came over.

Had her abductor known this? Was he pointing out Bob being bad and how angry Alice would be if she found out?

But that would require him knowing Bob was up there with someone else and also knowing about the cookie incident. He’d have to be someone who knew the family well.

And the vague impression from one witness was that it was a full adult, not a teenager.

So, who could that be, assuming Hailey’s wafer-thin line of reasoning was actually correct?

She had no idea, but the obsession carried her through the landing, disembarking, and collecting her luggage with still no answer in sight.

Then she was coming out of the arrivals gate, and Kent McDonald stood waiting for her, all sparkling blue eyes and an eager grin.

God, he looks even better than when we were in high school together.

“Hey!” he said coming up to her. To his credit, and her slight disappointment, he didn’t go in for a kiss. They hadn’t done that for years.

Hailey grabbed his hand, their fingers intertwining. “So good to see you again.”

Kent gave her a warm smile and squeezed her hand. “It’s great to have you here, really great. And no case to distract you this time.”

Well, that’s not exactly true.

For a moment, she felt guilty, as if she were leading Kent along, making him think he was the only reason she came down here. She set that thought aside. Kent wouldn’t blame her if he knew what she was doing, and if there hadn’t been a case, she still would have come.

“It’s going to be fun,” she told him. 

“Sure! People sure are going to be surprised to see you. You’ve never been to one of the reunions.”

Hailey’s smiled faltered. The reunion was due to start in just a couple of hours. She had never been to one, having left Pleasant as soon as she was old enough and never looking back. Now, she’d be going on the arm of her high school boyfriend.

Thankfully, Kent’s ex-wife wouldn’t be there. She was from a different town and a different high school.

They walked hand in hand out of the terminal, Kent carrying her bag.

“I got the room set up,” Kent said. “Gave me an excuse to actually do something with that spot. I was just using it to store my keyboard and some boxes and other junk. I made a proper guest bedroom out of it. I think you’ll like it.”

The decision of where to stay for this trip had been a tricky one. Kent hadn’t made it easier.

“I guess you’ll stay with Alice and Bob, but you can always stay at my place … I mean, um, if you want to. I got a guest bedroom. I mean, I can turn it into a guest bedroom. It’s no trouble. Just give me a few days’ notice if you want to stay there. Got a bunch of stuff to move. Or you could stay in my … I mean … but I guess you’ll stay with Alice and Bob.”

So, he wanted her to stay in his bedroom but didn’t want to pressure her so he offered to make up a guest bedroom. But he also didn’t want to get between her and her family if she wanted to stay with Alice and Bob. The nervousness with which he said all this was endearing. He’d always been so confident before. The years, a long separation, and a failed marriage had dampened that confidence.

And left Hailey with a tough decision. The last thing she wanted to do was stay with her overbearing sister and her cheating husband. Not only had Hailey learned that Bob had been up in the Cut the day Mindy disappeared, fooling around with another girl even though he and Alice were going steady, but she’d also learned that wasn’t the first or last time. She sure didn’t want to stay in that mess, knowing what she knew.

But she didn’t want to share a bed with Kent either. They were far away from that point. Whatever Kent might have wanted, he sensed this and acted the gentleman.

He always had. He had never put pressure on her when they were teens, a rarity among small-town guys. That had made her first time so much sweeter.

As Kent drove off onto the highway, they chattered away about the reunion, Kent giving her updates on the lives of all the people she used to know and had done a bad job keeping up with. It seemed like as soon as she moved away from Pleasant for university, Hailey had trouble keeping the previous eighteen years in her mind. The people seemed to fade, and while, at first, she made an effort to stay in touch with the best of her friends, they quickly slipped from her thoughts. Her new life was too exciting.

There were going to be a lot of people at this reunion who she hadn’t seen in years. That was going to be awkward.

Or maybe not. Kent sure welcomed her back with opened arms, and so did Elmer Gaffney, Pleasant’s Chief of Police.

And so did Alice’s two young daughters. Hailey adored them. They had a long Zoom conversation the previous night, and the two girls were jumping with excitement to see her again. Even if no one else was glad she was back in Pleasant, they’d be enough.

Kent sped down the highway, heading for Pleasant and a reunion with her past. He had grown silent, the simple anecdotes about uneventful lives having run out. The sky over the corn fields was gray and heavy, and Kent had to grip the wheel tight against a hard crosswind.

“We had a bumpy landing,” Hailey said.

“There’s a storm warning in effect for tonight,” Kent said. “Let’s hope it doesn’t get worse.”

Springtime was tornado season in Missouri. Hailey had been through a couple of bad ones when she was younger. People had even lost their lives in the one back in 1996. She’d been a kid then and remembered sheltering with her family in the basement, reading by candlelight since the electricity had gone off. Mindy had been a toddler and had squalled almost as loudly as the wind howling above. The old, wooden house had moaned and creaked but held firm. Other than a few roof shingles torn away and a couple of cracked windows, they hadn’t suffered any damage.

That couldn’t be said of the three people who lost their lives that day. A small memorial stood in a park near the center of town.

Hailey turned on the car radio. They were already too far out in the sticks for her to get reliable phone coverage.

Through static, they heard an announcer on a Country and Western station down in Branson saying, “… a good night to stay home, folks. You just sit back and listen to Country Hits 103 and stay safe. Looks like all of southwest Missouri is going to get hit hard.”

“That’s a fine welcome back to Pleasant,” Hailey grumbled. They were almost to town now.

Kent chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry. The reunion is going to be fun.” Kent grew serious. “It’s been too long, Hailey. I wish you would have come to more of them.”

Hailey saw the flashing lights of a police vehicle up ahead, speeding toward them on the two-lane state highway. As the car flashed by, Hailey recognized her older sister’s sheriff’s vehicle.

“Alice sure looks like she’s in a hurry,” Hailey said, turning in her seat so she could watch the lights dwindling into the distance.

“She’s been tearing around the county all day,” Kent said. “Probably chasing after some meth cooks or something.”

“Maybe,” Hailey mused.

Suddenly, she had the feeling that she was coming back to her old hometown at the worst possible time.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

That night, Hailey’s premonition that she had come to Pleasant at a bad time got replaced with the firm conviction that any time was a bad time to return to her hometown.

Nothing had changed.

People had aged, people had gone bald, people had grown fat, people had married their high school sweethearts, and some of them had divorced, too, but nothing had changed.

When she went into Pleasant High School’s basketball court for the class reunion, it felt like she was fifteen again and attending a home game. Sure, it was all decorated with tinsel and a huge welcome banner, but otherwise, it felt the same as every other of the thousand times she had been here. It had the same sense to it.

A sense of forced small-town fun.

Everyone was dressed up in their best, which for the guys meant some cheap suit they looked uncomfortable in, always pulling at their collars and adjusting their sleeves. The women got more elaborate, with low cut dresses, high heels, and what looked like every piece of jewelry they owned.

Hailey dressed more sedately, with a long, red dress that didn’t show too much chest, a simple gold bracelet she had bought herself on her fifth anniversary as an FBI agent, and a gold necklace with a tiny diamond she had received from her father as a gift years ago.

Kent was just like the other guys, with a suit that was a little too old and a lot too uncomfortable. Kent would have looked better in anything else. Or nothing.

Now, there’s an interesting thought.

Go easy, Hailey.

Why? You don’t go easy with work, why go easy with fun?

I’d have a lot more fun anywhere else than here.

A crowd of about a hundred stood around talking over the overly loud speakers blaring out a pop hit from the year of their graduation while a few of the more extroverted or drunk among them were already gyrating on a small dance floor to one side. People squealed and laughed and hugged as if they hadn’t seen each other in years rather than just a few hours ago at the supermarket. She caught snatches of conversation, recognized a few tired old stories, caught a reference to a home team win, and one, “I can’t believe I’m still here.”

I can’t believe I’m back here, Hailey thought, looking around.

All those people she remembered from high school—all a little older, all a little out of shape—were smiling the same smiles and laughing the same laughs as if it were seventeen years ago. It felt like prom.

Kent, beaming, led her by the hand through the crowd. He greeted everyone, and they all replied with that false, forced cheer. When they saw who he had come with, many of them put on exaggerated looks of surprise. “Oh, wow! It’s like we’re in a time warp!”

Yeah, it definitely feels like a time warp.

He took her to the refreshment stand.

“You want some punch? It’s made for grown-ups. Ike Daniels won’t have to spike it this time.”

“Oh God, Ike Daniels! Whatever happened to him?”

“He’s a bartender at Jenny’s Roadhouse.”

“Figures.”

Kent handed her a plastic cup filled with some sort of purple concoction and took one for himself.

“Well, bottom’s up!”

“Cheers,” Hailey said, lifting her glass.

Kent stopped just as he took his first sip. “Oh, right. Got to toast something. What do you want to toast?”

“Um, I don’t know.”

“Let’s toast the fact that you’re here.”

Hailey gave him an uncertain smile. “All right.”

They drank. The punch was overly sweet, overly alcoholic, and was bound to make this party sloppy before the night was through.

Just as Kent was about to say something, Sandra Wallach stumbled into their conversation.

Literally stumbled. The evening had already gotten sloppy for her.

“Oh my God. Hailey! It’s been so long. You look amazing! How’s work in mall security?”

She wrapped Hailey in a boozy embrace, squishing her chest into her so much that Hailey worried she was going to pop out of her gown.

Hailey resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Sandra was one of the popular kids in her class and had never liked Hailey or anyone else who wasn’t in the top ten percent of the popularity bracket. The friendliness was fake, she did that with everybody, while the barb about mall security showed her true nature.

“The FBI is going great. It’s been keeping me busy.”

“Riiiiight. And you even had to come down here for a case. You helped Alice a bit with that scarecrow creep.” Sandra shuddered, and unlike most of her affectations, it looked sincere.

“Yeah, we worked as a team.” Actually, I did more than her, but she’ll always get the credit because she was the sister who stayed, and I was the sister who left.

“Cool. So, are you here for work again?” Sandra asked.

“No. Just came down for the reunion and to hang out with Kent.”

But Sandra Wallach was no longer listening. She was looking around as she always did when talking to someone, looking for someone more important and popular to engage in conversation.

Someone who would make her look better.

Sandra spotted the former homecoming queen and the former quarterback coming in together because, of course, they had gotten married.

“Oh, there they are!” Sandra did a little jump. “So great hearing about your DEA adventures. You have such an interesting life. See you soon, Hailey. Don’t be a stranger!”

She hurried off, bumping into the class computer wizard and making him spill his drink on his bow tie.

Kent shook his head. “Some things sure don’t change around here.”

“No, they don’t.” Hailey took another glug of that awful punch. Although it tasted like maple syrup mixed with antifreeze, she had a feeling she’d need a lot of it.

That thought must have registered on her face because Kent looked embarrassed.

“Oh, don’t mind her. She’s just jealous. A lot of folks are jealous of you.”

“Really? They don’t act jealous.”

“Oh, you know, that’s just small-town mannerisms.” Kent paused to wave at someone across the room. “They knock you down because they think you’re getting too high up. Lots of people been talking about you since the scarecrow case. They’re wondering if you’re going to move back.”

Hailey doubted if all that many people would want her back. Moving out was one of the unforgiveable sins of Pleasant, Missouri.

They milled around the crowd, saying hello to everyone they passed because everyone was familiar. Some people stopped to talk, more to Kent than her. They’d say something like, “Oh, are you back?” nod through Hailey’s answer without really listening, and then get into a conversation with Kent about some local issue or anecdote Hailey knew nothing about.

During one of these conversations, she looked around the crowd, which had grown to about 150. Hailey could count a grand total of five people in the gym she didn’t know, obviously people from other towns who had married someone she did know. It was like a giant family reunion, the kind of thing Hailey avoided like the plague.

So, why was she here?

When she had left Pleasant, she had imagined she would come back to a party like this years later, having become successful and rich and famous, to make everyone jealous. She’d make them realize they shouldn’t have underestimated her. She would no longer stand in Alice’s shadow.

Despite what Kent said, she didn’t think she was making anyone jealous. She had become successful, but not rich and famous. She doubted if even that would have helped. People got set in their ways here, and since they were kids, everyone in this room had thought of Hailey as Alice’s less interesting little sister.

Everyone except Kent and Marsha, her best friend in high school. Marsha had been dying to leave, too, and the two girls talked about their dreams all throughout high school. Now, she worked as an attorney in Savannah. Hailey wished Marsha had come, but she visited Pleasant even less than Hailey did. 

The song ended, and in the brief silence before the next one started up, Hailey could hear the wind outside buffeting the building.

She cocked an expert ear. This was tornado country and tornado season. She’d seen a couple of twisters land farther north in Missouri on the news earlier that week. Right now, the wind seemed strong but not gale force, and it didn’t carry that telltale railroad locomotive sound of an approaching tornado.

Maybe we should go, just in case?

Now you’re just looking for excuses. The weather people put out warnings well ahead of time.

Still, it might not be a bad idea to call it an early night …

Her mind got distracted when Kent took her hand in his. At the same instant, Hailey realized the DJ had put on a slow song. An old song.

Their song.

Suddenly, she wasn’t nervous about the storm anymore.

She was nervous about this handsome old flame smiling at her as the first unforgettable notes lilted out of the sound system.

“May I have this dance, mademoiselle?” he asked in that silly French accent he used when he wanted to act overly formal.

“Yes, you may,” she said and curtsied.

Oh God, when was the last time we did that routine?

He led her to the dance floor, past all the married couples, past winks from the guys and curious or cutting looks from the women, to the very center of the dance floor, where the lights from a slowly turning disco ball surrounded them with twirling stars.

Kent put a hand on her waist—not too low to make her self-conscious, not too high to make her feel rejected—and they eased into the old familiar movements.

Hailey looked into those crystalline eyes and allowed herself to do what she hardly ever did—switch off. All her worries about the case and her family and the storm, which she could hear battering the building with increasing force, faded as she moved in the arms of this honest, kind man.

Kent had always had that effect on her. One of the things she loved about him the most back in high school was that he could make her forget all the troubles at home, even make her forget for a time the grief and guilt surrounding Mindy’s disappearance. It was the greatest gift he had ever given her, and he didn’t even consciously know he was doing it. He accepted her, first as an awkward and depressed teenager, and now as an FBI agent who had left Pleasant. Unlike so many of the people on this dance floor, he didn’t hold success and moving away as marks against her. While his feet were firmly planted on southern Missouri soil, he admired people who did something else with their lives, even if he didn’t fully understand them. 

She danced a little closer as the familiar lyrics washed over her. Other couples danced around them, lost in their own memories.

“Remember the feed lot?” Kent asked as he took her for another turn around the dance floor.

Hailey laughed. “We’re too old to make out in the back of the feed lot.”

Kent flushed scarlet. “Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest … um … I mean I’m fixing to buy it.”

“Buy the feed lot?” This was the first she’d heard of it. It sounded like a lot of money.

“Sure. I’ve been saving for years, and Dad is willing to throw in some. The folks at First National said they’d loan me the rest. It’s a good investment. The farmers around here need feed, and that’s the biggest and most central in the county.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Something I can pass on to the next generation,” he murmured, not quite looking at her.

Kent and his ex had never had any children.

Hailey tensed a little. Just how serious was Kent about this rekindling of an old flame? While she liked him and was interested, perhaps she was toying with the emotions of a man still battered by a nasty divorce.

She struggled for something neutral to say and came up with, “Between the diner and the feed lot, you’ll be the center of just about everything here in Pleasant.”

“Sure.” His gaze flicked upwards as the wind gained in strength and could be heard over the last bars of their song. “Just as long as a twister doesn’t blow both of them away.”

“It survived all the others.”

“Well, the one in ‘96 tore the roof off, but that happened to lots of places. The main structure survived just fine. It’s a good building. I had Derek down at Taney Construction go over it, and he says it won’t need any major repairs for a good ten years. I’m going to buy it, Hailey. I’m going to build something. Plenty of opportunities in Pleasant if you just look for them.”

And that got him looking at her. Suddenly, Hailey felt awkward. She wasn’t sure what she was doing here. Did she really want to start a relationship with a high school boyfriend who lived halfway across the country?

The last bars of their song faded away. They stopped dancing. Couples around them kissed. Hailey didn’t know what to do. She wanted to kiss him, yearned to kiss him, but it scared her too. She worried she was committing herself to more than she was ready for, and she was also worried that she would be playing with his heart.

They paused, staring into each other’s eyes. That pause stretched out way too long.

Hell with it.

She pressed her lips to his, and for the first time in a long time, she felt the warmth of human contact wash through her body.

The kiss lingered. Somebody let out a whoop, a ridiculous high school reaction, and Hailey hoped that hadn’t been directed at them.

Hailey lingered a moment longer, both because she was loving it and because she didn’t want the guy who whooped to think she was embarrassed, and then pulled away.

Kent gazed at her, desire and tenderness in his eyes, as another slow song started.

The track ended abruptly, and the DJ came on with a squeal of his mic that tore Hailey out of the mood.

“Hello, folks. Sorry for cutting this short. We just received a severe storm warning for Taney and all adjoining counties. It’s due to hit in an hour, so everyone is going to have to leave the premises. I advise you to go on home. You know how these can turn into twisters.”

Groans and boos came from the crowd. Everyone started heading for the door. Missourians, even drunk Missourians on a nostalgia trip, knew enough about tornado season to take a warning like this seriously.

Someone opened the door, and even though Hailey and Kent were still halfway across the gym, they felt the wind hard on their faces. The balloons that hung from the ceiling or were taped to the tables broke free and formed a whirlpool above their heads that made a bunch of people laugh.

Not Kent, though.

“We need to get home,” he said.

Hailey felt a tremble of nerves and not from the storm.

They had kissed for the first time in more than a decade, and now, they were going straight back to his house.

I’m not ready for this, Hailey thought as he took her hand and led her out into the windswept parking lot, where plastic bags skittered like ghosts, and the trees bent low, their tops bobbing up and down as if weeping. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Outside his window, the storm was growing stronger, but Bruce Galloway wasn’t worried. He’d been through worse. A lot worse.

He’d lived through the Tornado of ’96.

That was the worst he’d ever seen in his sixty-two years of living in Missouri. He had to hide in his storm shelter for that one, sitting with an electric lamp, a radio, and a good spy novel, listening to the wind howl outside.

Then a bang. The storm shelter’s doors shook. The bang came only once, and Galloway almost forgot about it until the wind died down, the radio gave the all-clear, and he tried to get out.

The storm shelter’s doors were stuck. Something had fallen on them, something too heavy for him to lift.

He was trapped in there for five hours until a neighbor noticed an oak tree had fallen over the doors. The thing had been half dead from blight, and Galloway had been planning on cutting it down until the tornado did the job for him.

His neighbor had to call the fire department to come over with a chainsaw and cut the tree into pieces so Galloway could get out. That got him in the paper, smiling next to his battered doors and chunks of oak tree.

Now he sat, comfortable in his armchair, watching the evening news as the severe storm warning ran along the bottom of the screen like red ticker tape. Galloway took a sip of his beer and followed a story of a military coup in Africa. Images of child soldiers firing Kalashnikovs filled the screen, and Galloway felt grateful that he lived in a nation where all he had to worry about were steep income taxes that didn’t give him anything in return and the occasional severe storm warning.

A banging on his front door made him jerk with surprise and spill some beer on his pants leg.

For a moment, he sat completely still, then put his beer aside, cursing. Ever since the storm, if someone knocked too loudly, it would take him back to the time when the oak tree hit his storm shelter’s doors and buried him alive. He’d never told his late wife about this fear or his grown children. Too embarrassing. A man shouldn’t still worry about something that had happened so long ago.

The knocking came again, louder and more insistent. Galloway didn’t flinch with fear this time. His reflexes had caught up with his reason.

“Coming!” he called.

Galloway got up and walked out of the living room and down the hall to the front door. Must be one of his neighbors having trouble with the storm, or maybe a passing motorist who got panicky. Once many years back, he had a woman pound on his door during a storm because the wind had torn loose a phone line and left it hanging low over the road. She’d been afraid to drive under it, and so she sat with him and his wife watching TV until the storm blew over.

“Probably something like that,” he muttered.

The pounding came again.

“I’m coming. Hold your horses.”

Galloway opened the front door and felt a blast of wind and a fine spray hit his face even though his porch had a roof. The wind was blowing so strong the rain came almost horizontally.

A man stood on the front porch, his hand holding down the fisherman’s yellow sou’wester on his head, a matching raincoat billowing around his bulky body like a vampire’s cape. He looked in his middle thirties and had the burly body and broad, calloused hands of a farm laborer.

Galloway recognized him. Syke’s Crossing in Douglas County was so small that he recognized pretty much everybody in the town and surrounding area. He couldn’t remember this guy’s name, though. Galloway had never met him personally.

“What’s up?” Galloway asked.

“Do you have a pair of teens living here?”

“No. Why?”

“I didn’t think so. I was just driving by, trying to get home, and I saw a boy and girl go into your storm shelter.”

“What?”

“Yeah. Maybe they had been walking, and the storm caught them by surprise.”

“The storm’s been blowing for a good two hours.”

“Maybe they decided to make out or something. You know how kids are.”

“Hold on.”

Galloway grabbed his hooded raincoat from where it hung beside the door. Kids making out in his storm shelter? That had to be the dumbest thing since the Fletcher boy crawled through a storm drain on a dare and got stuck. The fire department had to cut him loose, and when they did, they found that little idiot covered in cockroaches and twitching with fear. Five years later, the brat still had a phobia of insects.

He stepped out and closed the door, having to haul it shut against the wind. The guy’s car was parked in the road in front of Galloway’s house, barely visible through the faint light of the overcast late evening. No one else was in sight. Like most back roads of Douglas County, the homes were spaced far enough apart that the intervening trees blocked all other houses from view. Galloway liked it like that. He liked the peaceful life, although it had become a bit too quiet with the passing of his wife. After he sorted out the nonsense in his storm shelter, he’d invite this guy in for a beer.

“What’s your name?” Galloway asked, clutching his hood on his head as the two men walked over to the side of the house where the storm shelter was. Not far off stood the remains of the stump of that darn oak tree that had trapped him. 

The man mumbled something that got lost in the wind.

“What?” Galloway asked.

“Look,” the man said, pointing.

Sure enough, the bolt on the storm shelter’s doors was pulled back. The wind made them rattle against the frame.

“Of all the damn fool things!”

Galloway stomped over to the shelter and hauled one of the doors up. The wind caught it, tore it from his grasp, and it flew open to its widest extent, making a loud bang against the frame.

He peered inside. The light was off, but there was enough light from his own window nearby to see no one inside, although there was a piece of two-by-four lying at the bottom of the stairs that hadn’t been there before.

The storm shelter was big enough that he couldn’t see the whole thing. If those kids were hiding in the corners, they’d be out of sight.

“I know you’re in there,” Galloway called. “Now, come on out.”

No answer.

“What the heck?” Galloway said. He looked over his shoulder at the other fellow and found him standing right behind him, peering over his shoulder.

“Want me to go down?” he asked.

“No, I’ll do it,” Galloway grumbled.

He flicked on the light switch at the top of the steps, illuminating the portion of shelter that was in view. He saw several wet footprints on the stairs and floor.

Galloway took a step down.

That was the only step he managed to take.

Strong hands shoved him from behind. He flew forward, smacking his forehead against the top of the low doorway, losing his footing, and tumbling down the steps to land hard on the stone floor.

Stunned, Galloway tried to move, but only managed to roll on his back, his head throbbing, and his vision blurred.

The motorist slowly walked down the steps and picked up the two-by-four.

Galloway tried to rise. He fumbled a bit and propped himself on his elbows. He couldn’t manage more.

“I got money in the house. Take it all,” he said. At least he tried to say it. The words came out so slurred and mumbled that he couldn’t even understand them himself.

The response came through the ringing in his ears.

“What was that? You think this is a mugging? No. This is evening the score.”

“Huh?”

The stranger stepped over to him and raised up the two-by-four.

“No!”

The heavy wood came down. Galloway saw a flash of light, felt a sharp pain, and nothing more.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Hailey awoke from a restless night. After coming back to Kent’s house, they had made out a bit on the sofa as the storm howled outside. Kent had been gentle and didn’t get pushy. He was still the same gentleman he had been in high school, waiting for a signal from her to take things further.

That signal never came. As much as her body wanted to join Kent in his own bed, her mind had decided enough was enough and, with reluctance, she gave him a final kiss goodnight and went to the guest bedroom.

There, she had gone over the night’s events in her mind, the cold shoulders from the class reunion, the warmth of Kent himself, his plans, the fact that he would obviously never leave Pleasant.

The last part was the most disturbing. What was she thinking? She would never move back here, and he would never leave. So, what were they doing exactly? Kent wanted something serious. She could see it in his eyes. Was that just a rebound from the divorce? That was definitely part of it, but he had spoken the truth when he said that the only reason that they had broken up was because she had moved away. If she had stayed in Pleasant, they might have ended up as high school sweethearts, married with kids.

That made her shudder, not because of anything wrong with Kent, but at the small-town predictability of it all.

All of this occupied her mind along with the noise of the storm outside. She slept fitfully, only falling into a final deep sleep in the early hours of the morning when the storm abated.

Now, she rolled over in bed and saw it was 8:30. She had hoped to sleep until noon.

Oh well. Usually I get up at six, so this is an improvement.

Plus, she smelled bacon. The idea of a man cooking her breakfast compensated for a bit of lost sleep.

Rubbing her eyes, she got up and opened the blinds. Kent lived on a quiet little lane at the edges of Pleasant, although Pleasant was so small it had more edges than center. The air had the clear, fresh look of the morning after a storm. The grass sparkled with moisture. Here and there, a few twigs and small branches lay on the ground, blown down by the wind. She saw no other storm damage. A young woman walked her dog down the street, singing along to whatever was playing in her earbuds.

Hailey dressed in a casual shirt and slacks and headed for the kitchen, where she found Kent in boxers and a faded, old Pleasant High School t-shirt (“Go Bruins!”) cooking up some bacon and scrambled eggs, whistling as he worked.

“Hey, sleepyhead! Breakfast is coming right up.”

“Thanks for scrambling those eggs,” Hailey said, coming up to him. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to hug him or kiss him or what, so she decided on a noncommittal peck on the cheek.

“I remember that’s the only way you like them. Never understood why.”

“I don’t like it when the yolk is whole,” they said together.

Hailey laughed. “I guess I said that too much.”

“You sure did. I got it drilled into my mind.”

Hailey reflected that back when she still lived at home, her mom never scrambled her eggs despite her constant protests. Mom had ignored a lot of her feelings, including ones far more important than how she liked her eggs.

That reminded her. Hailey owed her a call. Later.

She gave him another peck on the cheek.

“Not working today?” Hailey asked.

“Nope. Dad and Maggie are covering for me. We got the whole day together. Weatherman gave the all clear. That storm blew itself out, and we got mild, sunny weather all today and tomorrow. Perfect for a float trip.”

“A float trip?”

Float trips were a popular pastime in Missouri. You and your friends would go to a river, sit in innertubes with a beer in each hand, and float down the river to another spot where someone with a car picked you up. She’d been on a hundred float trips growing up, but she hadn’t been on one since she left.

“Sure. Harry is coming, and so are Gina and Helen and …”

Hailey found herself tuning out. Kent was naming lots of people she hadn’t talked to in ages, including some of the people who talked right past her to Kent the previous night. She didn’t want to drink beer and float in a muddy river with these people.

Kent seemed excited, though, so she’d go along with it. As Kent went on, she learned the whole thing was already planned. No way to get out of it now.

They ate their breakfast, chattering away. Kent’s handsome face and the beautiful morning outside the kitchen window put Hailey at ease. Fine, she’d go on the float trip. While she didn’t want to, she’d just stick to Kent, who was the only person she had come down to see anyway.

Just as they finished washing the dishes, Hailey heard her phone ringing in the guest bedroom.

She almost ignored it. It could be her mom or her older sister, Alice.

Hailey hesitated. Or it could be work. Even though she was on vacation, all FBI agents remained on call.

“Got to get this. Sorry.”

Kent nodded, and she hurried back to the bedroom.

The screen said it was Graham Vance, her partner, who was doing some background work on cold cases in D.C. until she returned.

She picked up. “Hey, Graham. How are things?”

“Dull without you here. Just trawling through a mass of old evidence hoping to find something new.”

Hailey bit her lip. “Trawling through a mass of old evidence hoping to find something new” was the other reason she had come down here. She hadn’t told Kent or anyone else about that. She needed to get on that tomorrow while Kent was at work.

“Sorry you got stuck with busy work,” Hailey said.

“Oh, that’s just part of the job. How are you?”

“Good.”

“I mean … well, I was just worried about you.”

“Worried about me?”

“Yeah. I mean, your family and stuff.”

“Oh, right.”

Pause.

“Did you call them?”

“Yeah.”

I couldn’t not call them. Pleasant is so damn small that they would have heard I was in town within a few hours.

She’d called before she had come down and had a brief call with her nieces when she got home last night. Alice had been out, thank God, and so after an awkward minute with Bob, he had put the girls on. That had been nice.

“Oh, good. I know things are messed up with them, but they’re still family. I … worry about you.”

“I appreciate that, Graham.”

