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PROLOGUE

 

 

A convenience store in Tampa, southern Missouri

5:45 a.m.

 

Veronica Holder yawned as she got out of her beat-up Honda in front of the AM/PM Minimall. The street was dark and deserted, and she was alone. The start of another day. Another long day of dealing with customers, mopping the floor, restocking the shelves, and taking in deliveries. All for fifty cents an hour over the minimum wage.

At twenty-five, Veronica didn’t see much hope in the new dawn that was just beginning to brighten the eastern sky. Tampa was a nice town, with lots of good folks, but it was a dead end for most people. Sure, she had family here, and Stuart was bound to pop the question in the next few months, but she wanted more out of life. Maybe she should have gone to college after all.

“And study what?” she said out loud, slamming her car door with an irritated thump, the only sound on the silent street. She had never been one for books or learning. She had barely graduated high school. Still, she could have gone to beautician’s school or something.

Veronica supposed it wasn’t too late. It wasn’t like she was over the hill or anything, but she was just so damn tired. Working as a shift manager paid too damn little money for too damn much work. She didn’t even get a second employee in the store until eight. It was up to her to open up the store, fill the register from the safe, make sure the night shift hadn’t messed up the cleaning and stocking too badly, and brew up some coffee.

Coffee. At least she got free coffee at this place, she thought as she walked across the empty parking lot. Free chips and microwave burritos, too, not that her boss knew about that.

As she walked toward the store, she looked around her, and her hand didn’t stray too far from the Smith and Wesson she kept in a holster at her belt. She always carried a gun after the night manager got robbed and beaten up two years back, and the wave of kidnappings and murders done by that psycho last month in Pleasant, the next county over, sure didn’t change her habits.

The TV news had come in to talk to her, like they had talked to everyone else. They had asked her if she felt safe now that the murderer had been caught. She’d held up her gun, causing the big-city reporter to shrink back, and said, “I always felt safe, because I have this.”

That got her on the news and turned into a meme. Her friends were still discovering new pictures of her with funny word balloons.

“I guess that’s my fifteen minutes of fame,” she would say.

It was all bluster, though. She had been terrified through the whole sad affair. Everyone in the Ozarks had, no matter what they said.

A skittering behind her made her whirl around, her hand gripping the handle of the revolver.

It was just a candy wrapper blowing in the wind, scraping along the pavement a few feet behind her.

Damn. Scared the living bejesus out of me.

Then she saw something that made her skin crawl.

Someone lying on a bench on the opposite side of the street.

The bench stood against the wall of the laundromat, between the vape shop and liquor store. All those businesses were closed, the parking lot there empty, and the person on the park bench was the only person in sight.

Veronica Holder stared, her hand still on her gun. The person, who looked like a small woman, didn’t move.

Veronica did a quick look around, heart beating fast.

The murders are over, she told herself. That’s just someone sleeping it off. Maybe a junkie.

Tampa didn’t have homeless people in town, although every now and then the cops rousted homeless campers from deep in the woods. Sometimes, though, people addicted to opioids would lie down and fall asleep for hours in the most unlikely places. That must be the case here.

Veronica did a half turn back to the AM/PM Minimall, which she needed to get opened quick so she could have everything ready for the early birds who would start passing through soon, but something stopped her.

Maybe because it was a woman, and from what she could see a young one, that made her decide to cross the street and check her out. While girls were usually safe on their own in southern Missouri small towns (at least until that psycho went on a rampage around Pleasant), she couldn’t just leave an unconscious girl lying on a bench for anyone to come across.

Probably a junkie, she thought as she approached. I’ll give her a quick look and call the cops.

“Hello?” Veronica called as she walked across the street.

The girl didn’t move. Veronica checked out either side of the mini strip mall. No one was peeking around the corner.

“Hello?” she called again, moving closer. She stopped again, blinked, and stared.

What’s that on her face?

A big, black spot. Veronica drew closer, hand on her gun, until she could see the spot was a tattoo on her left cheek of a crossed-out heart.

Must be a junkie. No normal person would get an ugly tattoo like that.

Veronica came up to her side. The girl had long, brown hair and wore jeans and a t-shirt. She didn’t look older than nineteen.

“So young and already doing that to yourself?” Veronica muttered. “Hey! Wake up!”

She shook the girl. Her body felt rigid. Veronica sucked in air and stepped back.