With anyone else, she would have thought of this conversation as an unacceptable intrusion. Graham was different. He had poured his heart out to her after his wife left him, and that had led to them becoming close. They were now best friends as well as partners.

“Well, I’m glad you’re talking to them. Say hi to the girls for me.”

Hailey cringed. He meant Alice’s girls, because he assumed that like last time, she would be staying at Alice and Bob’s house.

No, thanks. Not after learning what she had learned.

“I will,” Hailey promised.

There was no way of getting out of dinner at Alice’s place sooner or later. Besides, she loved the girls. They were the only people in the whole damn family she wanted to see.

Except Mindy, but that would never happen. 

“If you need to talk to anyone, I’m here.”

“Thanks.”

“Seriously. These cold cases are boring as hell, and I owe you about two hundred hours of sympathetic listening.”

“Couldn’t have been more than a hundred,” she said with a smile.

“I logged them. I’m a very meticulous person, you know. It’s actually two hundred and fifteen.”

Hailey laughed. “All right. I’ll catch you later, Graham. Take care.”

“You too.”

She hung up.

Hailey turned and found Kent standing in the doorway.

“Your partner?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Had he been listening? That was kind of annoying.

She dismissed that. He was as insecure in this whole situation as she was. He had probably heard a male voice on the other end of the phone and wanted to know what was going on.

“I remember him from the diner. Seems like a nice guy. Say hi for me next time you talk to him.”

“Sure.”

Hailey hadn’t mentioned she was staying with an old flame. It seemed cruel to do that to someone as lonely as Graham.

Also, and she barely admitted this to herself, it felt embarrassing somehow, like she was so desperate she had to come halfway across the country to hang out with someone she hadn’t kissed since she was eighteen.

“Want some coffee on the porch swing?” Kent asked.

Hailey smiled. “I remember your dad’s porch swing.”

“Yeah, but back then, we were sneaking beers!”

“Bit too early for beer. Yes, I’d love some coffee.”

 

* * *

 

Ten minutes later, they rocked gently on the porch swing, sitting so close that their thighs brushed against each other in a delicious way. Once again, Hailey regretted not going to bed with him the night before and then decided that regretting going to bed with him would have been far worse.

The way his face glowed with pleasure, sleeping with him might have been leading him on too much.

That got confirmed as an older man Hailey vaguely recognized came huffing down the street on his morning jog.

“Hey, Mr. Sanderson!” Kent called out and waved. “Just like old times!”

Hailey blinked and recognized their old biology teacher. Mr. Sanderson was always catching her and Kent passing notes in class.

“My, my, my,” the teacher said, running in place in the street in front of them. “Look at you two. I knew you belonged together. Well, I better leave you lovebirds to enjoy the morning. Bye!”

Mr. Sanderson jogged off.

Kent turned and grinned at her. “Isn’t he great? I always liked his class even though he chewed us out so much. It’s awesome having you here, Hailey. Just awesome. I can’t wait for the float trip. Everyone is going to be so jealous.”

Hailey knew they wouldn’t. Gossipy and cutting? Sure. Jealous? No. That’s what happened if you were from a small town and left. You became suspect, a traitor even. People would always talk behind your back no matter how successful you became. Hailey suspected that if she had come back as a movie star or a millionaire, it would have been even worse because then they would have pretended to like her. Getting ignored was at least honest.

But Kent McDonald couldn’t see that. He had never left this small town. Hell, he was the most small-town person in this small town. He and his dad ran one of the longest-running local hangouts. His business vision didn’t look beyond buying a second old establishment less than a mile down the street. While Hailey still could imagine his life, there was no way that Kent could imagine hers.

And that put up a serious barrier between them.

What am I doing here? Hailey thought.

A warm arm wrapped around her shoulders. Hailey found herself leaning into Kent. 

This. I’m here because I haven’t had this for far too long.

Is it really so wrong to want some warmth once in a while? Poor Graham is thirty-eight and divorced. He’s a great guy, handsome too, but just as driven as me and at that age when most women are either taken or divorced with kids. They don’t want a guy who’s away half the time getting shot at. He’s looking at a life alone. I don’t want that to happen to me.

Kent gave her shoulder a squeeze. “What do you want to do this morning?” he asked.

“How about a drive in the country? I don’t get that very often back east.”

“Sure thing. You having dinner with your folks tonight?”

“Um, we haven’t made plans.”

Kent nodded. He knew all about her family troubles. He’d been one of the main people she vented to back in high school.

“Then we can go to the barbeque.”

“The barbeque?”

“Yeah, Sandra Wallach is hosting one after the float trip. Kind of a follow-up to the reunion. I bet a lot of people will come since that got cut short.”

“Oh. That sounds nice.” Not.

Hailey had visions of being targeted by Sandra’s subtle sarcasm as she munched chili dogs and drank warm beer. She hadn’t liked that when she was seventeen, and she was pretty sure she wouldn’t like that at thirty-five.

Her phone rang. She grabbed it.

The screen said it was Assistant Director Zach Miloslaw, her boss at the FBI. Why would he be calling her on vacation?

Hailey stood.

“Hold on. It’s work calling.”

“Work?” Kent sounded annoyed.

Hailey stepped down the porch and across the front lawn to stand by her rental car, which was parked by the side of the street.

“Hello, Assistant Director. How is everything?”

“Good. Thank you for asking. How’s your vacation going?”

“Good,” Hailey replied, glancing at Kent, who hadn’t moved from the porch swing. Instead, he sat there, watching her. 

“I’m sorry to do this, Special Agent Rock, but I was wondering if you could check out a crime scene.”

“A crime scene?”

“There was a murder last night in a place called Syke’s Crossing in Douglas County. Google Maps says that’s only about an hour away from you?”

“A murder in Syke’s Crossing?”

“You know this place?”

“Not well. It’s not exactly a major metropolis.”

“I see. It’s just that we got an alert of a man who was found dead, suspected murder, in his storm shelter last night.”

“We had a severe storm warning last night.”

“Yes, and there was a similar murder two weeks ago in Taney County.”

“Really?”

“Both were older men who lived alone and were found killed by blunt force trauma to the head in their storm shelter. Apparently, there had been a tornado warning the day the first victim was murdered.”

“Oh … damn.”

“It looks like a pattern. Of course, there’s only two victims, but the specificity of location and timing makes it suspicious. I’d send someone else, but the nearest field station is Kansas City, and they have their hands full with a gang problem. The St. Louis field station is dealing with intercepting a big cocaine shipment coming up the Mississippi on a container ship.”

Hailey sighed. “And those are the only two field stations in the state.”

What the public failed to understand was that even important federal agencies were generally overstretched, understaffed, and underfunded.

“I’m sorry to put this on you. You’ll get full credit for your holidays, of course. I’ll throw in overtime as well.”

Hailey paused, glancing over her shoulder at Kent, who rocked slowly on the porch swing, still looking at her.

She thought of the previous night, and how relieved she had been when the storm warning meant she didn’t have to smile at all those old acquaintances turned strangers, and how that relief had immediately turned into a case of nerves at the thought of being alone with Kent in his house. She thought of the float trip, which would be a repeat of last night’s anxiety without the hope of an early ending. And she thought of distance, the vast distance between Washington, D.C., and Pleasant, Missouri, and the more profound distance between her life and Kent’s.

“I’ll get right on it, sir.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Syke’s Crossing was one of those blink-and-you-miss-it towns that dotted the landscape of southern Missouri. Hailey had driven for an hour on State Highway 76, a narrow two-lane road passing through hilly woods and farm country, Kent’s disappointment ringing in her ears.

“Well, I guess if the boss man needs you to check it out, I’ll go on the float trip alone. Syke’s Crossing isn’t far. You’ll make it to the barbeque, right?”

Hailey had given a noncommittal response. She didn’t want to go to the barbeque any more than she wanted to go on the float trip, but she told herself it would be unfair to Kent if she skipped both. If she could make it back in time, she would. If the case warranted, she’d stay on.

She passed through Syke’s Crossing, a cluster of two dozen prefab houses, a gas station, a Dollar General, and a grain silo. It was more of a meeting place for the area’s farmers than an actual town.

Bruce Galloway’s place stood on the eastern edge of Syke’s Crossing. A narrow lane ran past scattered homes. Hailey checked the address, continued down the road, and then saw a house with a police car and a sheriff’s vehicle parked out front.

Hailey’s heart chilled. The sheriff’s vehicle was from Taney County, not Douglas County.

What was Alice doing here, out of her jurisdiction?

She parked behind the two vehicles and got out. A police officer she didn’t recognize came around the corner of the house, probably alerted by the sound of her car. 

As Hailey stepped onto the front lawn he said, “This is a crime scene, ma’am. You’ll have to step off the property.”

Hailey pulled out her badge. “Special Agent Hailey Rock, FBI.”

“Oh, right, Sheriff Evans said you were coming.”

That was the sheriff of Douglas County. He was newly elected, and while Hailey remembered seeing his name and face in a local paper, she had never met him. He was after her time, as so much was in the Ozarks these days.

“Is Sheriff Evans here?”

“He came and went. He’s got a court date today to testify in an assault and battery charge. The CSI folks from St. Louis will be down in half an hour or so. Come on and I’ll show you the crime scene.” They started walking back around the house. The cop got a curious look on his face and asked, “Are you related to Sheriff Rock?”

“We’re sisters.”

The cop didn’t reply to that, which got Hailey making a million guesses about what he knew or didn’t know, and what Alice had or hadn’t said to him.

Focus. We got a dead man on the property who deserves a lot more attention than your family drama.

They rounded the corner and found Alice standing at the entrance to a standard storm shelter, a pair of heavy, wooden doors angled against the base of the house and leading down to a reinforced cellar. Alice turned and stared at Hailey with surprise.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Nice to see you, too,” Hailey grumbled.

“I thought you were on vacation with Kent.”

Did Hailey detect a note of mockery in her voice? Hard to tell since that was Alice’s default setting.

“The FBI asked me to investigate this. Apparently, there was a similar murder in Taney County two weeks ago?”

“Yeah, that’s why Sheriff Evans asked me to come up here,” Alice said, adding a slight emphasis to the word “me.”

Hailey ignored that and came to the head of the stairs. The light was on, and she could see a stout man in his early sixties lying on his back, his head crumpled and bloody from several hard blows from a blunt object.

“Damn,” she muttered. “Strength and rage.”

Alice nodded. “Looks like he was hit repeatedly as he lay on the ground. As you can see from the blood, the attack happened here. There are no other injuries to the body that I could see without disturbing his position, and I didn’t want to do that. CSI will handle that once they get down here. I’m thinking he was lured into the storm shelter somehow. Perhaps he knew his attacker.”

“Anything stolen?”

The cop spoke up. “I already searched inside. A wallet with fifty bucks is on the dresser. A laptop and TV and stereo are all in place.”

“He lived alone?”

“Yeah. I knew him. Retired from the Highway Department. Bertha Galloway, his wife, died a couple of years back. His kids are all grown and moved away. They’ve been informed.”

“Any known enemies?” Hailey asked.

“I already asked that,” Alice cut in just as the cop opened his mouth to respond. “No known enemies, no known vices or debts. No real reason to kill this guy.”

“Obviously, there was some reason,” Hailey said, trying to contain her annoyance.

The cop looked around. “Given the severity of the storm, no one was out, and no one saw anything. A passing neighbor this morning noted the open storm shelter, thought that was strange, went to investigate, and called in the body.”

“So, tell me about the first murder. The one in Taney County. Why didn’t I hear about it at the reunion? You’d think the whole town would be talking about it.”

Alice stiffened. “We didn’t announce it.”

“Didn’t announce a murder?”

“We announced the death. We simply said he had died of unknown causes and we’re investigating. We told the family to stay quiet. It helps that they all live out of the county.”

“How can you do that? People need to know!”

“People need to be reassured. They’re still not over the Scarecrow Killer. And that serial killing in Ozark County, just next door, got them rattled all over again. You know the news people showed up in Pleasant for that one? Wanted a local reaction. Made everyone live through the scarecrow killings all over again. If we announced another murder, every news agency in the country would swoop down here. No way we’d be able to handle an investigation in those circumstances. We wouldn’t even be able to maintain law and order.”

Hailey thought about the lynch mob that had run around Ozark County during the last case. Already keyed up by what had happened in Pleasant, the local residents had wanted to stop a similar serial killing in their own rural area.

So, she didn’t object, although she had her doubts as to how long Alice and Elmer, Pleasant’s Chief of Police, could keep a lid on things.

“I’ll need information about that case,” Hailey said. 

“I already gave Sheriff Evans the file,” Alice said.

“I’ll need another one.”

Alice gave her an irritated look, glanced at the battered body of Bruce Galloway, then grimaced. “All right. I’ll print you out a copy when we get back to Pleasant. The victim was Nicolas Tabor, a farmer who lived alone. One of his farmhands found him. Same situation as the witness here. Saw an open storm shelter, thought that was strange, and went to check it out. Tabor lived alone, wife dead and children moved out. No close relatives nearer than Chicago. We already checked.”

“Living alone like Galloway. How old was Tabor?”

“Sixty-three.”

“And Galloway was sixty-two,” the police officer said.

Alice nodded. “Same age, same life situation, and same method of homicide. He was dragged or tricked into the storm shelter and clubbed to death. Tabor died on a stormy night too. A tornado went through Greene County, and we got the edge of the storm. Severe storm warning in effect just like last night.”

“Storm shelters and older men living alone. That’s an odd combination,” Hailey murmured.

“Could be the perp used the storms as a cover. Not too many people out and about. And he must have known his victims lived alone.”

“Seems right,” Hailey agreed. She also agreed with the assumption that this was a man. The strength of the attack seemed to indicate it.

“The fact that they were the same age might be a coincidence,” the police officer said. “If the perp was looking for people living alone, and didn’t want to fight a younger man, he might have targeted these two older guys.”

“Maybe,” Hailey said, not quite convinced. “I guess we’ll just have to see.”

She had almost said, I guess we’ll just have to see who the third victim was.

Because in her gut, she felt sure there’d be another one. Hailey had no real evidence for that, but she’d investigated a lot of serial killings, and she sensed that this was the beginnings of one.

 

* * *

 

An hour later, she drove back to Pleasant behind Alice. The CSI folks from St. Louis had come and shooed them away. Both sisters had worked with CSI before and knew it was better to leave them to it. The team had promised them an initial report that evening and a full report within forty-eight hours.

Now, they were heading back to Pleasant. Hailey realized she’d be back for the barbeque and found herself trying to think of excuses not to go. She’d rather have a quiet dinner with Kent and skip all the false friendliness.

In the meantime, she called Graham.

Her partner picked up on the second ring. “How’s it going down there?” Graham asked.

“I think I might have stumbled into the beginnings of a case.”

“Seriously? I thought you were on vacation.”

“Yeah, well, trouble seems to find me.”

“You can say that again. What happened?”

“Two murders in the past two weeks. Same MO, same victim description. Less than an hour’s drive apart. Miloslaw got a flag on the database and asked me to investigate.”

“Pulling you off vacation again?”

“Yeah. I got a feeling these two won’t be the last. Would you like to come down? No pressure. At this moment, we don’t know for sure it’s a serial case.”

“Sounds that way, though, and I’ve learned to trust your instinct. I can come down.”

“You sure?”

“We’re partners. If it turns out to be a serial killing, I should be there. If it doesn’t, well, I can just fly on back and leave you to the rest of your vacation.”

“Let’s hope it turns out that way.”

She could hear a keyboard tapping in the background.

“There’s a flight to Kansas City this evening. I can be there by about ten or so tonight. I’m sure Miloslaw will approve it. So, I’ll book this flight, rent a car, and book a hotel.”

The last part of the statement came out almost as a question. The last time they had been on a case in Pleasant, when the Scarecrow Murders had put the little town on the map, they had stayed with Alice and Bob.

That had been tense for both of them, especially Graham. While Hailey knew what to expect, Graham had walked completely unprepared into decades of family bitterness and recrimination. The poor guy had seemed almost relieved to be out in the field chasing a murderer.

But he also knew that Alice, being Alice, would invite him to stay, and he was signaling that he wanted Hailey to make the decision for him.

Fair enough. But how to tell him that she wasn’t staying there?

“Yeah, it would be better to get a hotel.”

“Your sister won’t get upset?”

“She’s already upset. I’m not staying there either.”

“Oh.” The question in that one little syllable was deafening.

“I’m … staying with a friend.”

Graham let out a nervous laugh. “That’s a good friend. I hope she doesn’t mind crime scene photos on the coffee table.”

“No, um, she doesn’t.”

“Then it’s all settled. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Right. See you tonight.”

She hung up and was left to wonder, Why did I let him think I was staying with a woman?


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Even though their relative had been killed two weeks previously, the Tabor family still looked stunned. Hailey had called them and asked to meet at the Tabor farm where the murder had taken place. Alice and Chief of Police Elmer Gaffney had already questioned them, of course, and Hailey had flipped through their report, but she wanted to hear everything for herself.

They sat in a large living room with the kind of high ceiling with plaster moldings around the edges popular in older houses. Five relatives and the farmhand who had discovered the body had assembled there, sitting uneasily on the sofa and a couple of armchairs.

There were two daughters in their thirties, a son who was a little younger, and a niece and nephew who said they had been close to the victim.

No one looked as shaken up as James Prather, the farmhand.

She had questioned him first, asking him to recount how he had discovered the body. The account tallied with the one in Alice’s initial report.

It was always a good idea to ask the same questions over and over again to look for inconsistencies. These could be deliberate or simply a product of confusion from an innocent person. Either way, part of a law enforcement officer’s job was to root these inconsistencies out.

She had found none in Prather’s account.

Finishing with the farmhand, she turned to the members of the victim’s family.

“Can you think of anyone who would wish Mr. Tabor dead?”

She studied their responses carefully. People were usually murdered by someone known to them, and the fact that there was no sign of a struggle suggested that Nicolas Tabor had been at ease when the killer struck.

Everyone shrugged, looking at the floor or pleadingly at Hailey, hoping she could provide an answer. She saw no guilt or evasion in those sad eyes, but of course, she had been fooled before.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” one of the daughters said, making a helpless gesture. “He didn’t have much money, just the house and land.”

The house and land. Could it be for the inheritance? Alice had already checked Tabor’s bank account, and it wasn’t big. Plus, there had been no unusual withdrawals in recent months. Alice’s report did mention that the house and land were entirely paid off, so the people in Tabor’s will would get a good inheritance if they sold it.

But would that be enough to lead someone to murder? Tabor had three kids, and there might be more beneficiaries, so each person’s share wouldn’t be a life-changing amount.

Although, people had murdered for far less.

On the other hand, it didn’t explain Galloway’s murder.

Still, it was something to look into. She’d have to read Tabor’s will and then check up on the financial status of all the beneficiaries, as well as people who might think they were beneficiaries.

“Did Mr. Tabor say anything unusual to you recently? Or mention any new acquaintances? Anyone new working at the farm?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Hailey bit her lip. This happened so often. You’d have a crowd of those closest to the victim, and no one would know a damn thing. Sometimes murder came out of nowhere, for the most unexpected reasons.

Hailey paced around the room, impatient. “Did Mr. Tabor make any new purchases lately? Or change his routine?”

Again, the shaking heads. Hailey was about to give the whole thing up when a sight stopped her short.

It was a photo on the wall, one of a large crowd of people at some park next to a barbeque. They were all wearing the same red shirts that said, “Family all together” plus a date from a couple of years before.

There had been an identical photo in Galloway’s house.

Hailey peered at the photo, picking out first Tabor and then, standing several places away, Galloway. Hailey recognized the second victim’s face from a photo Alice had sent her. There was no way she would have recognized the man in this crowd shot from the mutilated mess lying on the floor of his storm shelter.

“That’s a family reunion we had a couple of years ago,” Tabor’s nephew said.

Hailey pointed to Galloway. “Who’s this?”

“Dad’s second cousin,” one of Tabor’s daughters answered. “Bruce something. Dad invited everybody who was even remotely related.”

“Well, not everybody,” his brother said.

Hailey turned to him. “Meaning?”

The young man frowned. “Roger Tabor. One of our cousins. You won’t find him in that photo. He did a stretch in prison for cooking meth.”

“Really? And what’s he doing now?”

“No idea.” Tabor’s son looked around. Everyone shrugged.

“So, what can you tell me about him?”

“Not much. He lived in a trailer park out on the state road north of Pleasant. Didn’t come into town much. He went to a different school, so we didn’t know him well. Mom and Dad always kind of avoided that part of the family. Roger’s father, John, was Dad’s older brother, and he split from the family home when he was like sixteen or something. Got into lots of trouble. Stole from their parents, truant from school. When we were growing up, if we did something bad, Dad would always say, ‘Don’t end up a loser like your cousin.’”

“I remember that,” one of his sisters said with a sad smile. “I got the impression he was trying to shelter us from them.”

“Is Roger’s family still alive?”

Nicolas Tabor’s other daughter spoke up. “Uncle John died years ago. I think his wife remarried and moved away. There was a sister too. Fiona. She moved away years ago. Roger is the only one still in the area as far as I know.” 

“Did he know Bruce Galloway?”

The son stared at her a second. “Bruce who? Oh, you mean Dad’s second cousin? Didn’t know his last name, or if I did, I forgot. We hardly ever saw him. I don’t know. Maybe he did.”

“Did your cousin have any connection with Syke’s Crossing?”

“Up in Douglas County? I don’t think so.”

“That’s where he got busted,” one of the victim’s daughters said.

“In Syke’s Crossing?” Hailey asked.

“No, in Ava. Same county, though, and real close to Syke’s Crossing.”

Hailey thought for a minute. An estranged, criminal cousin who had bad blood with the first victim and might have known the second? She needed to check this out.

 

* * *

 

Unlike last time she came back to Missouri, this time, she had come prepared with a dashboard computer she could put in her rental car that could link to the FBI’s national crime database. It was only a matter of minutes before she was reading all about Roger Tabor’s numerous run-ins with the law.

The meth conviction, which earned him five years, had only been the most recent arrest. He had also been arrested for marijuana possession a few years back, before it had been made legal in the state, and had to face two different trials for drug offenses in which he got off for lack of evidence. She bet there were a whole bunch of juvenile offenses in the sealed record.

Since he was still on probation for the last conviction, the database had his current address at Pleasant Meadows Trailer Park, an isolated little settlement on a state road north of town.

Pleasant Meadows had a bad reputation as a hangout for criminals. Even as teenagers, they had been warned away from there. It was one of the few places in that part of the county where Hailey had never been. Alice had mentioned busting several people there over the years.

The parole sheet indicated that Roger Tabor worked at a convenience store right in front of the trailer park. Hailey didn’t remember there being a store up that way. Perhaps that was new.

As Hailey approached Pleasant Meadows along a winding county road through woods only occasionally broken by a small farm, she smiled at the irony of it. She always complained that nothing ever changed in Pleasant, and there was nothing to do, and now, she was finally about to see a place she hadn’t seen a thousand times before.

All to make a possible arrest in a double homicide.

Hopefully, I can get this over and done with quickly, so I can get back to Kent, and I can get back to Mindy.

The woods opened up, and past a field of low, unripe corn, she saw a cluster of about twenty trailer homes set up amid a sparse grove of trees. Pleasant Meadows was set back from the road a bit, and a small building stood at its entrance, a narrow gravel parking lot next to it. A sign read, “Pleasant Meadows General Store.”

Hailey took one hand off the steering wheel and checked her equipment, as she always did before getting into a potential confrontation. Beneath a light jacket the weather had turned too hot to wear comfortably, she had hidden a shoulder holster with a 9mm automatic. A pair of steel handcuffs were in a leather pouch clipped to her belt, and in her pockets were several plastic zip tie handcuffs. She had no pepper spray or baton like a regular cop. Those were for detaining less dangerous suspects. In her FBI experience with persons of interest, you either had a conversation or ended up in a gunfight. There was no in between.

As she parked between two banged-up, old pickups behind the general store, she wondered which kind of suspect Roger Tabor would turn out to be.

She got out and scanned the area. Pleasant Meadows Trailer Park looked even shabbier than she had imagined. The trailers were poorly maintained, with grubby windows and trash scattered between the units. She saw a child’s plastic tricycle, missing a wheel, stuck at an angle in the mud. Cigarette butts and plastic wrappers lay everywhere. A pair of women sat on lawn chairs smoking—rolled cigarettes or joints, Hailey was too far away to tell—and watched her with tired eyes. A man worked on the engine of an old Ford, glancing at her as well.

Hailey noted the back door to the general store, then rounded the building to go to the front. The shabby façade of splintered and loose shingles was decorated with a couple of signs. “Cigarettes and beer” and “Shoplifters will be shot.”

Law and order types? Somehow, I don’t think so.

She pushed open the door, a bell above her head jangling as the door moved it.

The interior was gloomy, with a couple of short aisles of dusty shelves filled with bags of chips, candy, and cans of motor oil. A large ice chest and a glass-fronted cooler full of beer stood along one wall. On the other was a magazine rack filled mostly with porno magazines.

People still buy porno mags?

Not only buy them but read them too. Roger Tabor sat behind the counter at the far end of the store, engrossed in the latest issue of Spank Magazine. He was bigger than his picture indicated, with broad shoulders and thick arms. Two other guys, dressed as bikers, stood nearby, talking, and drinking beer.

The three young men didn’t take much notice of her as she came in, although one of the bikers gave her body a quick up-and-down look.

Hailey checked them out, too, but in a different way. She saw a knife in a belt sheath of the guy who had ogled her and thought she saw one on the belt of the second biker, mostly hidden by a jean jacket. Plus, she bet Roger Tabor had something hidden behind that counter. Isolated shops liked this were frequent victims of holdups, and Tabor and his pals didn’t look like the kinds of people who would take that sort of thing lying down.

Suddenly, Hailey realized the vulnerability of her position. She had to bring a convicted felon in for questioning who had two big buddies hanging out with him.

Plus, no one knew she was here. In her impulse to get this case out of the way so she could get back to what she came to Pleasant to do, she had forgotten basic safety measures that all rookie agents have drilled into them from day one.

I really have to stop jumping into the fire like this.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Hailey pretended to browse the shelves as she examined Roger Tabor out of the corner of her eye. He looked like your typical small-town thug—dirty baseball cap, wifebeater t-shirt, and a face prematurely aged by partying and incarceration. After a glance in her direction, he had gone back to the porno mag.

“Hey, check this out,” he said to the two bikers lounging up front drinking beer. He held up the magazine so they could see. “Says here the dictator of North Korea has a harem of fifty cheerleaders.”

“Whoa,” one of the bikers. “I should become dictator of some place.”

“Last month, they had an interview with an ex-CIA agent who said most of the dictators in the Middle East have whole palaces full of chicks.”

Good Lord, he really does buy it for the articles.

Hailey decided to cut Roger Tabor’s education short. She had circled the whole store, spotted the fact that both bikers had knives on their belts, and that Tabor had no obvious weapons.

Outnumbered and alone, she’d have to rely on surprise.

She walked right up to them, cutting between the bikers and heading for the gap in the counter that would get her behind it.

“Is that the latest issue of Spank?” she asked, moving around the corner to look over Tabor’s shoulder, who was too stunned by her question to object to her coming behind the counter. The magazine had a grainy photo of a Third World dictator surrounded by teenage girls.

“Huh?” Tabor replied.

She glanced at the shelves behind the counter. Besides a couple of receipt rolls and a tin box, she saw a short wooden club and a can of pepper spray.

No guns. Good. At least none that are visible.

She dropped her ID onto the counter next to the magazine.

“Special Agent Hailey Rock of the FBI. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

The two bikers took a step back. One moved his hand toward the knife at his belt. She jerked her head in his direction and gave him a hard look.

“Don’t make me draw my gun. Stay where you are and don’t interfere.”

The two bikers, both twice her size, looked at her uncertainly.

She turned back to Roger Tabor, who had edged away from her. She pulled out her handcuffs.

“I’m taking you into custody. Stand up slowly and put your hands behind your back.”

The magazine flew up into her face. Hailey had a glimpse of bare flesh flashing amid the fluttering pages before she batted it away.

Tabor had already leapt out of his seat. Hailey reached for him, grabbed him by the collar with the tips of her fingers, only to feel him tug away and go for the back door.

“Stop!” Hailey shouted.

Tabor got around the counter. Hailey vaulted over it to cut him off …

… only to bump into one of the bikers. He didn’t try to hit her or constrain her, but he fumbled and pretended to slip, getting in her way.

“Move!” Hailey shoved him while hitting the outside of his ankle with her foot. He stumbled to the side and knocked over a display of potato chips. Hailey darted past him and was free.

Too late. Roger Tabor had burst out the back door and was gone.

Hailey hurried to follow, sparing a glance over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t about to get stabbed in the back. The two bikers stood in front of the counter watching her, not trying to interfere any more than they already had. Apparently, they’d only go so far with a federal agent.

Despite years of drug use, Tabor was fast. By the time Hailey got out of the back of the shop, he was a good ten yards ahead, pumping his arms as he sprinted for the trailer park.

Is he going for a vehicle or a gun?

Neither possibility was acceptable. Hailey put on a burst of speed and began to gain on him.