“No. Oh, no. Please, no.”

Biting her lip, Veronica moved her hand forward, hesitated a second, and then touched her cheek right next to the heart tattoo.

Cold as ice.

Veronica Holder screamed and ran for the shelter and security of her workplace.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

West Creek, southern Missouri,

9 a.m. that same morning

 

Hailey didn’t know whether to slap her or burst into tears.

“I’m sorry, but I just don’t have anything to tell you,” Olivia Baker said.

The woman sitting opposite Hailey in a booth in a small café in West Creek, fifty miles from Pleasant, had turned out to be a dead end.

Just as Hailey had wrapped up the Scarecrow Murder case the month before, a local woman named Belinda Fraser approached her to say that the day Hailey’s little sister Mindy vanished, Belinda had seen her riding in an unfamiliar pickup truck—a green Ford. She hadn’t seen the driver but had seen Mindy laughing.

That had thrown Hailey for a loop. She had always lived with the nightmare scenario that Mindy had been abducted by a stranger. The police had questioned everyone in the area, everyone who knew Mindy, and could come up with no suspects.

But if she had been abducted by a stranger, why was she freely sitting in the passenger’s seat of a pickup truck laughing?

So, maybe she had been abducted by someone she knew. Someone who fooled the police or somehow never got questioned by the police.

Or maybe Belinda didn’t know what the hell she was talking about. It had been a long time ago, Belinda had seen Mindy from a distance only for a few moments, and she admitted to having been high on marijuana. The police had discounted her story when she sent it to the anonymous hotline at the time.

Hailey had vowed to get to the bottom of it once she put the Scarecrow Murder case aside, and just as she did so, Belinda Fraser called her again.

“I remembered something else about that day on the Cut,” she had said, referring to a narrow gorge next to a road heading into and out of town. Teens hung out there to party since it had easy access by car and plenty of places to hide if parents or the police came looking.

“What?” Hailey was both surprised she had remembered something new after so long and annoyed Belinda hadn’t remembered it sooner.

“Right after I saw that pickup truck stop by the entrance to the Cut and Mindy look up the Cut and laugh, Olivia Baker had arrived. She must have passed them. She worked outside of town and was coming back, and they were leaving town, so they must have passed each other on the road.”

Hailey remembered Olivia Baker, still in high school back then but quite the party girl. She knew everybody and had once come to their house asking if she could babysit Mindy, so she knew what Mindy looked like.

Now, Olivia sat opposite her in the West Creek coffee shop, looking much older. The years had not been kind.

“I’m sorry, I really don’t remember much,” Olivia repeated.

“Try to remember what you can,” Hailey said, trying to control her impatience.

“I was driving back from my job at the diner. I was a waitress for the morning shift, and after I got off, I headed for the Cut because a bunch of people told me they’d be there. It was a nice, warm day, so I had my windows down. No air conditioning in that old jalopy!” Olivia said with a laugh.

“Go on,” Hailey said, not able to keep the anger out of her voice.

Olivia cleared her throat. “Um, yeah. Well, anyway, I remember driving along, approaching the Cut, and I saw a green pickup. The sun was glinting off the windshield so I couldn’t see inside, but I saw a kid’s arm sticking out of the passenger’s side.

“What was it doing, just hanging there?”

“The pickup?”

“The arm.”

“Oh. No, it wasn’t just hanging there. It was making waves with the wind; you know how people do?” She brought up her hand and moved it up and down in a sinuous motion. “I noticed it because I remember Gloria always warning us when we were younger not to put our arms outside the window or we’d get them ripped off by a passing car.”

“Gloria the school bus driver?”

“Yeah. You had her too?”

“She warned me of the same thing.”

“Yeah, well, as I passed the pickup, I glanced to my left and looked inside the cab. I don’t know why; I guess I was just curious who Gloria would cuss out the next time she did that on her school bus. I saw Mindy, clear as day. Now I know it was only for a second and I didn’t know her well, but it surprised me because she was always such a good kid. She always did what she was told, and you know how Gloria lectured all the school bus kids all the time about that.”

“What did the driver of the pickup look like?”

“I didn’t get a good look at him.”

“Wait. If you passed him going the other direction, you would have seen him closer than you would have seen Mindy.”

Would you have even seen Mindy at all? She was so small. 

Hailey began to wonder how reliable a witness Olivia Baker was. 

“He was hunched over, like he was adjusting the radio or getting something from the glove compartment. I didn’t get a look at his face.”

“Can you tell me anything about him? Anything at all?”

“He seemed kind of big, whether bulky or fat I don’t know. But that may be because he was hunched over. That makes people look bigger from the side. A checkered shirt, I think. Light color. Red? Orange? I think a baseball cap too. Sorry, I really don’t know.”

“Did you report this to the police?”

Hailey had used some connections to get the full file on the case, but she hadn’t had the time, or the guts, to start looking through it.

“I did. They kind of dismissed it, though. They kept asking if I could have been mistaken, how I might not have seen Mindy in the interior of the pickup. After that, I just sort of caved and admitted I wasn’t sure.”

Hailey leaned forward. “You felt like you were pressured to recant?”

Olivia looked down at the table, tracing a circle with her finger. “I don’t know if I’d say I was pressured, but I don’t think they gave my story much credit. They kept asking me to repeat it, asked me for more details. That sort of thing.”

Standard police procedure. If done wrong, however, it can bully a witness into changing their testimony, and Olivia was a teenager at the time. A teenager with a bad reputation. Hailey tried to remember if Olivia had ever gotten in trouble with the law and couldn’t. Might be something worth looking up.

“Can you remember the name of the officer who questioned you?”

“Oh, um … began with a C.”

“The first name or the last name?”

Police work would go a lot quicker if people just said things clearly.

“Last name. Something Italian.”

“Cafora? Joe Cafora?”

Olivia snapped her fingers. “That’s it! I think he thought I was a waste of time. Maybe you should talk to him.”

Hailey slumped. “He died five years ago.”

“Oh. Sorry to hear that. I’m a bit out of touch living in West Creek. Got a whole new life here.” Olivia looked back down at the table, drawing that invisible circle again. “I wish I had asserted myself more, made him believe me. Especially when Belinda told me she had seen her too. I tried to get her to go to the police, I really did. She wouldn’t, though. All she’d do was call the anonymous help line.”

Because she was smoking dope and sleeping with the man who ended up marrying Alice.

Hailey hadn’t told her big sister that detail. Hailey hadn’t told her big sister anything.

“So, there’s nothing else you can remember? Did the truck look familiar?”

Olivia shook her head. “No. I’m sorry I can’t help you more. It just kills me to think of her disappearing like that. But you know, when Officer Cafora doubted me, I began to doubt myself. Only after I heard from Belinda about what she saw on the Cut did I actually gain some confidence that I saw what I saw.”

And Belinda didn’t come forward and back up her claim because she was high and screwing around with Bob.

But after receiving the anonymous tip about a green pickup on the same road, why didn’t they revisit Olivia’s account? While both eyewitness testimonies were pretty weak, they corroborated each other, and the police didn’t know that the eyewitnesses knew each other.

So, why the lapse in police work?

Hailey let out a sigh and handed over her business card.

Hailey was beginning to think she had wasted her vacation time.

After getting through a mountain of paperwork and debriefing in the wake of the Scarecrow Murder case, Hailey had taken a week’s vacation, saying she was burnt out.

That had been true, but it had also been an excuse. She was really down here investigating the disappearance of her little sister, back when Hailey was sixteen and her sister Mindy was only twelve, almost twenty years ago.

She was trying to staunch an open wound and finally get it to start healing.

And she was failing.

“If you think of anything, call me.”

Olivia put a hand on hers. “I will.”

Hailey pulled her hand away, got up, and walked toward the exit.

Just as she approached it, a police officer walked in. Gregory Hicks—a decent cop in his fifties who Hailey knew vaguely.

“Hey Hailey, they brought you down quick.”

“Oh, I’m on vacation,” Hailey said.

Hicks cocked his head. “Really? I figured they called you in because of the body they found yesterday morning.”

“A body? Where?”

“Tampa. Didn’t Alice tell you about it?”

“No.”

Alice doesn’t even know I’m in Missouri.

“Oh, I see,” Hicks said, obviously confused. He wasn’t close enough to either of them to know about their lifetime rivalry. “Well, she’s in the next county over, so I guess she ain’t working on it. It’s hitting the news tonight. They kept a wrap on it for a bit as they followed some leads.”

“So, what happened?”

Hicks turned to the counter. “Coffee and a bagel, Marcie,” he called to the woman standing behind it.