Tabor glanced over his shoulder, saw the danger, and decided on a different tactic.

He cut to the left, where a drainage ditch ran alongside the property. It was deep and wide, probably to drain the farmer’s field nearby.

Tabor took it in a single leap, his long legs stretching through the air as he sailed over the empty space, and just managed to make it to the other side, arms cartwheeling, almost doing a faceplant before righting himself and speeding up into a run again.

Hailey leapt right after him.

Halfway across the ditch, she got the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach that she wasn’t going to make it.

She saw herself arcing across the ditch, falling too fast, the side of the ditch coming up at her.

Her front foot hit the sloped side, slipped on the damp grass clinging to it, and she landed flat on the sloping bank of the ditch with a thud and a grunt of air being forced out of her lungs.

For a couple of seconds, she lay there, stunned, then she scrambled to her hands and knees, slipped, got coordinated, and managed to clamber up the side of the ditch to stand on level earth.

Now, Tabor was way ahead, almost to the first trailer home. The guy working on the engine had stood up to stare, and the two women in lawn chairs smoked and watched as well, with faces as impassive as if they were watching a gameshow on TV.

Cursing to herself, Hailey raced after him.

Then Hailey had a stroke of luck. Tabor looked over his shoulder at her and didn’t notice the beer bottle lying in the grass right in front of him.

His foot landed right on it, and as he tried to move forward, it shot out from under him, tipping him forward to land hard on his outstretched hands.

That’s all Hailey needed. Running for all she was worth, she got to him just as he struggled to his feet, his palms a mixture of dirt and blood.

Hailey threw herself at him in a tackle that brought him back down to the ground. His head thudded against the earth, stunning him for a precious couple of seconds as Hailey pulled his hands behind his back and cuffed him.

“Get off me! I didn’t do nothing!”

Hailey got him to his feet. “Roger Tabor, I’m detaining you for questioning in the murders of Nicolas Tabor and Bruce Galloway.”

“What? Uncle Nick was murdered? I didn’t kill him! And who the hell is Bruce Galloway?”

“Come on,” Hailey said, leading him back toward the store and trying to catch her breath.

The two bikers stepped out of the shop, blocking her way to the road and her car. They gave her a hostile look as their hands balled into fists.

She opened up her jacket to reveal her gun. They took half a step back.

“I could already arrest you for interfering with an arrest,” Hailey told the one who had gotten in her way.

“That was an accident!” the biker objected.

“Sure it was. Go back inside and get my ID, or I’m taking you to the station too. I left it on the counter just before you ‘accidentally’ committed a misdemeanor.”

The man meekly did what he was told. Missouri was a “three strikes” state, so perhaps he had two previous convictions. That seemed likely considering his attitude. Hailey kept one hand on Tabor’s shackles and the other close to her gun.

I really should search these three, but I don’t have any backup. Why do I always get myself into these situations? I’m too impulsive.

At least Graham will be here tonight. He always makes me calmer for some reason.

The biker returned with her ID. Hailey gave him a sharp look and took Tabor to her rental car.

“I didn’t do anything,” he repeated.

“We’ll see about that down at the station.”

 

* * *

 

Half an hour later at the station in Pleasant, Hailey was beginning to have doubts.

She had handcuffed Roger Tabor to a chair in Pleasant’s police station and sheriff’s office, a large, one-room place where Daria Walker, the secretary, tapped away on an ancient desktop, keeping her back turned and her gray head down. In her many years of service, she had never shown any interest in the suspects, preferring to do her job in professional silence. There was no separate interrogation room. She must have heard a lot of interesting conversations over the years.

Hailey and Chief of Police Elmer Gaffney, a heavyset man in his mid-sixties who could still manage a brief but impressive sprint to take down suspects, stood over the convict, peppering him with questions.

Roger Tabor had gotten over his initial set of nerves and defiantly claimed his innocence.

“Then why did you run?” Hailey asked.

“The law has it out for me. Always bothering me, claiming I did stuff I didn’t.”

“The law has it out for you because you served a five-year stretch for meth,” Elmer snapped. His sister had been killed in a crash with a trucker hopped up on amphetamines, and he had a zero tolerance for drugs.

“That was a set up.”

“Sure it was,” Hailey said. “Where were you last night?”

“I worked at the shop until closing. We close at ten. Then I was with Rianna, my girlfriend. She lives in Pleasant.”

“And I suppose this girlfriend will vouch for you?”

“Sure she will.” Hailey’s doubt must have been clear on her face because he quickly added, “but you don’t have to believe me. Check out her door camera. She got one after a guy tried to break in a couple of years back. Freaked her out. Thought she was going to get assaulted. So, she got a door cam. The thing has like a month of footage stored online.”

“And what about the night of the sixth?” Elmer asked about the night Nicolas Tabor was murdered.

The prisoner shrugged. “Not sure. That was like two weeks ago. I was probably over at Rianna’s, though. I’m there most nights. Check the footage.”

“We’ll do that,” Elmer said. “We also have an officer checking your trailer. We going to find anything interesting in there?”

Roger Tabor treated them to a smug smile. “Nope.”

Those two bikers, Hailey thought. They probably cleared everything out.

“Give us your girlfriend’s address,” Hailey said.

This wasn’t going well. If his confidence was real and not a façade, then he knew he appeared on that door cam. Those units logged date and time, so if he did appear on the nights of the murder, it would make it hard for him to have done it. Of course, he could have slipped out a window or something, but those cameras usually took in the driveway and a section of road as well, so his car might be visible.

There was also the question of motive. Would someone on parole really commit a double homicide? He was estranged, so he wasn’t going to be in his uncle’s will, and they had found no strong link to Galloway. Tabor claimed he didn’t even know his distant relative.

This whole thing was falling apart.

Elmer looked over her shoulder and his face fell.

“Aw, hell,” he muttered.

Hailey turned. Her older sister had just entered the building. Alice took one look at the suspect handcuffed to a chair, then at Hailey.

“What’s going on?” she demanded.

“I arrested Roger Tabor on suspicion. He’s estranged from the family and related to both victims. He’s got a record of—”

“I know his record,” Alice snapped, “What I don’t know is why you think you can make an arrest in my jurisdiction!”

Hailey felt a spike of fear, shame, and rage, like every time her older sister bawled her out. She controlled herself, and with an effort, replied in a level voice, “I’m a federal agent. I can make arrests anywhere in the United States.”

“Yeah, but you’re supposed to inform local law enforcement. You sure as hell didn’t do that. Elmer, did she inform you?”

The chief of police looked like he wanted to sink through the floor. On the other side of the room, the secretary typed faster. Both were well acquainted with the Rock family’s sibling rivalry.

“Well, no. Hailey was in a hurry.”

“So much of a hurry that she went alone to the worst area of Taney County to arrest a convicted felon alone? That’s smart. Real smart!”

“It went fine,” Hailey said, deciding not to mention the two bikers. “Now, we need to keep him in custody on suspicion and go check on his testimony.”

“I’ll do that. You go back to your vacation with Kent.”

“Kent?” Elmer said.

It looked like the chief of police was one of the few people in town who didn’t know they were spending time together.

“Kent can wait,” Hailey said. “I’ve been assigned to this case. Graham is coming down tonight.”

Alice clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes. “Just what we need! Me and Elmer can process this guy and check on whatever story he gave you. You want to work background, work background. Use all the voodoo profiling nonsense you feds like to do. In the meantime, stay out of my way.”

Alice stormed off. Elmer gave Hailey an apologetic look.

Hailey sighed and shook her head. Her investigation had just become a whole lot harder.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Two down. Vengeance was turning out to be pretty easy.

Why hadn’t he done this before? He already felt more peaceful, like the massive debt the world owed him had eased a little.

About time too. He’d been carrying the weight of that unpaid debt for far too long.

He lit a cigarette and rocked slowly on the porch swing in the house where he lived alone. The little country lane where his house stood was quiet. He heard someone laugh over on the next property, the sudden sound filtering through the trees. A young boy of about nine pedaled by on a bike. He watched the kid move past until he rounded a corner and disappeared.

Such a good age. So innocent. So much happiness and joy. He hoped that kid wouldn’t have anything spoil the best years of his life.

No chance of that today. It didn’t feel tense and alert, not like when the town was terrified by the Scarecrow Killer.

What a nutcase! Sure, according to the news, the poor guy had a terrible childhood, but why take that out on other people, innocent people? If the Scarecrow Killer had strung up his old man like a scarecrow, that would be understandable, but a bunch of young women who had nothing to do with it?

Crazy.

Not like him. He had a reason to kill.

Justice. A way to balance the universe. Taking away those who should have been taken in order to balance out the loss of those who shouldn’t have.

He did not expect other people to understand, and so he had to be careful. He wasn’t displaying the bodies like Scarecrow Man, and he wasn’t taking unnecessary risks.

Hanging them up like scarecrows? That was sick. No, he just gave them a two-by-four across the head the way they were supposed to die and left it at that.

A two-by-four …

He shuddered.

Huddled in the storm shelter, the wind howling past the open door. Blinking his eyes as grit blew into them, he shouted out to her, begging her to get to safety.

He could see her, struggling to make it to him. Why had she left the shelter in the first place? They had been safe. The wind buffeted her. She bent over so much against its force that she was practically crawling.

Again and again, he called her name, eyes welling with tears not from the grit, but from the fear that she would never make it.

She never did.

The wind picked up, sounding like the roar of a locomotive. He could see objects flying through the air—branches, trash, roof tiles …

… and then a two-by-four that hit her in the side of her head.

With gut-wrenching clarity, he saw the side of her head cave in, her neck snap to an unnatural angle, and her body thump to the ground.

And now, years later, he buried his face in his hands, eyes welling with tears once again, wishing he could blank out that horrible vision.

There was only one way. Justice. That would make the vision fade forever.

 

* * *

 

“Oh my God! Hailey! I’m so glad you made it!”

Sandra Wallach gave her a big hug as Hailey stepped out of her car at Sandra’s property.

Sandra had married a successful attorney, because of course she did, and they lived in one of the biggest houses in Pleasant, an enormous, fake, plantation-style home complete with columns along the front porch. Hailey suspected Sandra would have put out a lawn jockey if she thought she could get away with it. A set of floodlights illuminated a row of barbeques set up on the front lawn, and most of the people from the class reunion hung around them, chomping on spare ribs and burgers and drinking beer under the stars. The weather had held all day. Another storm was predicted for before dawn, however. In southern Missouri during storm season, bad weather came in waves, with stormfronts passing by at regular intervals. Hailey’s former classmates had been lucky to get in all of today’s fun during a window of good weather.

Hailey suspected Sandra and her husband had set up the barbeques out front in order to show off to her neighbors, most of whom had equally oversized houses. Or maybe the backyard was taken up by a swimming pool.

A woot and a splash from the back of the house confirmed that. Hailey still thought Sandra was showing off by having the barbeque out front.

“It’s too bad you missed the float. It was awesome! Come on. Kent’s right over there.” Sandra let out a squeal of fake delight and pulled her along to where Kent was chatting with a couple of their old classmates. “Yoo-hoo! Kent! Look who’s here!”

Kent turned, and his face lit up. “You made it,” he said, stepping over to meet her. Hailey’s heart warmed at the enthusiasm in his voice and cringed at the surprise in it.

Maybe he was feeling just as uncertain about this whole thing as she was.

Kent checked that no one was close, saw that Sandra had already let out another squeal and embraced one of the aging cheerleaders, and turned back to Hailey.

“Everything OK?” he said in a low voice.

“Yeah. Work stuff. Sorry.”

He grinned. “Well, you’re here now. You hungry?”

“Starving.”

Hailey had seen enough death in her job that she could go straight from a murder scene to a barbeque and still keep her appetite. Sometimes she wished she hadn’t become so accustomed to the dark side of life. It was a survival technique in her line of work, but it did drive a wedge between her and normal people. There was no way she could really describe what she did to a kind, down-to-earth guy like Kent. He couldn’t understand. Hailey was glad he couldn’t understand.

“Sandra and Mike have put out a hell of a spread. What do you want?”

“A hamburger and a soda.”

“You don’t want beer?”

“Oh, Hailey’s too good for beer. Don’t they all drink wine in D.C.?” This was from one of the cheerleaders.

“I can’t drink on the job,” Hailey said.

She immediately wanted to bite back her words.

Too late. Kent, the cheerleader, and two or three others nearby had all heard.

“Work? Is, like, the DEA doing a bust down here?” the cheerleader asked.

“I’m with the FBI. We’re just doing some background on an old case.”

Well, I am.

“The Scarecrow case?” someone asked.

She had their attention now. Hailey would have preferred going back to being ignored.

“I can’t really talk about it. It’s a cold case. From years ago. Nothing to worry about.”

Alice is right about not causing a panic and bringing the press down here. But how long can we keep that up?

One of the guys gave her a sympathetic look. “Is it …?”

He didn’t have to finish his sentence. He meant Mindy. Everyone, of course, knew about her little sister’s disappearance. Mindy was the phantom that hovered over every conversation Hailey had had in Pleasant for ten years now.

“No,” she said, too quickly and too loudly. “It’s something else. Nothing you need to worry about.”

Oh crap, I just lied to the public. Twice in two sentences.

Because they might need to worry about it. The serial killer was escalating. She felt sure of it.

Except those two murders were so specific, would they go after any of these people? Were they all too young? Did living with other people protect them?

“Here you go!” Kent announced with a bow and a fake French accent. “One hamburger and one soda, just like you ordered, mademoiselle.”

“Thank you, garcon,” she said with a curtsey. “So, how was the float trip?”

Hailey couldn’t care less about the float trip, but Kent had deliberately intruded on an uncomfortable conversation in order to get everyone to change the subject. He was good that way. She wasn’t about to let an opportunity like that go to waste.

“It was all right. Wish you could have been there.” Was that a note of annoyance in his voice? “Ike tipped over because he was drunk, and Harry and Robert had to pull him out.”

“The two swim team champions? Well, at least he was in good hands.”

“You haven’t seen Robert lately, have you? He’s got a beer belly the size of Arkansas.”

“So, he’s not beating any state records anymore, huh?”

Kent smiled. “It helps him float.”

Hailey vaguely remembered Kent and Robert getting into a fistfight in freshman year. She couldn’t remember about what, not that it mattered. Kent and Robert would remember, though. Everyone remembered things like that in this town.

Hailey’s phone buzzed. She checked it as a flicker of irritation passed over Kent’s face.

Graham.

“Sorry. Work.”

The cheerleader looked over her shoulder from another conversation.

Damn, why can’t I be invisible like I used to be?

It was a text. “Landed. Got the rental car. I’ll be at the Motel 6 in less than two hours.”

A profound sense of relief washed over her. Hailey paused and considered that reaction. Why was she feeling that? The barbeque wasn’t that bad. Sure, everyone was being superficial and nosy, but she had handled that sort of thing for years when she still lived here.

Was it Kent? He was looking at her as she still held her phone, waiting for an explanation.

“Sorry. Just my partner.”

“Some trouble back in DC?”

Hailey took a deep breath. He’d know sooner or later anyway. Sooner, actually. This was Pleasant.

“He’s coming down tonight.”

Kent’s face fell. “Oh. Is that case you went out of town for causing trouble?”

Ugh. At least he kept his voice down.

“Yeah. There’s some stuff we need to do,” Hailey said. “Don’t worry. I still have time to hang out. It’ll be fine.”

She didn’t believe that, and it looked like Kent had his doubts too.

Damn. Everything was great this morning and then a case comes along and ruins it.

Or can I really blame the case? Hailey wondered as Kent started chattering away about the float trip again, telling some funny anecdote Hailey laughed to at all the right places without really paying attention. I mean, the case came as a relief. Graham coming here came as a relief too. That’s not the case’s fault, that’s coming from you.

Oh, hell. Am I getting cold feet already?

The answer was unavoidable. She’d been having doubts from the start.

Damn it, why did she have to make everything so complicated? Why couldn’t she just fly in, have some fun with a cute guy, and enjoy her life?

Because it wasn’t that simple. She knew it, and Kent should know it too.

He acted like he didn’t, though. Just threw himself back into an old relationship with a high school level of enthusiasm.

That meant she had to be very, very careful not to hurt his feelings.

Because whatever this complex relationship led to, she still cared deeply about him. That had never changed, and it would never change.

The questions was—what were her feelings? She still hadn’t sorted those out.

And she didn’t have time to do that, not with a case kicking into high gear.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

When Graham opened the door to his room at the Motel 6 on Pleasant’s business loop, Hailey could have almost sobbed with relief. For the past two days, she had felt like she had been surrounded by strangers. Not real strangers as in people unknown to her, but once-familiar individuals changed by time and distance into unknowable entities. Even Kent, with the divorce he never talked about, and Alice, who she had known all her life but barely spoke to anymore.

“Glad you could make it,” she said, rushing into the hotel room like shelter from a storm.

Graham cocked an eyebrow. “You all right?”

Hailey paused. She had said that with a bit more emotion than normal, hadn’t she?

“Just tired. I don’t like getting sideswiped with a potential serial killing when I’m supposed to be on vacation.”

Graham sat on the bed. It was a double-occupancy room, and so Hailey sat on the bed opposite as they spoke.

“I did some research on the drive down here,” Graham said. “Good thing I didn’t get pulled over for using my phone while driving.”

“Tsk tsk,” Hailey said with a smile. She was already feeling more relaxed.

“I know. Your sister would have loved to have given me a ticket to get at you.”

Hailey chuckled. Even the mention of her sister couldn’t dampen her mood. It felt good being back with someone who understood her.

“So, Galloway and Tabor were killed during a severe storm warning. Maybe the perp used the storms as cover? I’ve never lived in tornado country, but I’m guessing everyone stays indoors, right? No witnesses.”

“That’s true, and there’s a reason for that. In these storms, we get a lot of branches and trees falling down, flooded roads, crosswinds that can make you lose control of your car. Not to mention lightning and actual tornados. The timing of the killings means our perp is willing to risk his life to take a life.”

“Interesting. Perhaps he’s a thrill killer with a fetish for storms?”

“Maybe. We need to find the root cause if we’re going to find him. Not sure what that could be, though.”

“Any suspects?”

“We took in an initial suspect. Looks like he’s got an alibi, though. Alice is checking on that.”

She decided not to mention her and her big sister’s public blowup. Graham had seen enough of those already.

“You eaten?” Graham asked.

“Yeah. You?”

“I got some Chinese takeaway in a little town I passed through. My stomach hates me now.”

“Chinese takeaway in the Ozarks? You got what you deserved.”

“Big time,” Graham said with a grunt. He checked his watch. “Well, it’s getting late. I’m not sure what else we can do tonight. I’m going to hit the sack.”

Graham stood, as if to escort her out the door. A sudden wave of fatigue weighed her down. She had not slept well the night before, and then the tension of a new case, dealing with her sister, dealing with Kent, and dealing with all those fake smiles from her old classmates, made her body feel like lead and her mind feel like it was stuffed with cotton balls.

“Graham, would you mind if I took this spare bed tonight?”

She was already kicking off her shoes before Graham had a chance to answer.

“Um, sure, if you want. Aren’t you staying with a friend?”

“I’m too tired to deal with him at the moment. Or anyone. I just need to sleep.”

Graham gave her a funny look that she barely saw through hooded eyes. She was already getting into bed fully clothed.

“Him? Uh, OK. Is there anything you, um, need?”

“I always keep an overnight bag in the car, just like you do. I’ll get it in a minute.”

A minute later, she was sound asleep.

 

* * *

 

It was three o’clock in the morning, and Gus Hinkson couldn’t sleep. He’d been an insomniac for all his fifty-eight years and had gotten accustomed to sleeping in two-hour stretches throughout the day. Good thing he was a freelance website designer and SEO expert. No boss breathing down his neck at the office from nine to five. As long as he made his deadlines, he could take a nap or stay up whenever he wanted.

So, here he was in the dead of night, yet another storm thundering outside the window of his home office, working on a website for an automotive parts store in Jefferson City.

With every minute, the thunder drew closer, a series of deep rumbles that drowned out the hiss of the rain. Good thing he had a surge protector. A must in tornado country. He should really get a backup generator too. His house was way out on a county road in the middle of nowhere several miles outside of Pleasant. Made for cheap real estate, but if the lines went down, no one would fix them until the next morning. At least he had his work automatically backed up on the cloud.

Gus leaned back and rubbed his eyes behind his thick glasses. While he had grown accustomed to sleepless nights, nothing could convince his eyes that this sort of life was normal.

Nothing could convince Beatrice this was normal either. She’d left him a couple of years ago.

“When I said I wanted a quiet life, I didn’t mean a boring one!”

Now, she lived in Little Rock and hardly called.

Gus had to admit his life had become a lonely one. Sure, he had the St. Louis Science Fiction Society meetings every month, and he was on the board of directors for their annual convention, plus he had a fun tabletop gaming group here in Pleasant, but all that wasn’t quite enough. He would have liked it if he and Beatrice had kids. Now that that was obviously never going to happen, a girlfriend would be nice.

Fat chance. Get back to work.

He adjusted his glasses and tried to focus on the screen. Lightning flashed, and something caught his eye out the window.

His home office looked out over his backyard. Nothing to see but a shed and a line of poplars marking the boundary between his property and a farmer’s field. The flickering bolt illuminated the field in a garish light, putting the thin, evenly spaced trees in stark silhouette. 

A shape in between those trees caught his eye.

A moment later, the flash ended, and the outside went dark, and all he saw was his own reflection in the black window. A roll of thunder followed the lightning.

What had that been between the poplars?

“Probably nothing,” he muttered. “You should get some sleep.”

Yeah, right. He could tell he wouldn’t nod off until dawn, when the rest of the world was waking up. He’d probably sleep until nine or ten, get back up, and not nap again until midafternoon.

Such was his life.

“Maybe Beatrice was right. Maybe I should get out more,” he said to himself.

He talked to himself a lot. A habit born of solitude.

“Yeah. You definitely need to get out more,” he repeated.

Easier said than done. His one venture onto an online dating site had been an embarrassing disappointment. No one contacted him, and no one replied to his messages.

Well, he did get an ad for beautiful Russian women who wanted to meet him. He had deleted that one. He may be a recluse, but he had his pride. No visa brides for him.

Lightning flashed outside his window a second time. He glanced outside and swore he saw a human shape standing between the poplars.

No, not standing between the poplars. Between the poplars and his house.

The flash winked out, and once again, he found himself staring at nothing but a darkened window.

For a minute, Gus sat frozen in his chair. His insomnia occasionally played tricks with his eyes, especially in the early hours of the morning. That had seemed pretty real, though.

He felt a prickling all over his skin, like when he had been a little kid, lying wide awake in the early hours, afraid of ghosts.

Gus wasn’t afraid of ghosts anymore, but after that maniac running loose around Pleasant, and then another one in Ozark County, he was afraid of his neighbors.

Not that he had any arguments with any of them, but those two killers showed him there were a lot of sick people in the Ozarks.

The thunder rocking the house galvanized him into action. He sprang out of his chair and hurried to his bedroom, where he pulled his shotgun out of his closet. He may have been a gamer and a recluse, but he knew how to shoot. He was pretty good too. Blasting away at bottles in the backyard was the only way a bookish kid like him could earn approval from his tobacco-chewing, beer-swilling, blue-collar dad.

He checked the shotgun was loaded, pumped it to get a shell in the chamber, and moved to his back door.

Another roll of thunder. He had missed the lightning flash. Too bad. He would have liked to have seen what he was getting into.

Checking the safety was off, he moved to the back door. He switched off the hallway light, unlocked the door, and eased it open a crack.

The light from his office the next room over faintly illuminated his backyard, or at least what little he could see of it from his vantage point. He didn’t see anyone.

Maybe it was Ted, the farmer whose field lay past the poplars? But why would he be out in this muck? The rain was absolutely sheeting down, and only city folk hung out near a bunch of trees in a lightning storm.

And why would he come onto his lawn?

Maybe he had lost an animal or something.

Or maybe it wasn’t Ted at all.

He kicked the back door open like he was in a video game and ducked around the corner, aiming his shotgun, only to find he was aiming it at nothing. He swung around to check the other side. Nothing.

Stepping back into the doorway to keep from getting soaked, he gave the backyard a long look. A flash of lightning helped.

No sign of anyone.

So, it had been a trick, an illusion created by a combination of his weary mind, tired eyes, and bad seeing conditions.

Well, it was always good to check. He closed the back door, locked it, and turned around …

… and froze.

A man stood there, dripping wet, a two-by-four in his hand.

Gus raised his shotgun just as the heavy wood hit him upside the head. His ears filled with a roar. Gus wasn’t sure if it was thunder, his shotgun, or his own skull caving in. Vaguely, he felt himself fall to the floor. His vision blurred. Gus tried to aim his weapon, only to realize he didn’t have it anymore.

Then a blinding pain, and nothing more.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Hailey awoke to the sound of the shower running. Without opening her eyes, she rolled over and smiled, enjoying the lulling sound and the alluring mental image of Kent in the shower.

She hadn’t seen him naked since high school. Had he changed much? He hadn’t gained much weight, at least, but she supposed he had more chest hair. Ah well, chest hair wasn’t a bad thing.

Her eyes snapped open as she remembered that she had never made it back to Kent’s place last night.

A modest hotel room greeted her, not Kent’s guest bedroom.

Hailey ran her hand along her body and realized she had slept in her clothing, leaving it rumpled and her uncomfortable. She hadn’t fallen asleep with a bra on since those epic parties in university. It left her chest sore. At least she didn’t have a hangover to add to it.

With a groan, she sat up, her head feeling muzzy. Graham was still taking a shower. For a moment, she sat on the edge of her bed, collecting her thoughts and remembering the previous night. Graham had wanted to go to bed and the prospect of returning to Kent and her whole life in Pleasant had made her first psychologically weary and then physically so.

That had pulled her down into bed with no care about what Graham might think. This room was a little bubble of not-Pleasant in the middle of Pleasant, and all Hailey had wanted to do was stay in it. She hadn’t even gotten her overnight bag from her rental car. Her mouth felt fuzzy from not having brushed her teeth.

“When was the last time I did this?” she muttered to herself as the shower turned off. Now, she could hear rain pattering on the window beyond the curtain.

She used to do this a lot when she was a teenager. If school and her family got to be too much, she’d nod off. Usually, it would happen in the evening, a way to cut short family time. Hailey would fall asleep at nine or eight or even seven, and sleep until it was time to go to school again.

After Mindy disappeared, it got worse. She could sleep through most of a weekend. Sometimes, she would even nod off in class. During those long sleeps, she would never dream, and the sleep was so heavy that it left her listless and with a blank mind.

Before Mindy disappeared, her family used to tease her about it. “Hey, lazy bones, nice that you decided to see a little bit of Saturday!” After Mindy disappeared and her sleeping episodes grew more common and longer, her family never brought it up. It was obvious what caused it, and to discuss it would be the same as discussing Mindy.

And no one ever discussed Mindy. Even her photographs had vanished from the mantlepiece after it became clear that she was not coming home.

The episodes ended as soon as she moved away for university, like an illness washed out of her system by a massive injection of antibiotics. So, why was she having this now?

The investigation. Coming back here to investigate Mindy’s disappearance.

After her little sister was abducted, Hailey would spend her waking hours looking all over for her, riding her bike as far as she could, or getting Kent to take her for long drives all around the county, hoping against hope to catch a glimpse of that vanished little girl. While Kent must have known what was up, he never said anything and never complained.

And now I’m back in Taney County, looking for her and dating Kent. It’s like I’m seventeen again.

Oh God, Kent. I didn’t even call him last night!

She searched for her phone, found it still in her pocket, the corner rubbing against a sore spot on her thigh, and pulled it out.

As she dreaded, there were five missed calls and three messages from him.

The first message was from shortly after she had gone to meet Graham.

10:45 p.m. “Hope Graham got in OK. See you soon!”

11:30 p.m. “Everything all right? You’re not picking up. The case send you off somewhere?”

1:05 a.m. “Bad storm. Did you end up staying with your folks? See you tomorrow I guess.”

Hailey gritted her teeth. She had a very awkward conversation coming up this morning.

She noticed there were no other messages. Alice hadn’t given her any updates to the case. Neither had Elmer, but Alice had probably said she’d do it and then didn’t. Hailey wouldn’t put it past her.

Graham came out of the bathroom, toweling his hair dry but already wearing his slacks and a dress shirt. A gentleman as always.

“You all right?” he asked. He’d been asking that a lot lately.

“Yeah. Just exhausted. I need to go get changed.”

“All right. Let’s get breakfast at that diner your friend and his dad runs. What’s it called?”

“Arnold’s.”

“Yeah, they have good stuff. How about I meet you there?”

Kent had already told her he had to work the breakfast and lunch shift and had promised “something special” for the afternoon. The last thing she wanted to do was to see him right now. In fact, Graham’s spare bed was looking inviting again. Sleeping until tomorrow seemed like a good plan.

But no. She had to face the music. She’d send an apologetic text on her way over to Kent’s house, have a quick shower and change, and then go to the diner and see him. With Graham there, the conversation would stay civil. In fact, Kent would probably not bring up her absence at all.

And that’s just how she wanted it because she couldn’t explain her absence any more than he could.

 

* * *

 

One hour and an apologetic text message later, she showed up at Arnold’s Diner.

The diner looked like it had popped out of a time warp from the seventies, complete with chrome fittings and red, fake leather upholstery. On the walls hung dozens of framed, yellowing newspaper articles from The Pleasant Daily Courier about past victories of the Bruins, the high school football team. Kent’s dad and the diner’s founder, Arnold McDonald, starred in a lot of them, staring at the camera with a handsome, rugged face of a different era. Arnold had been the star quarterback and even went to Mizzou on a football scholarship. Injuries kept him from the NFL, and so he had come back to establish a diner in the hometown that loved him.

Now, his son, Kent, ran the diner, and Kent looked seriously pissed.

He stood behind the counter, pouring some orange juice for a middle-aged jogger, and glared at Hailey when she came in.

That glare only lasted a second. He composed himself and managed a terse, “Good morning.”

Arnold, sitting at the end of the counter with a couple of farmers, nodded to her and immediately looked away.

“Good morning,” she said to Kent. “Did you get my text?”

“I am so sorry. The case kept me late. I know I should have called, but I ended up falling asleep at the Motel 6. xxoo”

She had debated whether or not to include the “xxoo” and decided she owed him that much at least.

“Yeah. Looks like work never leaves you alone.”

Was that resentment for her work or for her? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that Kent had every right to feel angry.

Graham sat at a corner booth, the remains of breakfast next to him, and his laptop open. He gave her a wave. Hailey waved back and then reached over to grab Kent’s hand to give it a squeeze.

“Sorry.”

“It’s all right,” he said in a tone that showed it wasn’t. “What do you want for breakfast?”

“The special,” she said, squeezing his hand again. “From my special guy.”

That came out corny, but Kent seemed to like it.

“Coming right up,” he said in a softer voice. “Your partner is waiting for you.”

She turned and caught Graham quickly looking away from them and back at his computer.

Hailey flushed. Why should she feel embarrassed about showing Kent some affection?

She put that thought out of her mind as she walked up to Graham.

“I’ve been doing some background work over Kent’s bottomless coffee cup,” he said. “He’s been refilling it so much I don’t think I’ll sleep for a week. Anyway, I’ve been following the storm link, and I found something interesting. Both victims had articles written about them in The Pleasant Daily Courier.”

“Please keep your voice down. We’re not officially down here investigating a pair of murders.”

“They haven’t told the public?” Graham said in a low voice.

“They don’t want a panic. They can’t keep a lid on it for long, though. So, both victims were in the paper? What for?”

“Yeah. Apparently, there was a big tornado here back in 1996. Killed three people.”

“I know. I remember that.”

“Oh, right, of course you do. Did anybody you know get hurt?”

“A kid in my class got cut up when a branch smashed through his window and glass flew everywhere.”

“Ouch. Poor kid. He shouldn’t have been by the window.”

“He wasn’t. He was sheltering in the hallway. The glass broke with such strength that the shards flew out of the room, ricocheted off a metal filing cabinet, and cut him all over.” 

“Damn. Well, he got off lucky judging from what I’ve been reading. The paper’s online archives don’t have much from the nineties, but it looks like they scanned all their coverage from the 1996 tornado and its cleanup. Galloway is featured because a tree fell on the doors of his storm shelter and trapped him inside. Tabor got in the paper because he had to leave his storm shelter when his cat bolted out. Chased it down, grabbed it by some miracle, and then had to shelter in his garage. The storm tore the roof off the garage but left him and the cat unscathed. Check out this headline, ‘Cat Donates One of its Nine Lives to Caring Owner.’”

“That’s small-town journalism for you. Now that you mention it, I kind of remember both those stories. They got overshadowed by the deaths, though. Interesting that both would be people who came close to being killed and then got killed during other storms. That can’t be coincidence.”

They fell silent as Kent came over with a cup of black coffee and a plate of food—hash browns, scrambled eggs, bacon, and a single tomato half as a nod to modern health advice. 

“Here you go,” Kent said. “You’re probably having too much vegan crap back East, but in my place, you eat like a Missouri girl.”

“That’s the same thing I ordered,” Graham said. “So, am I a Missouri girl too?”

Kent laughed and elbowed him. “You’re not tough enough to be a Missouri girl. We raise them tough around here. So, do you folks need anything else?”

“No, this should be good,” Hailey said. “Thanks, Kent.”

“I’m all caffeinated out,” Graham said.

Kent stood there for a moment. Hailey nodded to him. Kent hesitated a moment longer, took the hint, and headed back to the counter.

But not before Hailey registered the irritation on his face.

Damn it.

Hailey ate a half-hearted couple of bites, mulling over what her partner had discovered. Something, an old memory, tugged at the back of her mind, something Dad had complained about.

A single line he had grumbled over dinner one night echoed down the years to her.

“That idiot on the news got it all wrong! How could he get it all wrong?”

Who had he been saying that about?

The weatherman!

Hailey had been too young to have been paying attention to the news herself, but now she recalled that all the adults had complained about the weatherman from the local TV station just before the Tornado of ’96 saying the worst of the front would pass them by and that all they’d get was a hard rainstorm.

Instead, a massive twister tore through town, destroying millions of dollars of property, killing three people, and sending a couple dozen more to the hospital. 

What was his name?

“Did you find any articles about the local weatherman getting his prediction wrong?” she asked her partner.

“No. Let me check again.” He tapped on the search engine for a minute and then shook his head. “Nope. Nothing.”

Hailey turned in her seat. “Hey, Arnold! What was that weatherman’s name who screwed up the ’96 storm prediction?”

“You mean Pleasant’s official Son of a Bitch? That would be Bob Didier.”

“I usually spit when I hear that name,” one of the farmers with him grumbled. “I won’t out of respect for the health code.”

“I’m glad you didn’t, but I wouldn’t blame you if you did,” Arnold told him.

“They must have burned him alive in the paper,” Hailey said.

Arnold laughed. “Oh God, did they! I still remember the headline. ‘The Little Weatherman Who Couldn’t.’ And that wasn’t the only one. Elmer had to escort him out of town. Stayed in a motel in Springfield for a couple of weeks until people calmed down. Still lives outside of Pleasant, I think, but he does his shopping elsewhere. He knows better than to show his face around here.”

“Everybody laughed at that guy,” the farmer who chose not to spit confirmed, “and not in a good way.”

Hailey and Graham traded a look. If anyone would carry bad feelings about the tornado of ’96, it would be the weatherman, Bob Didier. It was coming back to her, not just the outrage at the time, but the lingering resentment. Didier basically got blamed for it and ostracized. Hailey was surprised he still lived in the area. She would have liked to have asked why but decided not to pursue the matter because Arnold and his crowd were already giving them curious looks.

“I’m going to eat my breakfast, and we should get going,” Hailey told her partner in a low voice.

“To see this guy?” Graham asked.

“Yeah, but first let’s check out the paper. I got some questions for them. I think we’re getting to the heart of our perpetrator’s motivation.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

To Graham, Tate Michum looked like the epitome of a small-town newspaper editor. A heavyset man in his fifties, he wore thick, horn-rimmed glasses that were decades out of style, a wrinkled dress shirt that wasn’t properly tucked in, and had a pencil stuck behind his ear.

Who still did that? Graham couldn’t remember anyone sticking a pencil behind their ear since his shop teacher back in middle school.

“Oh yes, I remember Bob Didier. I was only a part-time reporter back then, when old Frank Jansen was in charge, God rest his soul. It was just the two of us, like how it’s just me and Heather now. You met Heather? She works down at the yarn shop and writes a couple of articles a week and helps with the layout. She’s better at all that computer stuff than I am. Back when I started, it was all cut and paste and blue pencils and pica poles. My, how times change.”

“That’s very interesting, sir, but could you tell us a bit more about what happened with Bob Didier and the tornado? Hailey here was still a kid, and I’m not from here.”

“Oh, sure. Well, Hailey can tell you all about the storm. Just about anyone can. I could tell you a million stories. The twister came right through the edge of town. You know that clocktower on the courthouse? Dates all the way back to 1898. Well, some folks from Little Rock had come up to repair it. Not many people know how to work on those big clocks these days. They had been adjusting it and had loosened the hands in order to remove them for cleaning or whatever they were fixing to do. Then the storm came, and they skedaddled. Well, the wind got so strong it ripped off both hands. The minute hand went through the window of an office building a street away and wrecked a meeting room. The hour hand stuck in the ground over at the municipal cemetery like a lawn dart. Sank right into old Will Terrence’s grave. Stuck into his chest like a stake into a vampire’s heart. Some joked it couldn’t have happened to a better person, but I never speak ill of the dead. No. Then over at the senior home—”

Graham cut him off. “That’s very interesting, sir, but could you tell us more about Bob Didier?”

On the way over, Hailey had warned him the editor liked to talk. 

The editor laughed and wagged a finger at him. “Oh, you could be a reporter, son. Getting straight to the point like some big city paper. We do things a bit more casual around here.” Graham’s face must have betrayed his impatience because the man quickly went on. “Anyway. Bob Didier. Worked for the local TV station. You don’t need to ask which one because we only got one. There’s a repeater up on one of the hills outside of town so we can draw in the other stations, but in stormy conditions, the reception was pretty bad, so everyone watched the local. And everyone relied on Bob Didier to give them an accurate weather forecast. Our mistake.”

The editor’s jovial face turned bitter.

“So, he came on the news, and everyone tuned in. The same affiliate also owns the local radio station, so his report got simulcast. No Internet back then except dialup and hardly anyone had it. We’re slow to adopt that sort of thing around here. Anyway, he comes on all cheerful and happy and said that the National Weather Service was unclear about the storm’s path and predicted a sixty percent chance that it would form a tornado. He did his own calculations and predicted it would hit south of Harrison in Boone County. That’s the county in Arkansas just south of here. Harrison is pretty far, and with all the hills between us and there, he said we wouldn’t get much more than a heavy rainfall and some stiff winds. He also said there was zero chance of it turning into a tornado. That’s what he said. Zero chance.”

The editor shook his head, pulled the pencil from behind his ear, and twiddled with it. “Well, you already know how wrong that was. The tornado tore through the edge of town and a lot of people got caught unprepared. We trusted Didier, you see. I sure did. I was out and about taking pictures of the storm to put in that week’s edition when the wind really started to pick up. Boy, it came on fast, faster than any other storm I’ve been through, and I’ve been through a lot of ‘em. I had to run into the old civil defense bomb shelter under the courthouse. A bunch of people downtown did. Just as I got there, I could hear the twister touch down. Well, I might have been an eager young reporter, but I sure wasn’t going to try to get a picture of that. I got down in that bomb shelter and stayed put as I listened to the storm up above. I even heard those clock hands tear off. The force set off the bell, and it sounded like Judgement Day.”

Graham decided not to interrupt. While he wanted the editor to get to the point, he figured knowing what the tornado was like might give him some insight. The older man went on.

“Well, after an hour, the worst of it was over, and I decided to climb on out and check the damage. My God, downtown looked like a warzone. Trees uprooted, roof tiles and trash all over the place, cars wrecked, every window smashed, and that wasn’t the worst of it. Out on the town square, I saw an old woman lying face down. I hurried over and recognized Tina Updike, a secretary at Pleasant Real Estate. She was all bloody. My God, she was so bloody. A bunch of wood splinters had hit her, and it looked like she’d been shot at point blank range by a shotgun. I’ll never forget that until the day I die.” The old editor shuddered.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Hailey said. “I never knew that story.”

“You must have been pretty angry at that weatherman,” Graham said.

The editor looked up, eyes sparking. His hand made a fist, and the pencil snapped in two.

“Damn right I am! The whole town is. We would have rode him out on a rail if Elmer hadn’t stopped us. He doesn’t dare show his face in town even after all these years.”

“I noticed you didn’t have any articles about him on your website,” Graham said.

The editor’s mouth twisted. “We had a bunch of them back when we made the special page dedicated to the tornado story about ten years ago. But Didier claimed those articles were libelous and threatened to sue. Got some slick lawyer from St. Louis to send us threatening letters. Sure, the articles were pretty heated. Nothing libelous, though. We said he was incompetent because he was incompetent. But we didn’t have the money to fight in the courts. This is a shoestring operation. So, we pulled the articles off our website. Got a lot of flak from Pleasant residents for that, but what could we do?”

“I suppose that started another wave of hatred against him,” Hailey suggested.

“Sure did. Someone threw a brick through his window. His tires got slashed too.”

Graham and Hailey glanced at each other.

“Were there any other threats or violence against him?” Graham asked.

“In the days right after the storm, there was plenty. He got roughed up down at the supermarket. Nothing bad, just a good slapping around. Got fired from his job. Some kids egged his house a couple of times. The lawsuit threat riled folks up all over again. He’s kept quiet ever since. He’ll stay that way if he knows what’s good for him.”

They had looked Bob Didier up on the police database on the drive over and found nothing. He hadn’t filed any official complaints, or none had been recorded.

So, the weatherman had emerged as an outcast figure, someone hated and rejected by his community and yet still living nearby.

Why not move? Had he stuck to his small town hoping to one day be reconciled with it? Or maybe to plot his revenge?

Graham got up. “I think we have all we need here. Thank you, sir.”

Hailey got up too. “Yeah. Let’s get going. We need to talk with Didier.”

The editor studied them a second. “So, what’s all this about?”

“I’m afraid we can’t talk about that.”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with Nick Tabor dying, does it? I heard he died in a storm shelter.”

Oh, crap. This guy’s sharper than he looks.

Graham managed a tight smile. “I’m afraid we can’t talk about that.”

The editor cocked his head. “Is there something I should know?”

“When there is something that you should know, we’ll be the first to tell you,” Graham said.

They headed out of the office and to Graham’s rental car.

“Sounds like this weatherman is holding a grudge a mile wide,” Graham said.

“Sure does. Let’s go see him,” Hailey replied, checking her phone for the tenth time that morning.

Something was going on with her, something she wouldn’t share. At first, she said she was staying with a female friend, then slipped up and said she was staying with a guy. Those looks she gave Kent McDonald at the diner made it clear who that guy was.

Were they having a thing? And if so, why did she stay at his motel last night?

God, what torture! A whole night sharing a room with that alluring woman, and all he could do was turn to face the wall and try to get to sleep.

It took him a long time to achieve that, and when he did, his dreams were all about her, and all about the things he longed to do with her.

Not that any of those fantasies would ever become reality. He had been friend zoned right from the start, and why wouldn’t he be? He had still been married then—happily he thought—and they had a professional working relationship. And yet he had always harbored feelings for Hailey, feelings he had shunted aside as unfair to his wife and unworthy of him.

Until Jennifer left him, and those feelings came pouring back.

And now, he was single, partnered with a single woman he loved and who he had to spend most of his day with. And she was starting up … what exactly? A long-distance relationship with some guy from her hometown? What was she going to do, fly down every weekend? What was she thinking?

She’s thinking she’s getting older and doesn’t want to end up alone. Seeing what happened to me probably scared the hell out of her.

Hailey had tried to introduce him to some of her female friends in D.C., but quickly gave up. Not only was it too soon after the split, but there was only one woman he wanted right now.

Hailey Rock.

Yeah, well, you’re not getting her. So, keep your mind on this case. Hailey’s right, this does look like the start of a serial killing, and if we don’t find him quick, there’s going to be a third body found in a storm shelter.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Graham studied Bob Didier’s house as they went up the front walk. Like a lot of houses that he’d seen on the county roads leading out of Pleasant, it stood alone, out of sight of any other structures. Forest enclosed it on two sides, while a rough hill rose behind. On the opposite side of the road was a farmer’s field. All they heard when they got out of the car was birdsong and the rumble of a distant tractor. The rain had stopped. The sky remained a heavy gray threatening more.

The house was a small one and looked like it had been made in the seventies. While it was reasonably well-maintained, the beat-up, old Chevy parked out front hinted that the disgraced weatherman didn’t have much money.

He was home in the middle of a weekday, so perhaps he didn’t have a job.

They went up to the front door, checked their pistols hidden in shoulder holsters under their jackets, and knocked.

After a minute, a curtain opened an inch in the room beside the front door. A vague face appeared in the shadows behind it.

“I’m not interested,” a male voice called out.

“Mr. Bob Didier?” Hailey asked.

“I said I’m not interested. You guys sent some people to convert me last week, and I told them I’m not interested. Stop coming around here.”

Graham spoke up. “We’re not missionaries, sir. I’m Special Agent Graham Vance, and this is Special Agent Hailey Rock. We’re with the FBI.”

“Hailey Rock? Sheriff Rock’s sister?”

Graham could practically hear his partner roll her eyes.

“That’s right,” she said in a tight voice.

“Yeah, I’m Bob Didier. Hold on.” 

The curtain closed, they heard movement, and the door opened.

The instant he put eyes on the weatherman, Graham began to doubt they had the right guy. According to the crime scene photos and the initial CSI report, the victims were killed with immense force. Whoever bludgeoned them to death had a lot of physical strength.

Bob Didier did not look like he’d make the grade.

Standing five-foot-six with a scrawny body and matchstick arms, he didn’t look like he could win a fight with a healthy fourteen-year-old boy, let alone cave in someone’s skull with a single blow.

Psychotic rage could give someone a hell of an adrenaline rush, though, so Graham stayed on his guard.

“How can I help you?” Didier asked, checking the IDs Graham and Hailey produced.

“We’re investigating a couple of murders in the region, and we’re hoping you could help us out,” Graham said.

Didier’s eyebrows shot up.

“Murders? Did the Scarecrow Killer leave more victims than you originally thought? Or the Incel Abductor?”

“The Incel Abductor?” Hailey asked.

“Yeah, that guidance counselor over in Ozark County who killed his students.”

“They’re calling him the Incel Abductor?” Graham asked.

“Yeah. What should they call him? Santa Claus?”

“This is about neither of those cases, Mr. Didier. There’s been two new murders.”

The former weatherman shook his head and looked past them out at the road. His eyes unfocused.

“God, I hate this town,” he whispered. “I can’t believe I’m still here.”

Oh, really?

“May we come in?” Graham asked.

“Yeah, sure. It’s good to have some company.”

They entered a cramped living room with an old sofa, lounger, a big TV, and a bookshelf stuffed with popular science books. A quick scan revealed nothing that could obviously be used as a weapon. Didier sat. Graham and Hailey remained standing.

“So, who got killed?” he asked, looking from one to the other. “I haven’t heard anything about it.”

“That’s because it hasn’t been released to the press yet,” Hailey said. “Given recent events, my sister and the chief of police felt it was better to keep quiet until we knew more.”

Didier nodded. “Your sister is good at her job. I voted for her, you know. Best sheriff we’ve had in a long time.”

Graham cut in to save Hailey further torture. 

“The two people who got killed were Nicolas Tabor and Bruce Galloway.” He saw recognition spark in Didier’s eyes. “They were both found in their storm shelters, and both were killed during severe weather alerts.”

Didier stared. “Whoa. They both nearly got killed in ’96.”

Graham nodded, waiting for more. The disgraced weatherman hung his head and continued in a soft voice.

“Yeah, I remember their stories. I remember all their stories. Especially about the three people who died. The whole town blames me. Do they think I don’t blame myself? Do they think I don’t go over and over that day in my mind? God, I can’t get it out of my head! I screwed up so badly. Anyone could have. The patterns were unclear, with the winds shifting all the time. But it’s still my fault. You can’t screw up that badly and not take responsibility. You know I wrote a formal apology? The paper wouldn’t print it. I tried to buy ad space to post it in, and they wouldn’t accept it!”

Didier put his head in his hands. Graham studied him. He didn’t look like he was shamming. Best to stay on guard, though.

“Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to do them harm?”

“No. I barely know them. Haven’t seen them in years. I don’t really know anyone in Pleasant anymore.”

“Why didn’t you move away?” Hailey asked.

Didier grimaced. “My wife did. She left me shortly after the storm. I didn’t leave at first because I wanted to make a stand. Apologize and get accepted back into the community. When that didn’t happen, I found I couldn’t leave. This house was paid for, and with no job, I couldn’t afford to put it up for sale and find another place. One of the people who died in ’96 worked at the realtors. They won’t help me sell, and the out-of-town companies charge too much. So, I stayed. Eventually, I got some freelance work. Online news and blogging were just starting back then, and I was an early adopter. I work under the byline, Bill Didion. Check this out.”

He led them to a cramped home office where he turned on a desktop PC and showed them various articles for state and national websites under his false name. Graham realized he was setting up an alibi before their eyes. He noted one of the articles was about a concert in St. Louis the night Tabor got murdered. Both the article and photos were credited to “Bill Didion.”

While he might have been able to race across the state in time to kill the farmer, it seemed unlikely.

From the look on Hailey’s face, she was thinking the same thing.

Didier turned from his computer, “You know, that detail about the storms has got me thinking. I suppose you came to talk to me because you figured I’d be obsessed with storms. Maybe you thought I had something to do with all this. Get revenge on the town that jilted me or some such thing. You haven’t slapped the cuffs on, so I suppose you’ve changed your mind. I know someone else obsessed with storms, a guy over in Stone County, just past Branson. He’s a storm chaser.”

“A storm chaser?” Graham asked.

“You know, one of those guys who chases tornados in his car so he can film it. I can’t remember his name. He wanted me to do a ride along last tornado season. I’d stream a live report while he drove and filmed. No freaking way. The guy’s completely nuts. Risks his life just for hits on YouTube.”

“Every state has someone like that,” Hailey said.

Didier’s faced turned grim. “Does every state have someone who films injured people and dead bodies?”

Something turned over in Graham’s stomach. “He does that?”

“Hell, yeah. He’s filmed a couple of storm victims. Blurs it out on YouTube so he doesn’t get demonetized. There are some sick sites out there that let him show the whole thing. Makes good money, from what I hear.”

“Is he a big guy? Muscular?” Graham asked.

“Yeah. Looks like he’s done a lot of manual labor.”

“What’s his name?” Hailey asked.

Didier shrugged. “I can’t remember. I never liked him. Gave me the creeps. Shouldn’t be too hard to find him online, though. You should check that out.”

“Yeah,” Graham said, nodding. “Yeah, I think we should.”

 

* * *

 

Samuel Granger, known to everyone in Pleasant as “Spaceman Sam”, whistled a happy tune as he walked up Gus Hinkson’s driveway, his fishing pole sloped over his shoulder. After a storm was the best time to go fishing in the lake near Hinkson’s home because the heavy rain agitated the fish and brought them closer to the surface.

Storms, especially electrical storms, were a good time to look for crashed UFOs too. The famous Roswell crash happened because of a lightning strike. Alien planets didn’t have the same weather patterns as here on Earth, and so their craft aren’t insulated against lightning strikes the way human airplanes are. There had been several confirmed crashes after lightning storms, all covered up by the government, of course.

Spaceman Sam, still whistling, rang the doorbell and scanned the sky as he waited for his friend to answer. It was cloudy right now, and the rain was holding off, but the weather report said another storm was on its way. This would be a good time to spot UFOs. If there was a crash, a rescue ship would use the window between storms to land and search for survivors.

He touched the pair of binoculars and the camera with a zoom lens hanging around his neck. This might just be his lucky day.

Gus Hinkson wasn’t too keen on the whole UFO thing. He was what Spaceman Sam called a “sort-of believer.” When they talked about it, he got all mainstream scientific and say, “Sure, Sam, given the size of the universe, with billions of suns in our galaxy and billions of galaxies, there’s bound to be life out there. That doesn’t mean they’re coming here, though.”

Despite all the photos he’d shown Gus, and all the eyewitness accounts by abductees he’d sent him, the programmer still didn’t believe.

“You should write science fiction novels, Sam. You got a hell of an imagination. I’d sure read them.”

Ah well, Gus was a friend, and he didn’t have too many friends. Being a bearer of truth in an ignorant world could be lonely sometimes.

Sam rang the doorbell again. Could Gus be asleep? He had a sleeping disorder, a common sign of people who got experimented on by the alien grays. Sam had wanted to inspect his body for signs, but Gus had said no for some reason. Weird.

Sam knocked. Still no answer. Maybe he was out back?

Setting his fishing pole by the front door, Sam went around the house. The grass was still slick from last night’s rain, and Sam could smell the damp manure spread as fertilizer on the farm field just beyond the line of poplars marking the end of Gus’s backyard. He sure hoped no aliens crashed over there. That wouldn’t be a very nice introduction to Earth.

“Gus? You here?”

His car was in the driveway, and he never missed a chance to go fishing. Strange.

As Sam got to the back of the house, he stopped short. The storm shelter doors were open.

Why would he leave them open? Animals could get inside. Everyone who had a storm shelter knew to keep it bolted, and pretty much everyone in this part of the country who owned a house had a storm shelter.

“Gus?”

He walked over to the shelter, a sense of foreboding rising in his usually carefree heart. Something was off here. He hoped it wasn’t the lizard aliens. They were tough customers.

“Gus?”

The area around the storm shelter was gravelly and only had sparse grass. He noticed a large boot print in the mud between the grassy patches. It looked bigger than Gus’s foot. Something told him not to disturb it.

“Gus?”

He peered down the short flight of steps to the storm shelter below.

Gus Hinkson lay on his back, his head caved in on one side, his face and hair matted with dried blood.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Hailey searched on her phone for the storm chaser as Graham drove them back to town. It didn’t take her long to find him.

“Missouri Maniac” had 157,000 followers on YouTube and a bunch more on various other social media sites. He had posted dozens of videos showing tornados and severe storms all across Missouri, Kansas, and northern Arkansas. Many showed twisters up close, filmed from a dash cam as he drove a four-by-four as close as he could.

“Maniac” was a good word to describe him. In one video, his most popular, branches, leaves, and bits of debris flew past his cracked windshield, the vehicle rocking back and forth as he drew closer to a huge twister ploughing through a cornfield. In another, he caught the moment when the corrugated metal roof tore off a building. Hailey was reminded of Galloway’s narrow escape in 1996.

The “about” section for his channel said only, “Crazy guy living in the Ozarks, living life on the edge. Everybody’s gotta die sometime, right?” She went to the playlist section and froze.

In addition to categories such as “Tornados Up Close” and “Kansas Storm Damage 2021” there were playlists for “The Scarecrow Killer” and “The Incel Abductor.”

Didn’t take him long, Hailey thought.

He probably wasn’t the only one. Any time a new serial killer was identified or caught, the Internet exploded with information about the case, much of it false.

Hailey scrolled through the two playlists as they reached the outskirts of Pleasant.

He had posted videos showing the murder sites, the houses where the killers had lived, even a longshot of the police unit clearing out the house of the Scarecrow Killer.

The hits on those videos, all made in the last couple of months, were almost as high as those on his older tornado videos.

“This guy’s got playlists for both of the recent local killers,” Hailey said.

“Does his channel give his name?” Graham asked.

“No. I’ll search on his other social media.”

Before she could, her phone rang.

It was Georgina Banner, Alice’s deputy and Mindy’s best friend before she vanished. Georgina had become like family to all the Rock clan, someone accepted for the never-spoken-of reason that this bright-eyed, cheerful, young woman acted as a stand-in for the girl they would never see again.

“Hey, Georgina, what’s up?”

“Elmer told me you were back in town and working on the storm shelter cases. I’m calling to tell you there’s been another body found.”

“My God, really? Where?”

“A county road several miles northeast of Pleasant. I’m texting you the address now. The victim has been identified as Gus Hinkson. Found dead in his own storm shelter.”

The name didn’t ring a bell. “When did this get called in?”

“Half an hour ago,” Georgina said, sounding uncomfortable. “I thought you should know.”

So, Alice didn’t tell me, and once again, Elmer probably assumed Alice did.

Always has to be in charge, doesn’t she? Always has to run everything.

“We’re on it, Georgina. Thanks.”

She hung up and gave Graham directions. As he sped the car up, Hailey leaned back in the seat, wondering what she would find at this new murder scene, and wondering how she was going to handle her sister when she got there.

 

* * *

 

Of all the people she expected she might meet at the murder scene—the police, Elmer, Alice, or (God forbid!) reporters—Spaceman Sam was not on the list.

Pleasant’s local Ufologist, conspiracy theorist, and all-around oddball looked deeply upset. Spaceman Sam sat on the front steps of Gus Hinkson’s house, bawling his eyes out behind his thick glasses. He wore his trademark overcoat and sported a shaggy brown mullet thirty years out of fashion, but there was nothing humorous about the fellow at the moment.

He looked crushed.

Hailey went up to him and put a hand on his shoulder.

“What happened, Sam?”

“Gus,” he moaned. “I was the one who called the police. I spoke to him just yesterday. We were going to go fishing and now he … and now he’s …”

Hailey squeezed his shoulder. Not three months before, she and Graham had investigated him as a potential suspect in the Scarecrow Murders. They even arrested him after he launched fireworks at them.

Their own fault, really. You can’t sneak onto the property of someone suffering from delusions and expect a positive response.

“What happened, Sam?”

“I found him in the storm shelter out back. Alice is there now with the CSI team. I found a boot print I don’t think is from Gus.”

“Did you see anyone?”

“No.”

“Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt Mr. Hinkson?”

Spaceman Sam looked up. “Hurt Gus? Who would want to do that? He spent most of his time at home, and when he did go out, he was nice to everybody. There’s no explanation for this. No explanation at all.”

Hailey let her hand fall to her side. This poor, confused man, who had elaborate and outlandish theories for everything from the Moon landing to the secret origins of the Pyramids, couldn’t explain simple evil.

No one could. And Spaceman Sam had just discovered that hiding yourself under a cloak of conspiracy theories and a belief in the paranormal wasn’t going to help.

Hailey patted him on the shoulder. “You stay put, Sam. We might have some more questions for you.”

Spaceman Sam sniffled and nodded.

Hailey and Graham rounded the house and found Alice standing with the CSI crew. Two people in baggy, white Tyvek suits had already put up an awning to shelter the entrance to the storm shelter if the rain started. Some police tape was stretched across the back door, which was shut.

Hailey walked over to the scene, Graham hanging back a bit. Alice turned and frowned at her.

“Nice of you to tell me about this,” Hailey snapped at her older sister.

“Nice of you to tell me you chased after and arrested Roger Tabor.”

“So, we’re even now?” Hailey hated the juvenile sarcasm she heard in her own voice. She couldn’t help it, though. Alice brought out the worst in her.

“Not by a mile. We released him, by the way. His girlfriend’s doorcam footage confirmed his alibi, and the officers didn’t find anything in his trailer.”

Hailey glanced at the CSI team, who were busy taking a cast of the boot print Spaceman Sam had mentioned. They kept their heads down, pretending to ignore the argument between the local sheriff and the FBI agent. Hailey realized this was the same CSI team they had argued in front of on a previous case.

“You guys got here quick,” she said to them with false cheer.

“We never left,” said the woman who was setting the cast. “We were working on the second crime scene until late and stayed overnight. We only got fifty miles down the road before we got called back.”

“I see. What do you have so far?”

The CSI investigator glanced at Alice, probably wondering why she had to repeat herself, then decided not to step into the argument. “Nothing here but this boot print. Size eleven, so almost certainly a male. The body has been gone over and removed. Severe blunt trauma to the head from two blows. A sliver of wood stuck in the hair confirms what we suspected—the killer uses a two-by-four.”

“The same two-by-four?” Graham asked.

“Unclear. We haven’t found any at the other two scenes, and we’ve searched the area pretty thoroughly. So, either he’s keeping a bloody two-by-four at home or disposing them somewhere we can’t find them. Easy enough to do in a thickly wooded environment full of streams. We’re getting more information inside.”

“Inside?”

“The murder happened inside, just on the other side of that back door there. Go around front, though. There’s splatter on the inside of the door.”

Hailey and Graham went back around to the front of the house, glad to be away from Alice. Just as they got to the front porch, large drops started falling from the leaden sky.

They passed Spaceman Sam, who had remained where they had left him, still crying softly to himself, and went through the front door.

The hallway ran the length of the house, and at the end, they saw another pair of investigators in masks and Tyvek suits. There was a splatter of blood on the floor, another on one wall, and another on the inside of the back door. On the opposite wall was a large hole in the drywall, along with several smaller holes around it. A shotgun lay on the floor.

“Did Gus Hinkson shoot the perp?” Graham asked as they stepped inside the house and closed the door behind them. Spaceman Sam didn’t need to see this.

“Sure did,” one of the investigators said, using a pair of tweezers to pick up a hair and put it in a plastic tube for later analysis. “We got some blood samples off the shot pattern here. If you arrest him, we can nail him with the DNA evidence.”

“How badly do you think he was shot?” Hailey asked.

“Looks like Hinkson just winged him. Not much blood and only at the edge of the shot pattern. The theory so far is that Hinkson had come to the back door to investigate a noise or something, then got surprised from behind. The perp must have snuck in the front door. No sign of forced entry, so it was probably unlocked. No boot prints like from outside, though. He wiped his feet pretty good. He’s meticulous, or at least tries to be. Then it looks like he hit Hinkson, who then fired wild. Only got one or two pellets in him, from the looks of it. The perp is probably more or less OK.”

“Hurt, though,” Hailey mused. “A wounded animal is the most dangerous kind. This may make him escalate further.”

“We’ll be done here in a couple of hours. We’ll try to get a preliminary report to you this evening, but there’s a lot to go through.”

“All right.”

Hailey and Graham moved back out to the porch. The rain was coming down harder, a steady downpour that might herald another storm.

“Can I go now?” Spaceman Sam said.

“Go check with Alice. Thank you for all your help.”

Spaceman Sam nodded sadly and headed around the house. Hailey took out her phone. It was time to find out more about this storm chaser with an unhealthy obsession for local serial killers.

She still had YouTube opened and was surprised to find the “Missouri Maniac” was now live streaming.

His dash cam showed an open area of fields with some low hills off to the left. The vehicle sped by a farmhouse. The windshield wipers flicked back and forth, trying to keep the view clear from a steady downpour.

A husky voice came over her phone. “… and getting harder. As you know, I predict my own weather using my own techniques. No point listening to those idiots on the TV or looking it up online. I’m way more accurate, and I predict a fifty-fifty chance of a tornado touching down near here in the next hour or so. The wind is already picking up. Look how those trees are bending! Stay with me and we might get to see a monster being born.”

A monster being born, Hailey thought. That’s an appropriate way to put it. The question is, are you the monster?

The vehicle passed a four-way intersection. At one corner stood a gas station and convenience store. Hailey blinked.

“I recognize that! He’s only about half an hour from here in the north part of the county.”

Graham didn’t even bother to look at her phone. He was already running for the car.

“Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll drive and you navigate.”

Hailey jumped into the car right behind her partner. It didn’t even occur to her to tell her sister where they were going.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The storm grew steadily worse. Hailey gripped the dashboard with one hand and her phone with the other as Graham struggled to control the car in a fierce crosswind.

They drove along an exposed area between broad fields. The rain pelted down, reducing visibility to a hazy smear.

Judging from the live stream, the “Missouri Maniac” was having equal trouble. His camera shook, and at one point, his vehicle hydroplaned.

All that did was make the YouTuber whoop with glee.

“We’re getting into it now, folks! Hold on tight!”

A hill loomed up ahead in the dash cam, one with an unusual saddleback ridge on top. Hailey recognized it as The Twin Knolls.

“There!” Hailey pointed to the right. “He’s on the other side of that double hill.”

Graham only dared to take his eyes off the road and look at it for a second.

“How do we get there?”

“Take the next right and follow the road until you get to a T intersection. Then take a left and that road loops around the hill.”

As Graham drove, Hailey kept an eye on the livestream. Luckily, there was good coverage in this part of the county. The YouTuber probably knew this, which is why he was here and not in one of the more remote spots. In fact, she remembered there was a cell phone tower a couple of hills away, not that she could see it in this weather.

A hard wind buffeted the car, rocking them from side to side. Graham kept control and drove into a more sheltered area between some thick woods on a low rise and The Twin Knolls.

The YouTuber let out another whoop. “We’ll have a twister here pretty soon!”

“Is he right?” Graham asked, knuckles white on the steering wheel.

“I’ve been checking the weather bureau. They say it’s just going to be another severe storm.”

“How many does that make this week?”

“This happens every year. This year is worse than most.”

“Lucky me,” Graham grumbled.

They forged ahead. As they got farther into the shelter of the wooded valley between the ridge and saddleback hill, the car stopped rocking, but the rain continued to lash down. Hailey could see from the livestream that the storm chaser had passed into an area of open fields she knew lay just beyond The Twin Knolls.

“Look at all this open space,” the YouTuber was saying. “The perfect place to watch. I’m going to stop here for a minute, and we’ll see what happens.”

“Now’s our chance,” Hailey said. “Make a left at that intersection up ahead.”

Graham did as she asked, the car slipping a bit on the slick road even though he slowed down, and they circled around The Twin Knolls before passing through some undulating terrain covered in woods. After a mile, the woods gave way to flat cropland. They saw a four-by-four sitting by the side of the road up ahead, its hazard lights on.

Graham slowed even more as the car once again got buffeted by the wind howling across an exposed area.

The live streamer broke the silence he had held for the last couple of minutes. “Uh-oh, here comes trouble! Hold on, folks!”

The hazard lights switched off, and the four-by-four sped off.

“Damn it!” Graham shouted, hitting the gas. “He spotted us. But how? We’re in an unmarked vehicle.” 

“Small town,” Hailey replied. “A lot of people know us as the FBI agents from the scarecrow case, and they’ve seen you back here again driving this rental car.”

“That means the killer may have been watching us,” Graham said, eyes focused on the vehicle ahead of him.

The four-by-four was speeding up, but Graham still gained ground since he had already been moving and the Missouri Maniac had to start from a stop.

The rain sheeted down, stronger than before and reducing visibility to almost nothing. The little rental car weaved from side to side in the crosswinds.

“Next time I’m renting a Hummer!” Graham shouted over the sound of the rain hammering on the windshield.

The live streamer said nothing, focusing on driving as fast as he could. Both vehicles continued across open fields. A grain silo appeared out of the gray gloom up ahead.

Inch by inch, Graham closed in on the four-by-four, daring all to close the gap. While Graham could barely control his rental car, the Missouri Maniac had little trouble keeping his much heavier vehicle, equipped with far better tires, on an even keel.

“Woo-hoo!” the live streamer shouted through Hailey’s phone. “We’re on a highway to hell! Death is coming. I can just feel it!”

“No, an arrest is coming, you weirdo,” Hailey said.

“I hope you didn’t write that in the comments section,” Graham said.

“Tempting.”

“Let’s to hell with the devil!” the Missouri Maniac howled. “Nothing can stop me! No one can stop me! They’ve tried before and failed every time. You hear that? No one can stop me!”

The four-by-four picked up speed, sending a spray of water into their windshield. They were almost on him now, and Graham pushed the car to its limit. He leaned on the horn, then hit it in a regular rhythm.

“We should have borrowed a light and an alarm from the police station,” Graham said.

“He would ignore that.”

“Yeah, probably. Hold on. I’m going to cut him off.”

“You’re going to what?” Hailey asked, appalled.

“It’s that or he escapes. I can’t keep this up. In another minute, he’s going to pull ahead, and we’ll lose him.”

The Missouri Maniac was loudly singing “Highway to Hell” in a brash, off-key voice.

“Hold on,” Graham repeated.

They came to a slight turn. The four-by-four’s brake lights flicked on, and the Missouri Maniac slowed a little.

That was all the invitation Graham needed. He put on a final burst of speed, the car trembling like a leaf, and roared past the storm chaser.

When he got a car length ahead, he cut in front and put on his brakes. The Missouri Maniac swerved.

Just then, a sudden burst of wind hit them. Graham still hadn’t fully merged into the righthand lane, and when the wind threatened to push him into the adjoining field, he jerked to the left, only to have the car spin out.

The world flipped. For a moment, Hailey blacked out, then found herself hurtling head over heels, the sound of crunching metal jabbing into her ears.

A final crash, then a stunned silence.

At first, Hailey couldn’t make sense of the sensations overcoming her. She felt tension on her chest, her eyes were blurry, and there was a strange whirring sound beneath her.

Her vision began to clear, and she realized she hung upside down, supported by her seatbelt pressing into her chest and hips. The windshield had turned into a spiderweb of crumpled safety glass.

The whirring sound lowered in pitch. Hailey guessed it was the car’s wheels spinning in the air.

Blearily, she looked over at Graham. He appeared unconscious, arms hanging slack against the roof of the upturned car.

Another sound caught her ear. She turned to look out her window, her neck throbbing with pain, and saw the legs of a man, feet clad in heavy boots, walking toward them.

Hailey reached for her gun and found her holster empty.

She looked around, desperately searching for it, but it was nowhere to be seen. It had dropped out of her holster when they had overturned and been thrown God-knows-where as they somersaulted across the field that they now lay helpless in.

Hailey reached for Graham’s holster, only to find that empty too.

She turned back to the Missouri Maniac. He had made it to the door and was opening it.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Hailey fumbled with her seatbelt. She had only seconds to get free before the storm chaser grabbed her.

The door opened, the Missouri Maniac bent down, and Hailey found herself looking into an unshaven face with wide, crazy eyes.

Oh, hell.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the Missouri Maniac demanded. “You could have gotten us all killed!”

“Huh?”

Hailey had expected to get attacked.

“Here, let me help you.”

He reached for the seatbelt. Hailey smacked his hands away.

“Hey! What’s the matter with you?”

Hailey looked around for her gun and finally spotted it lying on the ceiling in the far back of the upside-down car. Well out of reach.

The Missouri Maniac reached for her again. “Calm down. This isn’t going to hurt a bit.”

“I’m an agent with the FBI!”

“Bitch, you’re crazy!”

He did step back, though.

Hailey unbuckled her belt and landed hard on the ceiling, rediscovering every bump and bruise she had received in the crash. She scrambled toward her gun.

The Missouri Maniac let out a yelp and raised his hands.

What the hell? Hailey wondered. She hadn’t even reached her gun yet.

Then she saw Graham, still upside down, aiming his own gun at the suspect.

Hailey scurried to grab hers because Graham looked like he wasn’t focusing too well. He couldn’t even hold his gun straight.

Hailey struggled to open the back door, which was jammed shut, and ended up having to kick it to get it to move.

She struggled out of the car and into the rain, her body aching in a dozen places. The Missouri Maniac stood soaked, his hands in the air, blinking against the rain and wind. Within seconds, Hailey was soaked too.

“D-don’t kill me!” the storm chaser said, his bravado suddenly vanished now that he was looking down the barrel of a Glock.

“Put your hands on the vehicle and spread your legs wide.”

He obeyed as Graham, grunting and cursing, struggled out of the car.

Hailey cuffed the suspect, who didn’t resist.

“Are you guys for real?” the storm chaser asked.

“What do you mean? Of course, we’re for real!” Graham said, staggering toward the suspect’s four-by-four.

“Can I see some ID?” he asked in a timid voice, so different than his online persona of a whooping lunatic.

Hailey produced her ID, the suspect stared in surprise, and said, “I never break any laws. I don’t trespass or nothing. And I never bring my kids.”

“There’s a severe storm warning, and you left your kids at home?” Hailey asked.

“My wife is with them.”

Hailey stared at him a moment. Serial killers rarely had wives, although it wasn’t entirely unknown. His mannerisms seemed strange too. He wasn’t acting like someone who had just been caught doing something wrong.

She frisked him, found nothing but a wallet, and pulled it out.

Flipping through, she found ID, some other cards, and a bit of money. Nothing else.

“Nothing in the vehicle,” Graham called over.

“Not even a two-by-four?” Hailey asked.

“Nope.”

“Why would I have a two-by-four?”

“Let’s get inside his truck,” Graham suggested. “The wind’s picking up.”

They got inside, soaked to the skin, Hailey and the suspect getting in the back. Graham switched off the livestream so the 1,873 viewers watching wouldn’t hear their conversation.

“You OK?” Hailey finally asked her partner. She’d been so intent on grabbing this guy that she’d forgotten a most basic question.

“A bit smashed up, but nothing’s sprained or broken. You look OK, too, is that right?”

“A bit sore but I’ll live.”

“Sorry about the driving.”

“It could happen to anyone.”

The Missouri Maniac snorted. “Anyone who speeds in the middle of a windstorm and then tries to cut a man off.”

“You’re the storm chaser,” Graham said.

“I know how to drive,” the suspect shot back.

“The rental company is going to kill me,” Graham muttered.

“More like the accounting department back in D.C. is going to kill you,” Hailey said with all sympathy.

“At least no one’s hurt,” the suspect said. “Mind telling me what this is all about?”

Hailey studied his reaction as she asked, “Do the names Nick Tabor and Bruce Galloway mean anything to you?”

The storm chaser thought for a moment. “Tabor … Tabor … that rings a bell. Wait, didn’t he almost get killed in the big one in ’96? I remember hearing George talk about him.”

“George?”

“George Peterson. He’s writing a book about tornados. Something about a tree smashing down on him?”

“Have you heard of Bruce Galloway?” Hailey wasn’t sure if he was speaking honestly or just a good actor. Some serial killers were very poised when confronted with an interrogation.

“Don’t think so.”

“How about Gus Hinkson?”

“Wait, George mentioned him too.”

“All three are dead,” Graham snapped, speaking loud and close to the suspect’s ear.

It rattled him but not in an unusual way. While his eyes widened with surprise, they didn’t get shifty.

“What, you mean murdered?”

“Yeah, in storm shelters, the thing you’re obsessed with. That and serial killers.”

The penny dropped, and the Missouri Maniac went pale. “Wait. You’re the two FBI agents from the Scarecrow Killer and Incel Abductor cases.”

It’s getting to be that we can’t go anywhere and find someone who doesn’t know us. That’s going to cause trouble sooner or later.

“Yes, we are,” Graham said, “and now we’re investigating three people who narrowly escaped death in 1996, all of whom have been found clubbed to death in their storm shelters.” Graham made a point of looking him up and down and feeling his biceps. “You look pretty strong there, my friend. Strong enough to have bashed someone’s head in with a two-by-four.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

“Is it so ridiculous?”

“I film every night there’s a storm.”

“You can’t see tornados at night.”

“No, but you can see lightning. Looks good on screen. Plus, you can see wind damage. I always park in a lit area and film. Usually near trailer parks. Trailer parks blow away nicely.” The Missouri Maniac’s face turned a shade paler as he realized what he had just said and quickly added, “Not that I want to see people get hurt. I donate to relief charities. The Red Cross.”

“Sure you do.”

“I do! You can check out my website. I got donate buttons for the Red Cross in Missouri, Arkansas, and Kansas. I’ve raised more than ten thousand dollars.”

“I’m sure you’re an upstanding citizen,” Graham growled. “More like a social media vampire, making money off of other people’s misery and justifying it by encouraging your viewers to donate their own money.”

“Whoa! Hold up! You can’t stick these murders on me. Like I said, I film every night there’s a storm. So, I couldn’t have been him.”

“How do you know they got killed during storms?” Graham asked, leaning in a little closer.

The Missouri Maniac suddenly looked unsure of himself. “Well, um, you said so.”

“No, I didn’t,” Graham said in a harsh whisper, eyes boring into the suspect.

“Well, uh, you kinda did. You said they were all killed in storm shelters. And this all must have been recent, or it would be on the news. Come on, you can’t really think I did it!”

“You’re obsessed with storms, and you’re obsessed with serial killers,” Graham went relentlessly on. “Plus, you admitted you knew two of the victims.”

“I don’t know them; I’ve only heard of them. George is writing a book about tornado survivors! He talked to me about it.”

Hailey made a mental note to check on that author.

The storm chaser nodded toward the laptop he had set up on a bracket attached to his dashboard. It was connected to an expensive-looking camera pointing out the front window.

“Check my YouTube interface. Check the upload and steaming times. Compare that to when those people got killed. Go ahead. I give you permission. And you do need permission. I know my rights.”

Graham gave him a sharp look, then started scrolling through the videos, looking at the upload data.

Hailey’s heart sank as one by one, the videos proved he was out of town when the murders happened. On the night Galloway was killed, he was out of the state, filming a grain silo collapsing in Kansas.

The Missouri Maniac gave them a smug smile. “From the looks on your faces, you see that I’m right. Now, how about taking these cuffs off, and I’ll drive you back to town? We can call a tow truck for that mess you made by the side of the road.”

 

* * *

 

Back at the Pleasant police station an hour later, Hailey and Graham warmed up with some coffee. They had called a tow truck, called the rental agency, and called the FBI to tell them what had happened.

Assistant Director Miloslaw had been understandably upset and gave Graham a royal chewing out. Now, her partner moped in the corner, looking despondent.

Looking like Hailey felt. The steady rain in the darkening late afternoon did not help her mood.

They’d been grasping at straws, running after anyone who had the remotest link to storms or the victims. They were bumbling so badly that she was surprised they didn’t haul Spaceman Sam into the station for a second false accusation. 

They sat alone in the office except for the elderly secretary, still holding vigil over her endless filling of forms and filing of reports. She did not talk to the two FBI agents. Because of the storm, both the officer on duty and Elmer were out and busy. The police station was not big enough to have a desk sergeant.

No one had called them. No one had filled them in.

Hailey picked up her phone, more for something to do than because she had an idea of what to do. She felt lethargic. She told herself it was the crash but knew it was in actuality a heavy blanket of depression threatening to smother her.

What she saw on her phone did not cheer her up. Three missed calls and two text messages from Kent. Had she been so wound up in her chase for the murderer that she hadn’t even heard them?

Then she remembered she had put him on mute.

Hell of a way to revive a romance, Hailey. Good job.

Maybe a part of me doesn’t want to.

She didn’t have the time or the energy to puzzle over that right now and decided to call Elmer instead. Pleasant’s chief of police picked up on the fourth ring.

“Hey Elmer, any leads on the killings?”

She could hear rain and wind in the background.

“What did you say?” Elmer shouted into the phone.

She raised her voice. “I said, are there any leads on the killings?”

“Oh, hi Hailey. I can barely hear you. Nothing on that developing case. I can’t talk about it right now. Having to deal with a tree that fell into somebody’s living room. Only minor injuries, thank God. The fire department is here. There’s been a crash out on the Interstate. My other man is on it.”

“Do you know where Alice and Georgina are?”

“Georgina is dealing with some flooding. No idea where your sister is.”

“Thanks, Elmer. Stay safe.”

She called Georgina, got a busy signal, then called Alice.

It rang and rang, and her big sister never picked up.

Hailey took a deep breath and called the person she really should have called a couple of hours ago.

Kent McDonald, the purported reason she came down here in the first place.

As the phone rang, she found herself half-hoping he wouldn’t pick up.

He did.

“You all right?” he asked before even saying hello.

“Yeah. Just got in from the storm.”

“No, I mean, you didn’t run into … well … I know you don’t want me to talk about it in public. I’m here at the diner.”

“No, I didn’t run into the killer.” Not even close.

His concern touched her. He had every right to be angry instead.

“I mean, with the first case you nearly got …”

Killed. That’s what he wanted to say but couldn’t in front of his customers.

Yes, she had nearly been strangled to death by the Scarecrow Killer, only to be saved by her own sister. She needed to remember that Alice was, in the end, on the side of right. No matter how annoying or selfish she might be.

“So, where are you now?” Kent asked.

“At the station.”

“Hey Dad! Can you cover for me?” Hailey heard an indistinct grumble that sounded like Arnold. “Oh, quit griping. You’re here all day anyway. I’ll be back in a jiffy. OK, Hailey, it’s all settled. I can come over. You two want something to eat?”

Hailey was about to object that she was working, that she didn’t feel like being social, but then her stomach grumbled, her heart yearned for sympathy, and she found herself saying yes.

When she hung up, she turned to tell Graham to expect a meal soon and found him on one of the office computers, his face serious.

“What is it?”

“This author the Missouri Maniac mentioned, George Peterson. He’s got a record.”

“For what?”

“Stalking. Six people filed complaints and got restraining orders, including Bruce Galloway.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Hailey stared over Graham’s shoulder as he went through the police record.

George Peterson lived in Pleasant and had in the past three years been the subject of complaints and restraining orders from no fewer than six local residents. Apparently, he was writing a book on tornado survivors and had asked for interviews. When they said no, he didn’t take that for an answer and kept badgering them, showing up at their homes or places of work at all hours, demanding they tell him their stories.

There was also a medical record revealing that a psychiatrist had diagnosed him with a mild case of obsessive-compulsive disorder and borderline sociopathy. Peterson’s agreement to undergo further therapy kept him from facing any more consequences than he already had.

And Alice hadn’t mentioned this guy?

Graham switched from the police record to the Internet and found that George Peterson was the author of a few horror novels, none of which seem to have done very well judging from the reviews and sales rankings, as well as several books on natural and manmade disasters. Those had sold much better.

His website advertised his current project as Twister Tales: The Shocking Stories of Men and Women Who Survived Tornados. There was no anticipated release date.

“Looks like he’s still having trouble getting interviews,” Graham said.

Another detail on the website caught Hailey’s eye.

At the bottom, it said, “Website Design by Pleasant Online Solutions.”

“Wait, isn’t that Gus Hinkson’s company?” Hailey said.

Graham checked the police report. “Yes, it is. Damn, he knew one of the victims.”

Just then the front door opened, and Kent McDonald strode in, carrying several cardboard packages covered in foil.

“An early dinner for the heroes of law and order!” he announced.

Hailey and Graham went over to the break table, where Kent put down the food boxes. As Hailey came up to him, Kent gave her a kiss on the lips.

Graham did a double take and quickly looked away. Hailey tensed, suddenly embarrassed. A flicker of confusion and disappointment passed through Kent’s eyes.

“Thanks for the food,” Hailey said, putting on a smile. “It smells delicious.”

“Chicken fried steaks, mixed vegetables, mashed potatoes, and for dessert, you got apple pie. I didn’t bring drinks because I figured you had them here.”

“Police station coffee,” Graham said, sitting down and not quite looking at either of them. “The finest available.”

“Really?” Kent asked.

“No,” Hailey and Graham said together, then laughed a bit too loud. The stress was getting to them both. Hailey’s neck gave a twinge, a reminder of their recent crash.

“Oh, well, if you want something …”

“Don’t be silly,” Hailey gave his arm a squeeze. “Thank you so much.”

They sat and began to eat. Kent sat with them.

“You closing in on the guy?” he asked after a minute. 

“We think so,” Hailey said.

“I don’t suppose you’ll be done by tonight.”

Hailey looked at him. “No, sorry.”

“Your work sweep you up like this a lot?”

“Yeah,” Hailey said.

“All the time,” Graham said around a mouthful of chicken fried steak. “Wow, this is really good!”

The compliment didn’t soothe Kent’s disappointment.

“So, I guess I should cancel tonight,” Kent said.

Hailey squirmed in her chair. For some reason, she didn’t like having this conversation in front of Graham.

Why not? They were close. Hailey even felt comfortable talking to Graham about Mindy, so why would something like this feel awkward?

Maybe because it would feel awkward even if Graham wasn’t there.

Graham popped some more food in his mouth, signaled that he was going back to the computer, and walked across the room. Hailey didn’t want him to leave, and at the same time, she did.

As her partner started tapping away on the keyboard, Kent leaned in a bit closer and lowered his voice.

“Since they took away your vacation, the FBI will let you stay longer, right? I mean, once you catch the son of a bitch, you’ll stay on. Right?”

“Of course,” Hailey said, unsure if she really wanted to. This was getting weird. A bit clingy.

Oh, come on. Look at it from his perspective. He’s been wanting you here for months, and when you finally show up, you don’t spend time with him. Sure, you have a valid reason, but that doesn’t mean he can’t be disappointed.

I’m looking way too much like a rebound from the divorce, though. He was never this insecure before.

You mean back in high school? Hello! He’s a different person now, Hailey. You are too.

Kent was saying something. Hailey tuned in.

“… and then we can go up to the mountain afterwards. Sound like a plan?”

“Um, sure. Let’s do it,” Hailey said with a smile, while wondering what she had just agreed to.

“People sure liked seeing you again. The whole town’s talking about you.”

Politely to your face. God knows what they’re saying behind our backs.

“You know, Kent, I don’t really want to do any big social stuff while I’m down here. I’d rather just see you.”

Kent’s expression started with surprise and quickly shifted to delight. “Oh, um, OK. Sure!”

“It’s just that high school and this town don’t really have very good memories for me. You’re an exception to that.”

Kent beamed. Hailey smiled back, not feeling it as much as she felt she should. He really had been one of the few exceptions. She had always felt safe with him, never judged, never ignored. While he couldn’t take away the pain of Mindy’s disappearance, he made it bearable.

“Whoa, check this out,” Graham called from across the room. “I didn’t have a chance to look up Gus Hinkson in the newspaper archive before, but he had a serious brush with death in the Tornado of ’96 just like the others. He was still a teenager and was sheltering with his family in his basement. Apparently, they didn’t have a storm shelter. A power line got torn down next to the house, landed on an upstairs balcony, and started a fire. The whole family had to run out into the storm as the house went up in flames.”

“Aw, hell, I remember that,” Kent said. Then he turned pale. “Wait. Did something happen to Gus?”

“He’s been murdered,” Hailey said, “but you can’t tell anyone. Please don’t tell anyone.”

“Damn. I was just talking to him down at the diner like three days ago.”

“Was he acting unusual? Did he mention having any trouble?”

“No, nothing like that. Just normal talk. Looked relaxed. He’s kind of a lonely guy since he and his wife split, so he comes to the diner a lot just to be around people. Poor guy.”

“Keep quiet about this, Kent. It’s important.”

“People are already beginning to talk,” Kent said. “They’re saying that someone got killed in Douglas County, and they’re wondering if it might be linked to Nick Tabor’s suspicious death.”

“The police never claimed it was a suspicious death.”

“Any death in these parts is considered a suspicious death nowadays. People are scared. Really scared.”

Graham was still tapping away on his computer. “There’s a post on a writing forum where George Peterson says his upcoming book will include a special section on the 1996 tornado.”

“George Peterson?” Kent said. “Yeah, he’s a real pain in the ass. It’s a sore subject around here and a lot of people don’t want to talk about it.”

“Have you ever seen him display threatening behavior?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say threatening, but he comes on pretty strong. When he talks, he gets real close and is all intense. He’s a big guy and that puts some people off. Plus, he got accused of stalking people.”

“Big guy? As in strong?”

“Strong as an ox. He was defensive linesman for the Bruins for a couple of years.”

Graham got up from the computer desk. “We should go. I have his address.”

 

* * *

 

The storm wasn’t getting stronger, and that bothered him. He wanted to get his revenge during a tornado. Why was there no tornado during the stormiest season Missouri had seen in years? Was fate mocking him?

He rubbed the bandage on his side, still painful from the two shotgun pellets that computer nerd had blasted into him. Good thing he’d already knocked Hinkson over the head, or the little whelp might have cut him in half.

Who could have guessed someone like him knew how to shoot?

It didn’t matter. The pain was bearable. He’d been dealing with a lot worse pain since 1996.

Still, it burned his side with every step through the forest. The underbrush grew thick here, catching at his camouflage pants as water broke through the leaves of the trees overhead to hit the hood of his raincoat. The dimming light of late afternoon barely penetrated into the woods, and soon, it would be entirely black.

Just the right time to spring.

The trees thinned up ahead. A light winked between the foliage. He continued to advance, moving slowly and cautiously, until the farmhouse came into view.

The Wakeman home. Frederick Wakeman, the man of the house, was the one he was after.

He edged to the left, moving around the house while remaining in the shelter of the concealing woods. The storm shelter doors were visible on the side of the house, securely bolted against the wind that buffeted the trees and himself.

A little further and then he’d get to see.

Yes! Frederick’s pickup was there in the garage, one of those prefab shelters open to one side. A stupid thing to have in these parts. If a twister came anywhere close, the sheet metal would tear right off, maybe smashing into the house. Too bad that never happened.

He’d remedy that. He’d remedy that right now.

Because the other bay was empty. Cheryl, Frederick’s wife, was out. Their children were grown and moved out years ago, so Frederick would be alone at home.

But for how long? Cheryl was retired just like her husband and could come back any minute.

He needed to do this now when there were no innocents around. Cheryl wasn’t even from here. She came from Louisiana. She never even saw the Tornado of ’96 except on television.

He gripped a piece of two-by-four in his hand and studied the house. No lights on at this side. Frederick was either on the other side of the house or in the back.

He emerged from the woods and walked at a quick pace across the lawn, glancing at the road to make sure no one was coming along it. A couple of houses were visible in the distance, but he saw no movement over there, and they stood far enough away that even if someone looking out a window saw him, they wouldn’t be able to identify him.

This was a risk, he knew it, but he was almost finished. The scales were almost balanced, and he didn’t know how long this almost nightly cycle of storms would last. The weather predictions were unclear.

And it had to be during a storm. This one was a bit weak and wouldn’t feel quite right, but he couldn’t wait around much longer. The cops would be looking for him by now, even if they had managed to keep the press quiet.

Frederick Wakeman was old and wore a hearing aid. He’d watched him enough downtown to know the guy wouldn’t be a physical challenge as long as he didn’t turn into John Wayne like his last target. The best thing to do was bust in there, find him as quick as possible, get it done, and leave.

He jogged onto the front lawn, just in time to see Wakeman turn away from the window and let the curtain drop.

For a second, he paused. Had he been seen? No, he didn’t think so. Wakeman would have done a double take and focused on him. The guy was probably waiting for Cheryl. He needed to get this job finished now.

He glanced at the road as he went up the front steps to the door, and once again, he paused.

Cheryl’s red KIA had appeared in the distance beyond the houses. After a moment, it disappeared behind some trees. It would emerge in a few seconds, much closer to the house.

Damn it! He couldn’t kill an innocent. That would upset the balance. He was the victim, and it wasn’t right for him to create new ones.

Maybe he could rush in there, smash Frederick’s head in, and run out the back before she spotted him?

Too risky. If he got caught now, he’d never balance the scales. He still had a couple more people to kill after Wakeman.

Cursing under his breath, he bolted for the woods. The wind made a sudden gust, catching him by surprise and making him stagger.

He glanced over his shoulder. Cheryl was still behind the trees but not for long.

Bracing against the wind, he rushed for the forest, the wind pushing him at an angle as he cut across the lawn.

Once he got past the tree line, the wind lost some of its strength. He hid behind a big oak, his shotgun wound burning with pain, and peeked around it.

Cheryl’s car reappeared from behind the grove of trees, moving slowly and weaving, the old woman obviously having trouble keeping control.

So, the storm hadn’t betrayed him. It had actually saved him by slowing her down and keeping her from spotting him. Good. Fate wouldn’t stop him from balancing the scales.

He’d have to come back later. That was all right. A series of fronts was crossing the United States, hitting Missouri hard. He’d have another chance.

He could wait. He had been waiting for justice since he was a kid.

But he wouldn’t have to wait much longer.

No, he’d get his justice soon, against all of them. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

“So, what else have you found out about George Peterson?” Hailey asked as she gripped the steering wheel. The wind was fierce, but the rain wasn’t too hard, and there was no prediction for a tornado.

Graham was in the passenger’s seat looking at his phone. He had not offered to drive. Hailey felt bad for him.

He was keeping it together, though. Graham had sure acted calmer than Kent had when they had rushed out of the police station.

“You’re coming back soon, right? You’ve barely touched your food!”

She didn’t have time to reassure Kent as much as he deserved.

Graham looked up from his phone. “I’m checking the newspaper archives. There’s nothing on him, but in the memorial section, they mention a Melinda Peterson who got injured in the storm. She ended up in the hospital in critical condition but pulled through. Maybe they’re related?”

“No mention of any family in the article?”

“No.”

“Is there an obituary for her? Maybe she died later. It was a long time ago,” Hailey asked, gripping the wheel harder as a sudden gust of wind sideswiped them.

“No. That editor said that most of the articles from the nineties aren’t on the website. I guess they didn’t get around to putting that up. I’ll try calling him, and he can look it up. It’s after hours, though. He might not be in.”

Graham got on the phone while Hailey resisted the urge to speed up. It was almost fully dark now, the sun having set behind a gray sky turning black and still dropping rain. The killer always struck at night and during a storm, and they couldn’t afford to miss Peterson if it turned out he was the culprit.

They couldn’t afford another crash, either.

“He’s not picking up. Damn, we should have gotten his cell number! I can’t believe I’m calling a landline.”

“Welcome to small-town America. We’re almost there.”

Peterson’s address took them to a residential neighborhood on Pleasant’s western fringe, a long loop of a street dotted with modest yet respectable houses and lawns that, while usually tidy, were now littered with windblown debris. Someone had left their trash bin out, and the big plastic container lay on its side, stuck against a parked car, its contents spread over four lawns and a long stretch of the street.

This was a modern expansion, put in after Hailey had moved to D.C., and like a lot of modern developers, the contractors who had put these up hadn’t bothered with the extra labor and expense of including storm shelters. Several homeowners had added them, and as they pulled up to George Peterson’s house, they saw he had a stout-looking structure dug into the lawn by the side of his house with an extra-heavy bolt on the doors.

Smart. These cheap, newer houses blow away like leaves if a tornado gets close. It’s better to shelter somewhere separate.

The bolt, however, told her that Peterson wasn’t inside. The lights were on in his house, and a van stood parked in the driveway, plastered with windblown leaves and a couple of candy wrappers from the upturned trash can.

Hailey parked behind the van, blocking it in, and they got out.

The rain pelted them as they walked to the front door, dampening their clothes that had hardly had time to dry in the station. As they passed the van, Hailey put her hand on the hood.

“It’s warm. He’s been out driving recently.”

Graham checked his pistol and nodded. “Let’s do this.”

Just as they came up to the front door, it opened. Hailey tensed, her hand moving inside her vest toward her concealed shoulder holster.

A burly man in his mid-forties stood in the doorway, with burning gray eyes and what looked like a permanent frown etched on his face. His huge hands were calloused. Hailey noticed the knuckles on the right hand were scuffed. His shirt collar looked damp, like he had been out in the rain with a jacket that didn’t quite cover him.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“George Peterson?” Hailey asked.

“Yeah.” A shifty gaze from one to the other. “Don’t tell me the IRS comes knocking during storms!”

They pulled out their IDs.

“Not the IRS, Mr. Peterson,” Graham said. “The FBI. I’m Special Agent Graham Vance, and this is my partner, Special Agent Hailey Rock.”

“The sheriff’s sister?”

Can I have my own identity, please?

“Yes,” Hailey said through gritted teeth.

“What’s this about?”

“May we come in?”

Peterson looked about to object, then saw how they were getting soaked, and he grimaced.

“Oh, all right.”

“Thank you,” Hailey said and meant it. She had endured enough rain for one day. “Do you live alone, Mr. Peterson?”

“Yeah. Why?”

The writer led them into a moderately sized living room lined with books. Hailey gave the shelves a quick look and saw lots of horror novels as well as books on natural disasters, war, and the occult.

Peterson didn’t sit, and so, neither did they. He put his hands on his hips in an impatient gesture, looked both of them over, and asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Are you acquainted with Nicolas Tabor, Bruce Galloway, and Gus Hinkson?” Hailey asked.

Peterson broke eye contact. “Gus is my website designer. I interviewed Tabor for a book I’m writing.”

“And Bruce Galloway?”

Peterson suddenly looked ill at ease. “Him and me had a disagreement a couple of years back. Is that what this is about?”

“What kind of disagreement?” Graham asked. He had edged a bit to the side to keep Peterson from bolting for the door.

“I wanted to interview him for a book on people who survived tornados. He had a close call during the big one of ’96. He didn’t want to talk to me, though. He got all angry and started shouting. Maybe it was PTSD, I don’t know. And then he files a complaint against me and gets a restraining order! Crazy. I only tried to talk to him once.”

Hailey and Graham exchanged looks. She found that hard to believe, and her partner didn’t look convinced either. You didn’t end up with a restraining order over just a single heated conversation.

She decided to set that aside and get to the point. “Where were you just now?”

“I’ve been here.”

“No, I mean before. You were out.”

Hesitation. “I went to the supermarket.”

“In a storm?” Graham asked.

“I wanted to get there now because I figured they’d close early with all the wind.”

“Do you have a receipt?” Hailey wanted to see the time at the top.

“I didn’t take it. Why?”

“Can you verify your whereabouts last night, and the night before last?”

Peterson studied her. “What happened?”

“We’re asking the questions, Mr. Peterson,” Graham told him.

The writer looked at him, chin up in defiance. “Not without a lawyer, you’re not.”

Graham did not appear phased by the larger man. Hailey had never seen him phased by any suspect. “And why is that, Mr. Peterson?”

“Because I know my rights.”

“Are you a gun owner, Mr. Peterson?” Hailey asked.

The public weren’t required to register guns in the state of Missouri, a perpetual headache for law enforcement.

“Yes. There’s a .30-06 in my bedroom. Hunting and home defense.”

“Let’s go take a look at it, shall we?”

Again, there was that hesitation, followed by a quick nod. 

They moved down the hallway, Graham going in front, Hailey just behind.

The bedroom was messy, with more shelves mostly filled with back issues of Penthouse and Hustler from the nineties. Hailey wondered if he had kept them since high school or scoured online for these “collectibles.”

George Peterson saw her looking and gave an abashed grin. “A man gets lonely sometimes.”

Hailey’s stomach squirmed, but she kept her cool. She was far more worried about any sudden moves than what the suspect might do when home alone.

The rifle leaned against one corner. Graham put on gloves, removed the bullets, and set it back where it was.

“Am I under arrest?” George Peterson asked.

“We’re just talking,” Hailey said. “Why don’t you give us a tour of the rest of the house?”

“Why should I?”

“Because it might help us decide whether to arrest you or not,” Graham snapped. “Being cooperative would reduce that chance.”

“Arrest me for what?”

Hailey decided to play their trump card. “Three counts of murder.”

The writer blinked with apparent shock, then immediately got cagey. “They got murdered? All three of them?”

“Yes. All three were found in storm shelters.”

“Poor Gus,” he whispered. “He was such a mild-mannered guy. Who would want to hurt him?”

“Perhaps you could enlighten us.”

“Now, wait a minute. I didn’t have anything to do with that. Why would I kill my website designer?”

“Why would you kill Bruce Galloway?” Graham snapped.

Peterson spread his hands, “Look, I—”

“Keep your hands by your sides, please,” Hailey said.

Peterson made a calming gesture and put his hands down.

“Are you related to Melinda Peterson?”

“She was my aunt.”

“She got hurt in the Tornado of ’96, didn’t she?”

“Yeah. A mailbox, of all things. Flew through the window, crashed right through some drywall, and hit her in the hallway where she was sheltering. Broken shoulder and concussion.”

“But she survived?”

“Yeah. Died of a stroke a few years later.”

“Could that stroke have been an aftereffect of the concussion?”

Peterson nodded, looking at the floor. “I’ve always wondered about that.”

Yeah, I bet you have.

“How about that house tour?” Graham asked.

“All right,” the writer replied, less confident now.

He led them through the house. An extension into the back garden contained a woodworking shop. Hailey had noticed that the bookshelves looked homemade, as did the birdhouse outside the window, which the wind rocked back and forth on its pole. Hailey had a brief vision of it flying through the window and hitting her.

There was a stack of two-by-fours against one wall, beneath a rack of tools. Graham stepped between the woodpile and the suspect.

“How did you scuff your knuckles?” Hailey asked.

“Using a chisel in here.”

Hailey had noticed he moved a bit stiffly. Perhaps that was nerves. She’d seen that with a lot of suspects, innocent or otherwise. Or it could be something else.

“Could you pull up your shirt, please?”

Peterson turned to her. “I beg your pardon?”

“She told you to pull up your shirt,” Graham said from behind him.

“I do not consent to a search.”

“Mr. Peterson, if you do not cooperate, we’ll be forced to—”

“I do not consent to a search!”

Graham pulled out a pair of handcuffs and put a hand on Peterson’s shoulder.

“Then we have no choice but to arrest you on suspicion of murder,” he said. Hailey put a hand onto the butt of her gun.

“What! Why? Because I talked to the victims? I’m a journalist!”

He continued to sputter complaints but did not resist as Graham cuffed him. Hailey raised his shirt.

“I DO NOT CONSENT TO A SEARCH.”

“We’re allowed to search a detained suspect,” Hailey said. How often in her career had she had someone try to dictate the law to her?

There was a large, square bandage on Peterson’s right side.

“How did you get that?”

“A chisel slipped, and I cut myself. That was the same slip where I scuffed my knuckles.”

The words of the CSI team came back to her.

“Only got one or two pellets in him from the looks of it. The perp is probably more or less OK.”

It would be easy enough to tell the difference between a wound made by shotgun pellets and one made by a chisel, but liability kept them from peeling off that bandage. They’d have to bring in a trained doctor or nurse to do that.

“OK, let’s get him in the car and search the house,” Hailey said. “Then we’ll take him down to the station and have that wound looked at.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

“I demand to see an attorney!” George Peterson shouted.

Hailey was getting tired of hearing that. It was pretty much all he had said since they had gotten him back to the station.

Georgina had shown up, as had Elmer. Alice was still out of touch and not answering her phone. Not for anybody.

She’d been doing that for too long, and that was turning Hailey from annoyed to worried. It was perfectly normal for her older sister to ignore calls from her, but calls from her own deputy and the chief of police?

“When do I get my attorney?” the prisoner demanded.

“You called him already,” Graham said. “He said he was going to come.” 

“That was half an hour ago,” Peterson growled. “He should have been here by now.”

True enough. The attorney lived just the next town over.

“Maybe he got delayed by the storm,” Georgina said. “The wind’s picked up out there.”

“Well, I’m not saying anything until he gets here.”

Graham stepped in front of him, fists on hips. “We have a serial killer on the loose, and if you’re not him, you need to clear yourself now, so we don’t waste time. He might strike again tonight. We can have you up on charges of interfering with an investigation.”

Peterson snorted. “No, you can’t. I have the right to remain silent and the right to an attorney.”

“You also have a social duty to help us. If you’re innocent, prove your innocence. Or are you not capable of that?”

“I’ll prove my innocence when my lawyer finally gets his ass here. I don’t have to tell you anything.”

“You don’t care about those lives that might be lost?”

“I care about liberty.”

Graham shook his head and turned away in disgust. As good of an interrogator as he was, he knew when he was stuck. George Peterson was the kind of suspect who couldn’t be budged. He would hide behind his rights no matter what the consequences to anyone else.

In Hailey’s mind—and every other officer’s—that was a huge red flag. Every other suspect they had detained, once they heard the seriousness of the charges, fell over themselves in their rush to clear their name. Peterson had taken on a bunker mentality. He wouldn’t say a thing until he had the protection of the law on his side.

The smarter suspects all did this because they recognized that no matter how intelligent they might be, no matter how airtight the alibi they had already cooked up, there was always the chance of letting something slip, some offhand remark or little inconsistency that a trained interrogator would leap on.

The safer option was to use your right to remain silent, or as the old underworld expression had it, “Those who don’t talk, walk.”

“Oh, Jesus!” Georgina cried. “That’s the last thing we need.”

Everyone turned to her.

She held up her phone. “The Missouri State News just carried a breaking story saying that a serial killer is on the loose in Taney and Douglas counties. It names Nicolas Tabor, Bruce Galloway, and Gus Hinkson as the victims.”

“Damn it, who was the leak?” Hailey said.

“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Elmer replied. “I’ve been dodging questions about it all day.”

Hailey leaned over Georgina’s shoulder to read the article. The byline said Bill Didion.

“Bob Didier, the weatherman, wrote this under his pen name. He took the information we provided when questioning him and then tracked down the next killing. We told him to keep quiet!”

“Redemption,” Graham said.

“What?”

“Redemption. He failed his town once, so now he thinks he’s saving it. He’ll reveal who wrote that article soon and try to get incorporated back into the community.”

Elmer nodded his balding head. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Not that it’s going to help him. His big story is coming out after we caught the perp. I have a mind to charge him with obstruction.”

Elmer had been a police officer at the time of the big tornado, and Hailey recalled that he had found at least one of the three bodies. She knew he didn’t like to talk about it.

“Yeah, we’re done here,” Georgina said, shooting the handcuffed writer an angry look.

A twinge of doubt rose in Hailey’s heart. They had found no incriminating evidence in Peterson’s home, and Peterson hadn’t said anything to incriminate himself. They were still waiting for a doctor or nurse from the nearest hospital to get over and check out that wound. The CSI folks said the shotgun blast would have hit the perp in the midsection. Peeling back that bandage would decide everything.

The hospital had their hands full, however. There had been a bad crash on the highway due to the wind and some lesser injuries from branches falling on a couple of pedestrians who really should have been indoors.

So, they’d have to wait, while Hailey continued to have doubts. While Peterson seemed suspicious, especially with that bandage covering just the right spot and the stalking of at least one of the victims, if they were wrong about him, then they were wasting time while the real killer remained on the prowl.

But who could that be if it wasn’t Peterson? Hailey had no idea. They had no real leads, no solid evidence except a boot print that they hadn’t had time to match to any of the boots in Peterson’s house, and the DNA from the blood spatter in Gus Hinkson’s house that hadn’t yet been processed by the lab.

It was all happening too quickly—the killer outpacing all of law enforcement’s attempts to gather evidence and conduct an investigation.

Her phone buzzed. Her mother.

Ugh.

She had told her mother that she was coming to town, because Mom would have found out anyway, but had put her off by saying that she had the class reunion on the first night. After that, Hailey had entirely forgotten to call. Hailey was surprised Mom hadn’t called before. Alice must have told her she was on a case.

That had held off the domineering old woman for a while, but the urge to criticize her middle child, to complain that Hailey never spent any time with family, had proved too strong. She wanted to get her claws into Hailey, like so many times before.

Hailey put her phone back in her pocket unanswered.

“I need some air,” Hailey said, walking away from the group and toward the front door.

“You picked a bad time to want to go for a walk,” Elmer called after her.

“It’s always a bad time in Pleasant,” Hailey snapped.

She grabbed a police raincoat from the line of pegs next to the door, put it on, and stepped out into the night.

As soon as she got out of the building, the wind fought her. She leaned into it, clutched the raincoat around her, and started to walk.

She was alone on the darkened street. All the shops and business were shut tight. Kent had vanished, leaving a curt message on her phone saying he was closing up for the night and going home. She was faced with empty streets, shuttered windows, and widely spaced streetlights casting feeble pools of light through the stygian, stormy night.

The wind continued blowing hard. A fallen branch skittered across the pavement, making a noise like nails on a chalkboard. Bits of trash whipped past her ankles.

Pleasant looked the way she always imagined it—lifeless and threatening. She had been crazy to come back here. She should have said no to the very first assignment that brought her from D.C. to Taney County. If she had, she would have never been assigned the next case or stumbled upon this one.

But if she had stayed back East, assuming she could have said no to her boss in the first place, then she would have never discovered those snippets of evidence about Mindy’s disappearance.

And that’s what really had her back here. She’d chase that case until the day she died.

The day I die? Yeah, those are the right words for it. Because I’m never going to solve that case. I’ll be chasing Mindy’s ghost and an image of a green pickup truck forever. I’ll never get away from this place.

Gloomily, Hailey realized that she never really had.

She found her legs had taken her a couple of blocks down Main Street to where the street divided, leaving a narrow strip of grass and a few park benches in the middle. In better weather, senior citizens liked to sit on those benches and watch the world go by. At the end of the grassy stretch stood the small marble monument to the three people who died in the Tornado of 1996. 

Hailey walked over to it, realizing that this had been her destination all along. The wind shifted, suddenly growing in strength, and Hailey staggered a moment before righting herself and leaning into this new direction of force trying to push her its way.

She got to the monument, having to blink away raindrops and squint in the poor light to read the names engraved on it.

In loving memory,

Tina Updike

Trevor Ackerman

Lottie Sauer

They live in our hearts

Tina Updike, the secretary at Pleasant Real Estate who the newspaper editor had discovered lying dead not far from this spot.

Trevor Ackerman, who used to play poker with Hailey’s dad and was killed when his roof got torn off. He had lived in one of the newer houses where the developer had been too cheap to add storm shelters. His family sued and lost.

Lottie Sauer, a woman living just outside of town. Killed before she could get to her shelter.

Three deaths from a natural disaster, followed decades later by three murders during storms.

Were they related? Did it all trace back to this, some trauma from the distant past? Was that what Peterson was after? Was that why he was obsessed about natural disasters? He hadn’t even answered questions about that, or anything else.

An ambulance passed by, heading for the police station. Hailey gave the monument one last look and then followed it.

Finally, they were going to get some answers.

By the time Hailey struggled through the wind back to the police station, the ambulance had already parked, and the EMTs had entered the building. Hailey came in, hung her dripping raincoat on a peg, and heard Peterson objecting.

“I do not consent to this!”

He was still handcuffed to the same chair, Georgina, Graham, and Elmer guarding him. The paramedics had joined them.

“The suspect was hit with a couple of shotgun pellets in the same spot where you have a bandage,” Graham explained as Hailey walked across the room. “If you really got cut while woodworking, you can absolve yourself right now.”

George Peterson blinked, looked from Graham to the paramedics and back again.

“All right.”

Oh, hell.

One of the paramedics gently pulled back the bandage.

Beneath was a long scab that looked like a sharp object had scraped him along the midriff.

“Could that have been made by a shotgun blast?” Hailey asked, already guessing the answer. She felt stupid to even ask, but she had to make sure.

The paramedic shook her head. “No, this looks like a long and shallow cut. A shotgun blast leaves small puncture wounds. I’ve had to deal with a couple of shotgun wounds from hunting accidents. We get some every year. This wasn’t made by a shotgun.”

Hailey walked away as the paramedic began treating the wound and replacing the bandage.

They were back to square one, with night having fallen and a storm raging outside.

Hailey looked out on the darkened street of the dead town and knew the killer was once again on the hunt.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

“The storm is getting worse,” Hailey said, looking at the trees and bushes rocking back and forth outside the police station window. The closest ones were lit by the station’s interior light and looked spectral against the deep black of the surrounding night. “He’s going to go find another victim.”

Georgina checked her phone. “The weather forecast has switched to a severe storm warning with a chance of tornado. After that, they’re predicting a dry spell for at least a week. So yeah, he’s going to strike tonight.”

“But where?” Hailey wondered out loud. “And who? It must be another survivor of ’96.”

George Peterson spoke up. “Let me get on your computer.”

“Why?” Elmer asked.

“I keep all my notes on the Cloud. I interviewed a bunch of survivors of that storm. Maybe if you look through them, you can figure out who he’ll go after next.”

Hailey stared at him. He had gone from obstructing suspect to helpful citizen that quickly? She guessed that now that his rights weren’t threatened, he didn’t mind cooperating with the police. 

Graham had already taken his handcuffs off when the bandage had revealed Peterson’s innocence, so he gestured to the desktop computer, and the writer sat down in front of it. As he started tapping away on the keyboard, Hailey turned to Elmer.

“What do you know about the next of kin of the three people who died in ’96?”

“Well, let’s see. Tina Updike was pretty old in ‘96. Her husband died some time ago. They had two daughters. One moved out of the state. Illinois, I think. The other lives here. She’s not what you’d call fit. I don’t think she had the strength to do what the killer did. Her husband is a farmhand, so maybe him.”

“I don’t think a spouse would have enough anger to do this.”

“No, I don’t think so either. Then there’s Trevor Ackerman. His family sure held a grudge. They sued the contractor who built such a shabby house and the realtor who told them it was tornado proof. The family was off seeing a relative in another county if I recall. That’s the only reason the whole family didn’t die instead of just poor Trevor. They sunk a heck of a lot of money into those lawsuits and never saw a dime. Nearly broke them. I hate to say this, but if anyone’s got anger over what happened in ’96, it’s them.”

“But why would they take it out on survivors?” Graham asked.

Elmer shrugged. “I’m not saying they would. I’m just throwing stuff against the wall and hoping something sticks. Like those Italian chefs on TV with the pasta.”

“Any of them strong enough to have committed the murders?” Hailey asked.

“The two sons, Irving and Harold. Two big boys. Work construction. Seem OK. Never gotten them for anything worse than speeding. But you never know. We’ve sure been wrong about people before.”

“We sure have,” Georgina said, looking at the floor. Hailey put a hand on her shoulder.

“What about Lottie Sauer?” Graham asked.

“Her husband was a trucker and was on a long haul when the storm hit, so it was just Lottie and her boy Jon. Poor kid was all shook up. Saw the mother killed right before his eyes. He grew up all right, though. Made it through high school and became a farmhand. Also has his own bit of land outside of town that he tends. He lives alone now that his dad has passed. Quiet fellow but nice enough.”

“Could he be harboring a lot of resentment that doesn’t show?” Graham asked.

Elmer shrugged again. “All of them could.”

Hailey turned to George Peterson, who was still at the computer checking his notes. “Did you talk to any of these people?”

The writer nodded. “I talked to all of them. The Updike family were pretty open, and I got some good quotes from them. They didn’t show any anger, though. Jon Sauer refused an interview. Irving and Harold Ackerman gave me an interview, but they didn’t have much to say. They were pretty young back then and sheltered through the whole storm. I’m not using their stuff in the book. They were sure sore about that lawsuit, though. Really set the family back financially.”

“We need to split up and check all their houses,” Hailey said.

“Now, wait a minute,” Elmer said, “the last time you went off on your own, you nearly got killed.”

“I won’t be alone. I’ll have Graham with me. And it won’t be dangerous because we won’t find the killer at home. Whoever isn’t at home right now is probably the killer.”

“Good point,” the chief of police said. “Georgina, you take the Updikes. I’ll get the Ackerman family. You and Graham get Jon Sauer.”

Hailey noticed he had assigned Georgina the safest home to check on. After her abduction by the Scarecrow Killer, Elmer had grown protective of her. She looked irritated by this but didn’t object. She pulled out her phone and called a number. After a few rings, she hung up.

“Alice still isn’t picking up. I’m really getting worried.”

“I tried calling, too,” the chief of police said. “No luck. She might be north of town. The cell phone tower on Rawlins Bluff has blown down in storms twice this year. Maybe it has again. I told those numbskulls at the phone company they need a stronger base, but they never listen. I tried her on the radio coming back here.”

“So did I,” Georgina said. “If she’s up there, the radio would have a tough time reaching her in these conditions. You were breaking up when I called you, and you were only a few miles away.”

“You guys are all idiots,” George Peterson declared.

Hailey turned to him. “Excuse me?”

“You’re assuming some aggrieved relative is seeking revenge. Yeah, maybe. But why go to their houses if you know the killer is going to be gone? What if more than one of the suspects is gone? Then what? You need to figure out who the killer is going to strike next and go warn them. Hell, the killer might already be there.”

Hailey looked at Graham.

“He’s got a point,” her partner conceded.

“All the people who got killed had lucky escapes,” Peterson said. “One got trapped in his storm shelter. Another had the house burn down around him. Another nearly got taken away by the twister. So, what you’re looking at is people who had a brush with death but miraculously escaped. All those stories are on the web. The killer is obsessed with storms, so he’d know them by heart. The question is, which one would he go after next?”

“What do you think?” Hailey asked. Despite his annoying manner, Peterson had made some good suggestions.

Peterson shrugged. “Do I look like I’m a psycho? I don’t understand what this guy is thinking. It could be any of them.”

“Are there any near-death stories that didn’t make it into the paper?”

“I don’t think so. None that I’ve uncovered, anyway. Some people might not have talked to the paper because they were traumatized.”

Like the people you kept badgering who didn’t want to relive their experiences.

“Then they probably didn’t talk much to anyone else either. Let’s look at the stories page.”

“No need. I have a list here in my notes with all of them and their addresses. Some I didn’t get to talk to, but I have all their contact details.”

Lightning flashed outside, followed closely by a roll of thunder. Hailey glanced out the window and saw the wind had grown even stronger now. She moved over to stand behind Peterson, as did Elmer. They both began to write down addresses from a list of about half a dozen people.

Lightning flashed a second time. The thunder rolled again, louder.

The lights in the police station went out.

“Oh, perfect,” Graham said. “Elmer, where’s the switch for the backup generator?”

“There isn’t one.”

“All police stations are required one by law!”

“They sure are, and we have one out back that hasn’t worked since 2018. We put in an order for one every year, but with state budget cuts, the government never gets around to giving us a new one.”

“Perfect.” Graham got on his phone, the glow illuminating his stressed and weary face. “No cell phone signal, either.”

“Lightning must have hit the substation,” Georgina said, looking out the window. “Whole town has gone dark. That would have taken out the cell phone tower too.”

“This happen a lot?” Graham asked.

“Oh, yeah. The boys at the power company usually get it back on in an hour or two.”

“We don’t have an hour or two,” Hailey said, turning on her flashlight and looking at her notebook. “We only got three addresses from the list. Mr. Peterson, can you remember the others?”

“No. Sorry. I did these interviews more than a year ago. I might be able to steer you to their houses in the daytime, but in these conditions? We shouldn’t even be out driving.”

“The killer is out, though,” Hailey said. “We need to get going. Split up like we planned. These two addresses are on the same side of town. We’ll take those. Elmer, you take the other.”

“OK. What about the survivor families? I know where the Sauer place is, but it’s well out of town. The Updikes moved a couple of years back. I’m not sure where their new place is. And I don’t think I ever knew where the Ackerman residence was.”

“I know the place. Trevor Ackerman played cards with my dad. I’ll give you the address.”

“Give it to me,” Georgina said. “I’ll go there and then go check out the Sauer residence.”

Hailey paused, couldn’t think of a reason not to do as Georgina asked, and gave her the address.

“Let’s go,” Hailey said.

“Can I stay here?” Peterson asked. “It’s looking like hell out there.”

“All right,” Elmer replied. “You just stay put, and if the power comes back on, get those addresses, and call us. Our cell phone numbers are all on that list on the corkboard over there.”

“What about theirs?” he asked, pointing to Hailey and Graham.

“Theirs too.”

Hailey wondered when he had added them. During the first manhunt, or after that, in anticipation of a second?

And now, they were dealing with a third.

What’s happening to my hometown?

“Let’s go,” Hailey said, already heading for the door to get to her rental car. “And let’s hope that one of these addresses is the right one.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Sheriff Alice Rock had been having a long, grinding day, and it looked like she’d have an even worse night.

She’d spent the whole rainy, windy day in the northern part of the county investigating two leads into the storm shelter killings. Both had turned up to be dead ends. Now, she was driving thirty miles an hour on a county road north of town, trying to get back to Pleasant as the wind tried to push her patrol vehicle off the road.

Her headlights cut through the slashing rain. They were the only lights in sight. The power grid was off, and it had taken out cell phone coverage with it. The radio was all crackly. Now that she was on the southern side of most of the hills, she could probably get in touch with Elmer and Georgina with the radio, but she didn’t dare take her hands off the wheel.

She was getting into town anyway. A dark collection of buildings bunkered down against the storm. Not a soul was out. She passed no other cars. She blew a red light, the forlorn orb bobbing back and forth in the wind like some demonic eye in the sky.

Alice came into town on the side where the Motel 6 stood, a dark rectangle illuminated briefly by a flash of lightning.

She pulled into the parking lot, getting her car in the lee side of a van that rocked back and forth. Over the course of the day, she had felt increasingly bad for cold-shouldering her younger sister. Alice should have kept in touch with her about the investigation, even if Hailey was an annoying intrusion into her peaceful life.

Maybe she’ll be sheltering here with her partner, and they could have a talk, compare notes on this latest investigation. Work usually made Hailey calm down. Otherwise, she’d have to go clear across town to check if she was at Kent’s. She didn’t have time for that.

She hoped Bob and the kids were OK. The last she had talked to him they had all been home with the radio on. He would have heard the tornado warning and gotten the girls into the storm shelter. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be too scared. Bob could reassure them. He always kept a level head. A reliable man. So good to have someone in your life you could trust implicitly.

Alice got out, and even behind the van, she still felt the wind nearly pull the car door from her grasp. She pushed it shut with an effort and, hunched nearly double and clutching her hat, struggled to get to the Motel 6 office. 

The door was locked. She pounded on it, peering through the glass, and trying to make out any details of the dark interior. The van parked next to her car continued to creak back and forth in the near gale that scoured the parking lot and all around it.

A young woman with a flashlight appeared, shone it on her, and unlocked the door.

“Hello, Sheriff. Can I help you?” 

Alice got inside and both of them shoved the door shut.

“I had to lock it. It kept flying open,” the hotel manager explained.

“No problem, Wendy. Is my sister here?”

“I don’t know. She’s staying in Room 12 with her partner. This way.”

Staying with her partner? I thought she was staying with Kent.

The hotel manager led her down a carpeted hallway. Here the wailing of the storm came to them muffled, distant.

“How many you got staying here?” Alice asked.

“Only five rooms are occupied, thankfully. I knocked on each door and left an electric lantern. Here’s Room 12.”

The electric lantern still sat on the floor outside the door. A “Do Not Disturb” sign hung from the doorknob.

“I guess they’re out,” the hotel manager said.

Alice knocked. No answer.

“You need to get in there?”

Alice paused. Did she? Hailey had been acting weird these last two visits, weirder than usual.

“Yeah, I need to check on some police stuff.”

Maybe they left some notes on the case here, Alice told herself to justify her snooping.

Hailey had always needed watching over, not being as strong as her. When they were younger, Alice had asked after her with the other kids to make sure she wasn’t getting in trouble or hanging out with the wrong crowd and had even read her diary. She had learned all about her crushes, her loneliness, her depression, and the nasty, bitchy things Hailey thought about her.

While that last bit had pissed her off, Alice felt bad about the diary. It had been for Hailey’s own good, though. Alice had lost one little sister. She wasn’t about to lose another.

Wendy opened the door with a master key, and Alice shone her flashlight inside. Two unmade beds showed that Hailey had slept here. Alice moved her flashlight around and saw a thick folder sitting on the bedside table. Alice moved over to it. The hotel worker stayed at the doorway.

Alice opened the folder, and her heart turned to ice. Distant thunder like demon laughter rumbled outside as she was confronted with a photo of Mindy’s bicycle, left on the verge of a lonely county road all those years ago.

She turned another page, and her heart twisted as she found a copy of the missing persons poster that had gone up all over southern Missouri.

Alice had hung hundreds of those posters herself. So had Hailey. So had Mom and Dad.

Alice flipped through more pages—interviews with suspects, calls into the hotline, a psychological profile of the abductor. Page after page of old hurt welled up like an untended infection.

“Are you all right, sheriff?”

Alice realized she had sat down hard on the bed, the thick folder trembling in her hands like the leaves on the trees outside.

Relentlessly, automatically, she continued to turn pages, each one shining in the close glare of her flashlight, blanking out the darker world around her. She had never looked at Mindy’s old reports, even though she had ready access to them. She never had the strength. And there had been no point. Mindy was dead, and her abductor fled into the anonymity of time, unreachable by justice.

Why was Hailey dredging all this up? Had she been obsessing about it all these years? She needed help, like Alice got help from that psychologist at Student Health when she went to university, and from another psychologist for a couple of years after that. They had shown Alice how to deal with the grief and the horrible lingering uncertainty. Tone it down into something manageable.

That helped. Making a family with Bob had helped, too, although she couldn’t keep from seeing the ghost of Mindy’s face in the features of her own daughters. Fighting criminals helped as well.

Hailey had missed out on all of that. Well, she fought criminals and that was certainly a point in her favor, but Alice fought criminals in Taney County, and that made all the difference. Every time she arrested a man over fifty, she imagined it was the monster who took her youngest sister away. Every time she searched a home, she searched for evidence of Mindy—a picture, a scrap of the clothing she was wearing at the time, anything.

Nothing. She had found nothing. But she still held out hope that the meth dealer she had put away for ten years, or the wife beater who got five, was the man who had stained her life. Alice hoped that she had balanced the scales just a little bit. She held that hope close to her chest like a candle on a dark night.

“Sheriff, are you OK?”

“Quiet.”

Out of the corner of her vision, Alice saw the beam from the hotel manager’s flashlight retreat into the hallway.

Alice’s eyes remained fixed on the folder as she continued to flip through the hundreds of pages. Interviews, transcripts from the anonymous hotline, the interrogation of a child molester who got caught in Stone County a couple of years later.

All those tentative leads that led nowhere. This is why Alice hadn’t chased down the old case, because she knew it would be like this, knew it would lead to nothing but frustration and a summoning up of old pain.

Why was Hailey still hurting herself like this?

And why was Alice still flipping through this collection of tortures?

Near the end came several pages in Hailey’s handwriting. The heading of the first page read, “Interview with Belinda Fraser née Hoskins.”

The date was from a couple of months ago when Hailey had been down here working on the Scarecrow Killer case.

Alice’s eyes unfocused and her arms trembled so much she almost dropped the folder. She hadn’t found new evidence, had she? After all this time?

The sheriff shook herself and flipped through more pages to find another header saying, “Interview with Olivia Baker.” The date for that was only a month ago when she had been back in southern Missouri working on the Incel Abductor case.

Alice snapped the folder shut and sat on the edge of the bed, rocking slowly back and forth. She felt like she might be sick to her stomach.

New evidence. This could only mean new evidence. Hailey had found something new in the case and had reopened it.

Reopened it without telling her.

Sadness welled up in her. Had things gotten so bad between them that Hailey wouldn’t even tell her about something this important? Did Hailey respect and care about her so little?

A loud bang outside the window made her jump. She looked at the glass and saw a jagged crack running diagonally along the pane like a map of a river. A branch or some other debris must have been blown against it.

Shaking herself, Alice put the folder back where she had found it, stood, and squared her shoulders. The county she had sworn to protect was in for what looked like the toughest storm of the season, and a murderer was on the loose. She had no time for old wounds. She had a job to do.

She walked out of the hotel room, passed Wendy without saying a word, and followed the beam of her flashlight until it led her to the front door and out into the night.

 

* * *

 

The storm was brewing up nicely, and the radio announced through static that a tornado warning was in place for all of Taney County.

A perfect time to work. A perfect time to balance the scales.

Frederick Wakeman would have to wait. Cheryl would have never gone back out in this muck. No chance to get him alone.

That was OK. He could kill Frederick Wakeman another day. Right now, he had a better target to go for. A much easier target.

One he knew would be alone.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Hailey braced herself in the passenger seat while Graham drove hunched over the wheel and peering into the night. The windshield wipers smacked back and forth, trying and failing to keep the view clear. The rain came down so hard, mixed with twigs and trash and bits of grass, that the beams had trouble penetrating more than fifty feet.

Graham drove at barely thirty miles an hour. Hailey wanted to urge him to drive faster, that they didn’t have much time, but the wind rocking the car and the memory of the last crash made her keep her silence.

Going any faster than this would be a crazy risk.

Except the killer is willing to take crazy risks.

She told herself that her partner was doing just fine. He had been shaken up by the crash but seemed to be all right now. Hailey’s neck still hurt. She hadn’t told him about it, or the half a dozen bruises she got from the car wreck. She wondered if he had aches and pains that he wasn’t revealing too.

At least their first destination was close, a home on a residential street owned by the Harrison family. Brett Harrison had been featured in The Pleasant Daily Courier back in 1996 when, as a young man, he had stupidly sat next to an unshuttered window during the storm, drinking beer and listening to updates on the radio, when a giant, forked branch crashed through the glass and pinned him to the couch, one fork of the branch impaling the cushions to either side of him.

He escaped with only minor scrapes and bruises.

“Didn’t even spill my beer,” Brett had bragged to the newspaper. “The first thing I did was take another sip. Then the rain started coming in, and I figured I’d better get further inside the house.”

Natural selection hadn’t taken care of him back then, and it was up to Hailey and Graham to make sure it didn’t take care of him tonight.

Graham took the corner onto Harrison’s street at twenty miles an hour, skidded anyway, and evened out. He drove down the middle of the street just to be safe. To either side, homes stood in darkness, the occasional candle flickering in a window. The streets were empty. The wind had grown steadily stronger, and the radio was warning everyone to stay inside.

The headlights illuminated a mailbox with the name Harrison printed on it.

“There. Pull in.”

Graham pulled in, parking in front of a shut garage.

They got out, staggered in the face of the wind, and struggled to get into the shelter of the porch. Even once they got there, the rain came down at such an angle that it sprayed their legs.

Hailey pounded on the door as Graham peered through the windows.

“They haven’t closed the shutters,” he said. “I don’t see any light inside.”

“Strange.”

Hailey hoped the killer hadn’t come already. That would explain why they hadn’t shut up for the storm.

“Does anyone other than Brett Harrison live here?” Graham asked, shining his flashlight through the window.

“I don’t know.” Hailey tried the door. It was locked. She pounded on the door again. No answer.

“What do you want?” a woman’s voice called from behind them.

They looked around. For a moment, they couldn’t see her. Then they spotted a dark figure in an upstairs window across the street.

“Is Brett Harrison here?” Hailey called back.

“They’re on vacation. They won’t be back for a week. What happened?”

“Nothing. We just needed to check up on him.” Hailey had to shout at the top of her lungs, hands cupped around her mouth, in order to be heard over the wind.

“Who are you?” That was a man’s voice from the same window. He sounded suspicious. Perhaps he’d seen Didier’s article about a killer being on the loose.

“We’re Special Agents Rock and Vance from the FBI. We have reason to believe that Brett Harrison’s life may be in danger.”

“From that killer on the news?”

Oh, great. Thanks, Didier.

“Yes.” I might as well admit it. “Are you sure they went away?”

“We saw them leave two days ago. They aren’t coming back for another three days. They sure as hell aren’t coming back tonight.”

“Thank you.”

Hailey and Graham made their way back to the car. Although they both wore raincoats, water had soaked through their shoes and the lower parts of their pants stuck to their wet skin. Hailey could feel the water squishing around inside her shoes.

“How much further to the next one?” Graham asked.

“Not far, but it’s a bit out of town. Pull out, go back the way we came, and take a right at the next intersection. Damn it!”

“What happened?” Graham asked as he put the car into reverse.

“I forgot to grab a portable police radio when we were back at the station. I’m so used to using my cell phone that it didn’t even cross my mind that I can’t use it right now.”

“Want to go back for it?”

“No. That will take almost as much time as going to the next address, and the station is in the wrong direction. We’d have to cross town again.”

“OK.”

Graham drove them down the street and took a right, having to hit the brakes as a large, metal bucket rattled across the street ahead of them. Hailey checked her phone. Still no signal. The lights had only gone off ten minutes ago. Whatever might happen tonight, it would probably be over by the time the lights and phone came back.

Maybe she should have asked Graham to drive back to the station. If any of the others called in for help, they’d need all available personnel to respond. Hailey grimaced. She kept doing this. She kept rushing off to solve everything herself, leaving the local police and sometimes even her partner behind in her rush to solve the case.

In her rush to fix everything. To make up for brushing off Mindy when she asked to go on a bike ride on that horrible day.

Hailey could still remember it. She had been sixteen, lying on her bed and pouring her feelings into her diary, when Mindy came skipping in. It annoyed her that her little sister still skipped. It annoyed her that she was so bubbly and happy. Couldn’t she see the tensions in the house? Was she blind to how Alice acted so annoying and dictatorial (a new word Hailey had learned and used often). Didn’t she notice how Mom and Dad ignored them most of the time?

No. Everything was sunshine and roses with her.

“I’m busy, Mindy,” Hailey said without looking up from the page.

“OK.” Mindy chirped, not the least bit perturbed. “Maybe next time.”

And she skipped out of her room and out of her life.

So yeah, Hailey tried to fix everything because the one thing she really wanted to fix, she never could.

But she couldn’t do everything on her own. It was dangerous and unfair, not to mention unprofessional.

The last time she ran off on her own, she nearly got strangled to death by a serial killer.

Yet she still had the urge to do it all herself. She even resented Graham being here, and he was her partner!

Ridiculous. He was a good friend, an excellent investigator, and a stable force in her life. Graham was her rock.

Not like that idiot her older sister had married.

Bob had cheated on Alice several times while the two had dated in high school. He had been up on the Cut cheating on Alice with another girl in their class the day that green pickup truck stopped nearby with Mindy in the passenger seat. And poor Alice, the know-it-all, had no idea.

“So, tell me about this next potential target,” Graham asked, snapping her out of the familiar, old, and bitter thoughts.

She checked her notebook, using her flashlight to see. That temporarily blocked out the crazy scene outside the window and made Hailey extra nervous. The threats she couldn’t see always scared her the most.

“Justine Pavic. She was a teenager home alone when the storm hit. Her parents were away somewhere.” Not with her when she needed them, just like I wasn’t with Mindy when she needed me. “She hadn’t been paying attention to the news, and while she had closed up the house tight, she hadn’t fled to the storm shelter. She only knew the tornado was coming when she heard it.”

“Does it really sound like a train?”

Hailey shivered a little. “Yeah. I’ve heard it myself a couple of times. When you hear that, you know.”

“So, what happened next?”

“This was one of the most famous cases. I remember it. Justine Pavic tried to flee to the storm shelter, but that was the worst thing she could have done. By then it was too late. The twister was too close. She should have found an interior room or hallway, or the basement if she had one, and sheltered there. Instead, she ran right out into the storm and tried to get to the storm shelter.

“She didn’t make it three steps. The wind picked her right up and carried her a good fifty yards before throwing her through her parents’ open barn door, where she landed on a big pile of hay. It was a miracle she didn’t get hit by debris or smashed against the wall of the barn. She shook herself off, got into a protected portion of the barn, and hid out until the storm passed. If the twister had come any closer, it would have taken the barn and her with it.”

“Wait a minute. I think I heard about this.”

“You probably did. A miracle like that makes national news.”

“It sure sounds like a miracle. I bet she was praying harder than anyone in the county.”

“Her whole family got religion after that. From what I hear, she goes to the One True Path Church.”

“Reverend Dwyer’s place?”

Hailey switched off the flashlight and blinked, trying to get her eyes to adjust to the darkness. “Yeah.”

They had to interview the Reverend Dwyer just a couple of months before when one of his daughters became a victim of the Scarecrow Killer.

Graham shook his head. “It feels like I’m beginning to know everybody around here. This sure is a small town.”

“You have no idea how small,” Hailey grumbled.

They had left that small-town well behind and now drove along one of the innumerable, two-lane county roads that crisscrossed the region, leading to other small towns and hamlets, or isolated hunting and fishing spots.

The headlights were dimmed by rain and flying debris, the obscured scene rocking back and forth as Graham struggled to control the vehicle. Hailey checked the speedometer. They were only going thirty. If the weather had been normal, Graham would have floored it. No chance of that now. It was crazy being out in this weather at all. If he went up to forty miles an hour, he’d probably skid out.

But the killer would be out here somewhere. He thrived in this environment.

Was he scared of it? If so, it didn’t stop him from hunting exclusively during storms. Perhaps he saw the storm as a monster that needed to be vanquished.

Or propitiated with a sacrifice.

Graham turned on the car radio. Through the loud static, they heard the familiar beep of the Emergency Broadcast System, followed by a recorded announcement.

“There is a severe storm warning in effect in Christian, Taney, Douglas, and Ozark Counties. There is a high risk of tornados. Please shelter in place in a storm shelter, cellar, or interior room of the building you are in. Do not go outside. Do not try to drive anywhere. This is the Emergency Broadcast System. There is a severe storm warning in effect in Christian, Taney, Douglas, and Ozark Counties—”

Graham switched off the radio.

“Not telling us anything we didn’t know already,” Hailey said.

“Except they’d gone from possible tornado to probable tornado.”

“And that means it’s prime time for our killer. He wants to balance out his suffering with a murder. Balance out bad luck with injustice, instead of balancing out injustice with justice.”

He glanced at her then, and in the dim light, Hailey saw admiration in his eyes, and affection.

Yes, affection. Hailey jerked a little with surprise. While she could hardly believe it, she couldn’t deny it. He had just looked at her the same way that Kent did.

Except that it meant more. Graham knew the adult Hailey Rock and knew her deeply. He wasn’t just remembering the teenaged Hailey Rock from years ago. After all the cases they had worked on together, and her final admission a month before about what had happened when she was in high school, he knew her better than anybody.

And even more surprising, she felt that affection returning from her own heart.

He had always been there for her, always been patient with her mood swings, and when she had told him about Mindy, had been more supportive and caring than anyone else in her life.

Why had she been so blind?

He glanced at her again, saw her still watching him, and did a double take.

Was that hope flashing in his eyes?

If it was hope, embarrassment quickly followed, and he looked away. Hailey’s gaze lingered on him a moment.

As reliable and as good a man as Kent, and he understands me at a professional level too.

Plus, he doesn’t live here. That’s a definite plus.

Graham’s eyes widened, and he slammed on the brakes. 

Hailey turned just in time to see a tree fall into the road right in front of them.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Hailey braced for impact. Graham pumped the brakes to keep from skidding and angled the car as much as he could into the next lane to give himself another second or two.

Even so, there was no way he was going to stop in time.

They hit, jerked forward as much as their seatbelts would allow, then got hit again as the airbags smacked them in the face. For a moment, Hailey was stunned, her only sensation a renewed soreness in her neck. As the airbag deflated, she blinked and looked at her partner. He shook his head and looked at her.

“Are you OK?” they asked in unison.

“Yeah,” Hailey replied.

“Yeah,” Graham said.

Both headlights had gone out. Hailey turned on her flashlight and shone it through the windshield. Even through the driving rain they could see the front of the vehicle was crumpled and could see and hear steam hissing out of the radiator.

“Damn. Two in one day,” Graham muttered.

“It’s registered to me.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

Graham put the car in reverse. With a brief tug and squeal of metal, the car detached itself from the tree. The engine temperature warning light came on.

“I thought so,” he groaned. “Wrecked the radiator.”

Hailey swung the beam of her flashlight and spotted a mile marker.

“We’re almost there. Let’s proceed on foot.”

“It’s not like we have any other choice.”

Except hide in the vehicle where it’s far, far safer. But you don’t mind risking your life for a stranger, Graham. That’s because you’re a hero.

They zipped up their raincoats, donned their hoods, and got out …

… and nearly got knocked over.

The wind slammed them with the force of an NFL linesman. Hailey had to grip the side of the car to make any forward progress. Graham circled around to her, and they clutched each other, the rain stinging their faces, as they struggled, step by step, to move forward.

It felt like ages getting around the fallen tree. Hailey was nearly blind, blinking away the rain. She felt water soak her hair and trickle down her neck and realized the wind had snatched her hood and flung it off her head.

She didn’t try to put it back on. It would only get blown off again, and she was already drenched anyway.

Thus began what felt like an unending ordeal, a struggle against the wind, the rain, the half-seen bits of dirt and grass and leaves flung into their faces. The darkness outside the beam of Hailey’s flashlight got occasionally illuminated by the flicker of lightning, with the boom of its accompanying thunder coming right after.

The road was increasingly blocked with detritus—branches mostly, and once a dead racoon, its neck twisted at an unnatural angle. At least no more trees had come down. Hailey had a horrible image in her mind of a tree crushing them both, or worse, pinning them alive as the twister came roaring along the street to consume them.

The pair of them struggled on, clutching each other for support. Lightning flickered again, and Hailey spotted the dark bulk of a farmhouse up ahead.

That must be Justine Pavic’s house. Thank God.

The lightning died out, followed by a roll of thunder so deep and close that Hailey felt it shake her bones.

After another few steps, they heard a strange singing sound, like an E note on an electric guitar being held for impossibly long.

Graham shouted something she didn’t catch.

“What?” Hailey bellowed into her ear.

“Is that it? Is that the freight train sound? It doesn’t sound like a train.”

“No. I don’t know what that is.”

The wind buffeted them, changing direction to push them from behind. They stumbled forward. The high, metallic note continued. It sounded like it came from their left. Hailey turned her flashlight beam in the direction of the strange sound.

She saw nothing, just an open field of springtime wheat thrashing in the wind past a barbed wire fence.

The fence! The metal strands, strung tightly between the fence posts, vibrated like guitar strings.

Suddenly, the high E note came from both sides like a duet of Banshees wailing in the night. Hailey turned her flashlight the other direction and saw the forest to the right of them had opened up into another wheat field. It, too, was bordered by a barbed wire fence.

The wind shifted again, hitting them harder from the right. They had no shelter anymore, walking with open fields to both sides.

Hailey and Graham stumbled from the sudden onslaught, nearly losing their footing, and getting pushed several feet almost to the edge of the road.

Almost into the barbed wire fence.

They dug in their heels and struggled to get to the center of the road, but the rain made a slippery film along the pavement, and their dress shoes slipped and slid on the wet surface.

Hailey fell, landing hard on one knee. That set Graham off balance, and he almost fell on her but regained his footing at the last moment, got into a wide stance, and hauled her to her feet. Her feet skidded all over the place before she managed to get them under her, and cautiously, gripping each other tight, they continued forward.

She had made it several steps before she realized she wasn’t carrying her flashlight anymore.

Looking over her shoulder, she saw it rolling under the barbed wire fence and away through the field, a dim light growing dimmer by the second.

They continued in darkness punctuated by bolts of lightning. It came simultaneously with the thunder now. To either side, the barbed wire kept up its duet of keening death.

Another shift in the wind shoved them to the left. They had been in the middle of the narrow country lane, and within a second, they found themselves blown to the edge of it. A lightning flash showed the barbed wire rushing up at them as their stumbling legs couldn’t stop themselves from running right into it.

Hailey did the only thing she could do—drop to the ground and pull Graham with her.

He landed on top of her, knocking the air out of her lungs, and banging her head against the pavement. A better option than getting caught on a barbed wire fence in a windstorm.

Graham rolled off her, shouting an apology. He swore, and a lightning flash showed the cuff of his raincoat had gotten stuck in the barbed wire. They were that close. He tore it free, leaving a shred of material stuck to the fence, and together, they crawled back to the center of the road.

Once there, they managed to get to their feet.

“This woman better have a storm shelter!” Graham shouted.

Hailey could see they were close now. The farmhouse looked to be in the old style, early twentieth century at the latest. Yes, it would have a storm shelter.

The question was, would they find Justine Pavic dead in it?

Hailey’s knee throbbed from the fall. Every step made the pain jab at her nerves.

Hailey sobbed with relief when they finally got to the gravel driveway. Here the footing was surer, and no barbed wire waited to ensnare them. The wind blew straight in their faces, however, and progress up the driveway was slow and painful.

Blinking through the rain, Hailey saw a flickering light in one of the windows, a soft, homey glow that invited them to shelter.

Lightning flared again as thunder shook them. It was a long flash, and Hailey used the opportunity to look around her. The farmhouse stood to their front, a barn just visible beyond and a bit to the right. Open fields lay all around.

On the road to the right, in the distance, she spotted some rectangular shape. A car?

The lightning ended almost the instant she saw the object, and she couldn’t see it anymore.

Had it really been a vehicle? She couldn’t tell if it had been moving. There weren’t any lights, anyway.

“There might be a vehicle parked or moving along the road,” she shouted into Graham’s ear.

Graham turned where she pointed, but no more lightning came to illuminate the country lane.

At last—exhausted, in pain, and soaked to the skin—they made it to the front door. A glow emanated from a curtained window just to the right of the door, probably the living room. The curtain turned it into a white haze, and all they could see was that the light came from several flickering sources, no doubt a collection of candles.

Hailey pounded on the window. A shadow moved inside. One of the light sources winked out as a figure moved in front of it.

The shadow hesitated close to the window. Hailey pounded again.

The curtain raised, and the round face of a middle-aged woman appeared, her mouth an O of surprise.

“Did you have a car wreck?” the woman shouted through the glass.

“Justine Pavic?”

“Yes.”

Justine looked from Hailey to Graham and back again, confused.

“Let us in!” Hailey said. “I’m Special Agent—”

Her words died in her throat as she looked beyond the woman’s shoulder and saw a hulking figure emerge from the gloom of an unlit doorway leading into the living room.

As the candlelight illuminated him, Hailey saw he was well over six feet, solidly built with a barrel chest and wide shoulders. His face was intent, almost serene, and he looked vaguely familiar. Hailey had seen him around town.

In his hand, he gripped a two-by-four.

“Look out!” Hailey shouted.

The woman only stared at her, uncomprehending. Unmoving.

She sure moved when Hailey drew her gun.

Justine Pavic screamed and ducked out of sight, no doubt thinking some crazy woman had emerged from the storm to murder her. Maybe she had read Didier’s article and thought Hailey was the killer.

It didn’t matter. Justine had given her a clear field of fire.

Until a moment later when the curtain fell back into place.

Hailey shot right through the glass, firing three rounds in rapid succession, the glass shattering, the curtain dancing, the woman screaming.

As the last shards fell away, Graham reached over her shoulder and yanked the curtain away, tearing it off the rod.

The killer was gone. No blood lay on the floor.

Hailey had missed.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Hailey rushed to the front door of Justine Pavic’s farmhouse and kicked at it with her good leg. It was of older, solid construction and didn’t budge. She glanced at the broken window, then discounted going through that because of all the broken glass along the bottom edge.

“Stand back!” Graham said, leveling his gun at the lock.

He fired twice, the wood around the lock splintering, then he kicked the door again.

It was bolted shut and still didn’t budge.

“I’m going around back!” Hailey shouted over the sound of the storm. “He must have come in through there somewhere.”

“I’ll work on this,” Graham said, then fired at the bolted section of the door.

Hailey ran to the window, didn’t see anyone, and shouted. “Ms. Pavic, there’s an intruder in your home. Stay hidden!”

No response.

Hailey jumped off the porch, stumbled thanks to her injured knee, and tried to run around the side of the house, only to have the wind throw her into a rose bush. She struggled to get free of the thorns, which snared her raincoat and pricked every exposed portion of her body.

Finally, she managed to get upright and get moving. She passed a storm shelter, still bolted shut, and rounded the house.

There she spotted a back door shaking in its frame from the wind. She did not see any lights in the back windows and saw no sign of movement.

The wind almost slammed her into the door. It kept changing direction, and as she grabbed the doorknob, a loud crash behind her made her turn. 

A bicycle. A bicycle lay on the lawn just behind her. It hadn’t been there a moment before.

Another crash as a sprinkler and a torn length of garden hose fell down nearby.

Debris falling from the sky. A tornado is almost upon us.

She didn’t hear that telltale freight train sound, only the howling wind, but she knew it was coming.

Heart cold and stomach sick with fear, Hailey tore open the unlocked back door and hurried inside, tripping over the step and almost falling. She slammed the door shut with her shoulder, and for a moment, she paused in the stillness and relative quiet. For the first time in many long minutes, she didn’t have the wind screeching in her ears. It was still loud outside, making the house groan and rattle, but compared to what she had endured moments before, the interior of the house seemed almost silent.

Another shot and the splintering of wood. Had Graham managed to get in?

The interior was almost pitch black. Vaguely, she saw that she stood in a kitchen, a faint glow coming from a corridor on the opposite side of the kitchen and to her left.

That must be light from the living room. She headed for the hallway.

Her wet shoes squeaked loudly on the linoleum, making Hailey wince. She hoped no one could hear it over the storm.

Hailey got to the other side of the kitchen and paused, remaining half hidden behind the doorway. She could hear nothing inside the house. If Graham had made it in, he was silently stalking the killer.

Just as the killer was silently stalking Justine.

At the end of the long hallway, she could see part of the living room, illuminated by candles. The frame of the doorway leading into it was splintered by one of her own bullets. On the left wall of the hallway, about halfway down, was a shut door. Another door stood open opposite it to the right.

Hailey began to pace down the hallway as thunder growled outside and shook the house. Her shoes continued to squeak on the polished wooden floor of the hall. Her footsteps weren’t as loud as on the linoleum, but they were loud enough.

She had made it only a few steps when the house began to tremble even more than before. Then a sound came that made her heart tremble as well.

The sound of a freight train, growing louder.

A tornado was coming.

A shadow burst out of the open doorway on her right.

Hailey almost fired, but as her finger started to squeeze the trigger, she saw it was Justine. The woman screamed and ran right past her. Close on her heels came the killer, already swinging his two-by-four.

Hailey fired, but just as she did, Justine knocked her shoulder running past her, and the shot buried itself in the wall.

The killer didn’t have time to swing his two-by-four at this unexpected assailant, and instead, he smashed his elbow into Hailey’s face.

Hailey saw stars and fell. She lay stunned for a second, then flipped over just in time to see Justine Pavic tear open the back door, stagger from the wind, and run out into the night.

“No!”

The killer went right after her. Hailey fired an unaimed shot while her head still swam from the double impact of his elbow and the floor.

The killer flinched as she winged him but did not slow down.

She scrambled to her feet just as Graham angled in from another entrance to the kitchen she hadn’t seen and bolted for the door. 

Hailey got outside a second after her partner did.

And nearly got blown back inside.

The roar of the approaching tornado was deafening. Lightning sparked and flared all over the sky, illuminating a spout that was forming almost on top of them.

Hailey tore her eyes off this hellish sight and looked at the back yard. There, illuminated by the strobe light of the near-constant lightning bolts, Justine Pavic lay on the ground, the killer standing above her, two-by-four raised high.

Graham fired.

The killer jerked and clutched his hand, the two-by-four falling to the ground. He staggered to the side, caught by the wind. His weapon got blown out of his reach, and he followed it, reaching for it with his one good hand. His mannerism seemed odd and reminded Hailey of nothing more than a child chasing after a runaway balloon or puppy.

“We got to save her!” Hailey shouted.

She could have saved her breath because both Graham and Hailey were already running for her.

The wind nearly took them off their feet, and they waved their arms crazily trying to keep their balance. The killer was having just as much trouble as he still stumbled after his weapon. Justine Pavic crawled toward them, the scream coming out of her mouth torn away by the storm.

Graham grabbed her and started dragging her toward the side of the building where the storm shelter lay. He could barely keep upright. Hailey got to one knee and trained her weapon on the killer, who had finally grabbed his two-by-four with his one good hand. The other was shattered, and in the dim, flickering light Hailey swore she could see droplets of blood flying out of the wound and getting carried away by the wind.

He turned to her and started stalking forward, his body almost doubled over, each step an effort against the gale. Hate glowed in his eyes. Hailey glanced over her shoulder and saw Graham and Justine had almost made it around the side of the house.

“Drop your weapon and surrender!” she shouted.

To her surprise, he actually heard her over the roar of the tornado, which was forming its spout and almost touching the ground. He shook his head. Something crashed down on the lawn to her left, shaking the ground. Hailey didn’t dare take her eyes off this madman.

“I have to balance the scales!” he shouted back.

“What?” she wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly.

“Balance the scales! My mother was killed in ’96. These people survived. It isn’t right. Why should I suffer, and they don’t?”

“That’s not how it works. Hurting people won’t make your own suffering go away. Surrender and we can get to safety.”

The wind picked up. Hailey had to grip a tuft of grass with one hand to keep from falling over. The killer still moved for her, inch by inch. He’d be in reach in a moment.

“Surrender now! This is your final warning!”

“Get out of the way. Let me have justice!”

He charged, or at least tried to. He stumbled forward, got caught by the wind and almost toppled backward, then drove his powerful legs into the ground and came for her.

Hailey put a bullet through his kneecap.

The wind twisted him as he fell, and his club dropped from his grip.

“Hailey!” came a call behind her. 

She turned, and the movement made her topple over. Graham was crawling around the house, one hand gripping the wall, the fingers of the other digging into the dirt.

He had come out of the storm shelter to save her.

Hailey started crawling for him. The wind tore at her. Something hit her back. She thought it was a branch but didn’t see before it got whipped away. Inch by inch, she and Graham crawled for each other until his hand reached out and clasped hers. The roar of the tornado was deafening now. As Graham dragged her around the house, and she pushed along trying to help him, she gave one last look at the killer, who she now guessed was Jon Sauer, struggling to get to his feet.

One hand was torn to shreds, and she had put a bullet through one kneecap, and yet his adrenaline, his natural strength, and sheer force of will got him to his feet.

He faced the tornado, which had now touched down in the back field, whipping up direct and debris, garishly lit by almost continuous lighting. 

Jon Sauer shook his fist at it in defiance, miraculously able to stand almost upright until the wind blew his two-by-four into the side of his head, and he fell limp to the ground, only to get picked up and flung up and away.

Hailey screamed. She and Graham almost got lifted up, too, but they gripped the ground and each other, and once they got into the shelter of the wall, the force was lessened somewhat, just enough to allow them to crawl for the storm shelter.

A horrible tearing sound came from above. Hailey looked up and saw roof tiles flying off the farmhouse like a colony of bats.

The horrible vision galvanized them, and they struggled on their hands and knees the final few feet to the storm shelter, Justine coming out to grab them by the arms and hauling them inside.

Hailey tumbled down the stairs to the concrete floor below. Graham fell on top of her. Justine hauled the storm doors shut and bolted them from the inside.

Together, the three of them huddled inside the shelter, hugging each other as they heard the tornado rip apart Justine’s home above the reinforced ceiling. At last, the tornado moved off, the sounds of destruction lessened, and the wind went down to the level of a storm rather than Armageddon.

But still they huddled there, shivering, long after it was safe to go outside.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Pleasant, Missouri

The next day …

 

Hailey and Graham sat in Arnold’s Diner, grateful they weren’t at the town hall.

That stood a good three blocks away, and even so, they could see the edge of the crowd of journalists and news vans that had gathered for the press conference.

They hadn’t come to cover the tornado, which had destroyed three homes, injured five people, and killed Jon Sauer. They had come because the news had broken that Sauer was the third serial killer to strike in southern Missouri in as many months.

It was as inexplicable as it was horrifying, like the waves of school shootings that had gripped America for the past decade. No one knew why these things happened, no one understood why they struck with increasing frequency, but the media knew a good story when they saw it. They followed the old journalistic adage, “If it bleeds, it leads.”

Kent and his father, Arnold, were disgusted by the whole thing. They had endured a wave of journalists after the Scarecrow Killer case, and again with the Incel Abductor case, even though that happened in the next county over. They had locked the door to their diner and put up a sign saying, “Closed for private function.” Every regular knew that was bull and simply knocked to be let in. They all understood without being told that journalists were no longer welcome in Arnold’s Diner.

So, Hailey and Graham—stiff, tired, and battered—ate their breakfast in peace. Hailey’s neck still hurt from the car crash, and she had a black eye from when Sauer had elbowed her in the face. Graham had two fingers in a splint after dislocating them in his fall down the storm shelter stairs.

They ate in companionable silence. Hailey could tell something had shifted. Occasionally, they glanced at each other, briefly locking eyes, and she felt a warm feeling every time they did.

Neither smiled—it wasn’t a day for smiling—but both felt good in each other’s company.

How long had Graham had feelings for her? Looking back at some of the things he had said, some of his actions and mannerisms, it was now obvious that he had felt that way for some time. He had, of course, been too gentlemanly and professional to say anything. On Hailey’s part, she had been too self-absorbed and stressed to notice the development of affection in her own heart.

They would have to talk about this. Not today, though. Hailey was too exhausted to have that conversation today.

Because after the mayor and Elmer and Alice finished their press conference, and the journalists had fanned out across town to pester everyone they could find for comments, they’d all have to meet and go through the massive amount of paperwork that came with every case, especially one that involved homicide.

They also had to search for Jon Sauer’s body. It had been carried away by the tornado, and while Hailey felt certain he was dead, the county would not rest easy until his remains were found.

Elmer would lead the manhunt, and officers from surrounding towns and counties had already offered their help. The region needed closure.

Graham’s phone rang.

“Oh, it’s Jennifer. Got to get this.”

It wasn’t Jennifer. Graham’s ex-wife never called. Graham’s children called using Jennifer’s phone. Jennifer kept up only the bare minimum of communication and only about the kids.

As Graham stepped away, Kent came up, filled her coffee, and slid into his place.

Her heart warmed to see that friendly smile, just as her mind got confused about having identical feelings for two very different men.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

He’d asked that several times that morning, and it always felt good to have that reminder that he cared.

“Sore. Burnt out.”

Kent reached a hand over and squeezed hers. “Like at the end of the last two cases. You’ll come through. You’re a champ.”

Hailey smiled.

Heading off what was bound to be his next question, Hailey said, “I should be in town for the next few days. We have to find the body and do paperwork, plus I’m going to need a couple of days off.”

“You’ve earned them. I hope I get to see you a bit.”

“You will.”

Hailey, out of pure exhaustion, had stayed in a room at the Motel 6 the previous night. She planned on staying there for the rest of her stay. Sleeping at Kent’s place, even in a separate room, was going too fast.

“That’s good.” Another squeeze of the hand. “Sorry I was so crabby.”

“You expected me to share a vacation with you. Instead, I ditched you to chase after a murderer.”

“I’ll have to get used to that. What you do is amazing. I got a lot of respect for your line of work. While I get left in the dust wondering if you’re going to get hurt or killed, I’d never want you to change jobs.”

“Thank you, Kent. I mean that.”

She did. She couldn’t count the number of fellow agents who had trouble with their relationships because the other person couldn’t deal with the long absences, danger, and uncertainty. It was a lot to ask in a relationship, and not many people could handle that.

“We can take it as slow as you like,” he said. “I know I got a bit overeager. It was just so nice to see you again that I forgot myself.”

She gave his hand a squeeze, trying not to look at Graham standing on the other side of the diner and wondering if he was looking back at them.

“Don’t worry. We’ll spend some time together. Maybe we can go on a hike. I haven’t been on a hike in years. And the hills are so beautiful.”

“OK. Let’s do that. Just promise you won’t come across a serial killer on the trail.”

Hailey laughed. “I can’t guarantee that.”

“No,” Kent said, laughing too. “No, you can’t.”

Hailey and Kent stared into each other’s eyes. This felt good. She wasn’t sure if it felt entirely right, but it felt good.

But those new feelings she had for Graham. What should she do about them?

Graham is a coworker. It’s inappropriate. Kent is available. 

Kent looked past her. “Uh-oh. Here comes your sister. I better let her in.”

Ugh.

Hailey turned to see Alice standing on the other side of the glass door. As Kent went to unlock the door, Hailey turned back to her meal.

“Morning, sheriff,” Kent said.

“Morning, Kent.”

Arnold and some of the other regulars murmured good morning. Hailey heard Alice’s boots clacking along the tile floor, then she slid into the spot where Kent and Graham had been sitting earlier. Her presence felt far less confusing and far less welcome. She knew what to expect from her older sister—nothing good.

“How are you feeling?” Alice asked.

“A bit banged up, but I’ll be fine. How was the press conference?”

“A circus. I had to name you and Graham, but I didn’t release any photos. They nearly lynched me for that.”

“Thanks for keeping me out of it as much as you could.” So, you can have the limelight like last time. Fine by me. I can’t do my job if I’m famous.

“Want to come over to dinner tonight? The girls would love to see you, and so would Bob and Mom.”

“That would be great.”

The girls want to see me, but Bob couldn’t care less. And Mom just wants to gripe at me.

Alice looked uncomfortable and glanced around. Graham still stood on the other end of the diner, talking to his kids, and glancing in their direction. Hailey’s big sister leaned forward and lowered her voice.

“I went looking for you last night. Went to the Motel 6. I thought you might be sheltering from the storm there with your partner.”

“We were out investigating a triple homicide,” Hailey said testily. Why should I seek shelter when you didn’t?

“I know. Good job on that. When I went into your room, I—”

“You went into our room?”

“Sorry, but I was looking for any notes that you might have left about the case. Something that would help find you and the killer.”

“Oh.”

Alice’s face fell. “I found something else instead.”

The files. Oh crap. She learned about Bob.

“I’m sorry,” Hailey said, worried how this would affect the girls. “What are you going to do?”

“What am I going to do?” Alice said, suddenly angry. “I’m going to cut your damn head off. Why would you keep this from me?”

“I didn’t know what to say.”

“How about ‘I’m digging into Mindy’s case. How about you help me, sheriff’?”

“I need to do this myself. But what about you?”

“What about me? I want to help. I have every right to help.”

Hailey stared at her for a second. “Did you read the files?”

“I didn’t have time. There was a storm, and I needed to find you, plus catch that psycho they’re already calling the Tornado Terror. What kind of name is that? I can’t stand the press!”

“So, you didn’t read the files?”

“I just saw the headings showing you interviewed a couple of people the last time you were down here.”

Hailey let out a gust of relief.

“What?” her sister asked.

“Nothing. Why do you think you can go through FBI files?”

“I didn’t know what it was until I opened it, and don’t tell me it isn’t my business because it totally is.”

Typical Alice. Poking her nose into everything. She would have read my teenage diary if she knew where I hid it.

“All right,” Hailey grumbled. Despite everything, Alice did have a right to know she was reopening the case.

“What did you find out?” Alice asked.

“Someone at the Cut spotted Mindy in a green pickup, which stopped at the entrance to the Cut. A man’s arm pointed up there, and Mindy laughed. She looked at ease. Then a passing motorist spotted Mindy in the same green pickup. No clear description of the adult male driver from either witness.”

“Jesus! Wait, that thing about the Cut was one of the anonymous tip line statements. I remember that. I don’t remember anything about the passing motorist.”

“It never got filed. It was dismissed by Officer Cafora as unreliable testimony and never recorded.”

“My God,” Alice said, rubbing her temples. “And they said Mindy looked relaxed?”

“Yeah. It was someone she knew. It was someone we knew.”

Alice looked her in the eye. “We’ll get to the bottom of this. Together.”

Hailey took a deep breath. Much as she wanted to do this herself, and as much as she couldn’t stand her big sister, it wasn’t right to deny her this.

It wasn’t even possible to.

“All right.”

“Bring over your notes tonight.”

Hailey hesitated. “All right.”

And have you find out about Bob when we all have to sit down to dinner together?

“I’ll write down copies of everything,” Hailey said. Except that thing about Bob. No way I’m going to be the bearer of that bad news.

Although in her heart, Hailey knew it was bound to come out sooner or later. Alice would dig up the truth.

Let her. She deserved to know. But Hailey didn’t want to be the one to tell her because Alice would find some way to blame her, like she blamed her for everything else.

That crime from their childhood was going to reach across the years and cause more damage than it already had.

And Hailey was helpless to stop it.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

FBI Headquarters, Langley, Virginia

One week later …

 

Like every morning, Hailey found Assistant Director Zach Miloslaw in his corner office, the Venetian blinds down, only a dim desk lamp providing illumination, and an enormous coffee mug stuck to her boss’s face. The office door, however, remained open. Hailey rapped her knuckles on the doorframe.

“Mmph,” Assistant Director Miloslaw replied. The assistant director was not a morning person.

Unlike a lot of Not Morning People, Miloslaw was actually in a decent, if semi-comatose mood in the mornings. As the day wore on, the pressure of fighting crime in all its terrible forms weighed down on his emotions until by quitting time he was snapping and snarling. Never unfair, never abusive, but definitely not someone to cross.

So, morning was the best time to ask for a favor.

“I’ve been thinking about the last three cases, sir.”

The assistant director replied with an “Mm-hm” and a long pull from the coffee mug. He always fortified himself with caffeine if someone came in to talk to him at the ungodly hour of nine in the morning.

“I’ve been thinking about the last three cases, sir.”

“Mm-hm.”

That had been a slightly impatient mm-hm, and Hailey realized she was repeating herself.

Repeating herself because she was afraid to ask for what she wanted.

Not afraid that Miloslaw would say no, but that he would say yes.

Hailey took a deep breath and went on.

“We’ve had three serial killings in as many months in an extremely geographically restricted area. That’s unprecedented.”

Miloslaw’s eyes focused on her from over his coffee mug. He took another long gulp. Hailey wondered how he didn’t burn his throat when he did that.

Hailey took another deep breath, shifted in her seat, and committed to her idea.

“I think somebody needs to be down there looking into the causes of all this, and perhaps head off a potential fourth case. We don’t have any pressing cases here at the moment, and I can do background work remotely. So, I’d like to … relocate to Missouri temporarily.”

That actually made the assistant director put his coffee mug down, an unprecedented act for such an early hour.

“Relocate to Missouri?”

“I know it’s an unusual request, but it’s—”

“You hate Missouri.”

Hailey blinked. How did he know that? Graham wouldn’t have told him.

Then she remembered Miloslaw was an FBI agent with decades of experience.

Hailey shifted in her seat again. “Yes, I do have some problems with that region. It doesn’t have the best associations for me. I think this is important, however. I could liaise with the St. Louis office, work remotely for this office, and conduct research on the ground. We’ve never had an opportunity to study such a dense outbreak of serial killings in such a small time, all researched by one of the agents in all three cases. It would be an excellent opportunity for profiling work.”

“And you want the opportunity to research your sister’s disappearance.”

Hailey jerked in her seat. She couldn’t think of anything to say.

The assistant director had never mentioned Mindy’s abduction before. Of course, he knew about it. He had read her entry interview and psychological profile. In both cases, Hailey had been upfront about Mindy and how that was one of the main reasons she wanted to go into law enforcement. She hadn’t wanted to reveal such personal information, but she knew they’d delve into her past and discover it anyway. At the time, she worried they might think she was a vigilante and reject her application to the FBI academy. She was at pains to assure them she wasn’t, and to her surprise, they believed her.

She only understood when she got to the academy and found many cadets had had bad experiences. One had lost a brother to a drug overdose. A couple more had grown up in the Hood and wanted to save their neighborhood and others like it. Another had been a juvenile delinquent who had turned his life around. She realized that you could have a burning desire for justice and not let it consume you on the inside.

She had managed that, more or less.

But why was the assistant director bringing it up now when he hadn’t for years?

Hailey became acutely aware of a pause in the conversation.

“I would only work on that in my own time.”

“Have you been working on this for a while?”

Assistant Director Miloslaw seemed fully awake now, and Hailey knew it wasn’t the coffee.

“No. On the last case—I mean the case before last, they’re coming so quick—I discovered some new evidence, a witness whose testimony was dismissed during the initial investigation. That led me to some new theories as to what happened. I didn’t get a chance to investigate the last time I was down there.”

“The reason for your vacation request.”

“Yes.”

“You can, of course, use any FBI resources reasonable to pursue this cold case,” he picked up his coffee mug again. “On your own time.”

“Yes, sir.” Pause. “And the transfer?”

“What about Special Agent Vance?”

She had been asking herself this same question for several days. “I couldn’t ask him to come along. We’re only doing routine work right now, so he doesn’t need me to be here physically.”

And I need some space to figure out what the hell these feelings are I have for him.

“Have you spoken to him about it?”

“I have. He’s in support of the idea.”

Supportive and understanding, as always.

“How long do you anticipate this … these … research projects will take?”

How long can I stand living back in Pleasant? That’s a damn good question.

“Would an initial period of three months be asking too much?”

“For any other agent, even the initial request would be asking too much, but you and Special Agent Vance have solved three serial killings in three months. That gives you a long line of credit with the agency, as long as you keep producing results.”

“I will.”

Miloslaw took another long pull from his coffee mug. Hailey tried not to fidget in her seat.

He put the mug down with a clack.

“Very well. I’ll get started on the paperwork. I don’t anticipate any pushback from upstairs, so it should get approved in a week or two.”

“Thank you, sir,” Hailey said, her heart racing fast.

“That will, of course, be tacked on the end of the vacation we still owe you. That should give you some time to set up in Missouri before having to start your duties.”

Where will I live? What do I do about Kent? And Mom? And Alice wanting to muscle in on the investigation into Mindy’s disappearance? What do I do about the fact that Bob cheated on her?

“Thank you, sir.”

Assistant Director Miloslaw extended a hand across his desk. Hailey took it.

“Best of luck to you, Special Agent Rock.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The way he said it, he sounded like a general sending a lower officer on a suicide mission.

And he was, even if he didn’t know it.

A suicide mission. Emotional suicide. 


 

 

NOW AVAILABLE!

 

[image: img1.jpg]

 

WATCHING YOU

(A Hailey Rock FBI Suspense Thriller—Book 4)

 

Hailey Rock has lived in the shadow of her older sister for as long as she can remember. While her sister became the local sheriff of their small midwestern town, Hailey ran off to the city to chase something bigger. A rising star in the FBI’s BAU unit, Hailey Rock has not thought of her estranged family in ages. When young women are showing up dead in her hometown, the FBI sends Hailey home. She must learn to work with her older sister in order to catch the killer, but that may prove to be an impossible task. 

 

“A brilliant book. I couldn’t put it down and I never guessed who the murderer was!”

—Reader review for Only Murder

 

WATCHING YOU is book #4 in a long-anticipated new series by #1 bestseller Rylie Dark, whose bestseller SEE HER RUN (a free download) has received over 700 five star ratings and reviews.

 

Bodies are washing up on riverbanks across town, bloated and bruised, but Hailey can’t seem to find a connection. She plays with threads of baptism and bridges into a new life, but it’s not quite biblical. Hailey doesn’t know what it is, and for once, neither does her sister.  

 

Can they connect the dots and catch the culprit before he kills again?

 

Or will they sink under the pressure? 

 

A cat-and-mouse thriller with harrowing twists and turns and filled with heart-pounding suspense, the HAILEY ROCK mystery series offers a fresh twist on the genre as it introduces two brilliant protagonists who will make you fall in love and keep you turning pages late into the night.

 

Book #5 in the series—JUDGING YOU—is now also available.

 

“I loved this thriller, read it in one sitting. Lots of twists and turns and I didn’t guess the

culprit at all… Already pre-ordered the second!”

—Reader review for Only Murder

 

“This book takes off with a bang… An excellent read, and I'm looking forward to the next book!”

—Reader review for SEE HER RUN

 

“Fantastic book! It was hard to put down. I can’t wait to see what happens next!”

—Reader review for SEE HER RUN

 

“The twists and turns kept coming. Can't wait to read the next book!”

—Reader review for SEE HER RUN

 

“A must-read if you enjoy action-packed stories with good plots!”

—Reader review for SEE HER RUN

 

 

“I really like this author and this series starts with a bang. It will keep you turning the pages till the end of the book and wanting more.”

—Reader review for SEE HER RUN

 

“I can't say enough about this author! How about ‘out of this world’! This author is going to go far!”

—Reader review for ONLY MURDER

 

“I really enjoyed this book… The characters were alive, and the twists and turns were great. It will keep you reading till the end and leave you wanting more.”

—Reader review for NO WAY OUT

 

“This is an author that I highly recommend. Her books will have you begging for more.”

—Reader review for NO WAY OUT

 

[image: img1.jpg]

 

WATCHING YOU

(A Hailey Rock FBI Suspense Thriller—Book 4)


 

 

Rylie Dark

 

Bestselling author Rylie Dark is author of the SADIE PRICE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising six books; of the CARLY SEE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising six books; of the MIA NORTH FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising six books (and counting); of the MORGAN STARK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising five books; of the HAILEY ROCK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising five books (and counting); of the TARA STRONG MYSTERY series, comprising five books (and counting); of the ALEX QUINN FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER series, comprising five books (and counting); and of the MAEVE SHARP FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER, comprising five books (and counting).

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Rylie loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.ryliedark.com to learn more and stay in touch. 


 

 

 

BOOKS BY RYLIE DARK

 

MAEVE SHARP FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

WITH MALICE (Book #1)

WITH ENVY (Book #2)

WITH VENGEANCE (Book #3)

WITH RAGE (Book #4)

WITH YOU (Book #5)

 

ALEX QUINN SUSPENSE THRILLER

FIRST, MURDER (Book #1)

SECOND, DEATH (Book #2)

THIRD, ENVY (Book #3)

FOURTH, LUST (Book #4)

FIFTH, WRATH (Book #5)

 

TARA STRONG MYSTERY

GIRL WITHOUT A CHANCE (Book #1)

GIRL WITHOUT A HOME (Book #2)

GIRL WITHOUT A TRACE (Book #3)

GIRL WITHOUT A NAME (Book #4)

GIRL WITHOUT A PRAYER (Book #5)

 

HAILEY ROCK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

BEHIND YOU (Book #1)

BESIDE YOU (Book #2)

AFTER YOU (Book #3)

WATCHING YOU (Book #4)

JUDGING YOU (Book #5)

 

SADIE PRICE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

ONLY MURDER (Book #1)

ONLY RAGE (Book #2)

ONLY HIS (Book #3)

ONLY ONCE (Book #4)

ONLY SPITE (Book #5)

ONLY MADNESS (Book #6)

 

MIA NORTH FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

SEE HER RUN (Book #1)

SEE HER HIDE (Book #2)

SEE HER SCREAM (Book #3)

SEE HER VANISH (Book #4)

SEE HER GONE (Book #5)

SEE HER DEAD (Book #6)

 

CARLY SEE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

NO WAY OUT (Book #1)

NO WAY BACK (Book #2)

NO WAY HOME (Book #3)

NO WAY LEFT (Book #4)

NO WAY UP (Book #5)

NO WAY TO DIE (Book #6)

 

MORGAN STARK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

TOO LATE (Book #1)

TOO CLOSE (Book #2)

TOO FAR GONE (Book #3)

TOO LOST (Book #4)

TOO BROKEN (Book #5)

 

 

Ops/images/cover.jpg





Ops/images/img1.jpg
KAy L.
- '<
Y 0 ‘f’ ’

PYLIEDARK