“Coming right up, Officer Hicks.”

Hicks took a seat in one of the booths. Hailey sat down.

“Seems like a young girl went missing. Her parents—”

“Young? How young?”

“Eighteen.”

Hailey’s heart started to beat again, bringing up all those old memories had set her on edge. She had visions of some twelve-year-old girl vanishing. Still, this sounded serious enough.

Hicks went on. “So, this girl went missing. At first, her folks thought she had run off with some guy she was catting around with, and they didn’t call the police. The parents left it alone until the boyfriend himself called up asking where she was. She had missed a date. So, then they got worried and filed a missing persons report.”

“And they found her?”

Hicks nodded grimly. “Dead. Laid out on a bench in the early morning, right in downtown Tampa. I don’t know the details, but it looks like she was poisoned.”

Hailey let out a little shiver. Another murder in another small, Ozarks town.

For some reason, a question arose out of her throat and formed into words.

As if from a distance, she heard herself say, “And what was the victim doing the last time she was seen?”

“Riding her bike.”

Hailey’s body went rigid; her vision became cloudy. Hicks said something else, perhaps a question, but she didn’t hear.

She could only think of one thing.

Mindy had been abducted while riding her bike too.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Hailey drove into Tampa, less than an hour’s drive from West Creek, and Tampa was just half an hour’s drive from Pleasant. The sheriff there was Bud Roper. Bud was a pot-bellied, cowboy hat wearing, tobacco chewing, good ole boy who was everyone’s mental picture of a redneck Southern sheriff, which is why he had surprised everyone by personally beating up the Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan when he tried to lead a march through Tampa.

“We don’t like his kind in Tampa,” he’d told the press with a southern drawl, spitting tobacco juice on national television. “We put him and his crew on the first bus going out of town and made them sit in the back.”

That was in the days before social media, otherwise Bud Roper would have become a viral legend.

The Grand Wizard had sued, but everyone in town testified that the Klansman had resisted arrest.

Everyone except the other Klansmen, of course, but no one listened to them.

Hailey spotted Bud driving along Main Street—or what passed for Main Street in a town of fewer than a thousand people—his window down and his beefy arm hanging out the side. That brought up the painful association with the conversation she’d just had.

She honked and waved. Bud did a double take and pulled off by the side of the road. Hailey did a U-turn and parked behind.

They both got out and walked toward each other.

“Well, I’ll be,” Bud said. “Hailey Rock, back in the Ozarks already.”

He shook her hand, smiling with unfeigned pleasure. God, it would be nice if more people reacted to her return like that.

“Hi, Bud.”

“What are you doing back?”

“That’s …” she paused. “That’s a long story. I was up in West Creek, and I heard someone got murdered again.”

Bud winced.

Again. The region hadn’t had a murder in more than a year and then the community suffered from a serial killer escalating faster than any she had ever seen in all her years in the FBI. That had disrupted the entire region and just as southern Missouri was thinking it would start its first hesitant steps back to a normal life, this happens.

Bud looked at his feet. “I just don’t know what’s going on in the world,” he whispered.

“So, tell me what happened.”

“Trisha Palmer. Eighteen. Graduated last year. Still living at home and working at the supermarket. Her family’s pretty poor, and she had no plans to move away or go to college or anything like that. She’d been missing for four days. At first, her parents thought she had gone off with her boyfriend. They don’t like him, and she and her parents fought about it. But then the boyfriend calls up and asks where she is. That led them to file a missing persons report. We started a search and found her bicycle.”

Hailey tensed. “Her bike?”

Roper looked hesitant to go on. After visibly summoning up his courage, he said, “On Spring Hill Road, by the reservoir.”

Hailey wavered, the world going distant. She had to hold onto the hood of her rental car for support.

They’d found Mindy’s bike by a reservoir too.

Bud knew that. He’d been old enough to have been on the police force. He’d been part of the search. Every officer in four counties had.

“W … where on Spring Hill Road?”

Bud put a hand on her shoulder. “At a pull off by the reservoir by some bushes.”

Hailey sat on the hood of her car. It was either that or fall down.

A pull off. By some bushes. Just like Mindy’s bike.

She took a few deep breaths, trying to get it together. Bud waited.

She thought about the location. She was familiar enough with Tampa that she knew the road. That wasn’t too hard, considering the town’s size.

“That’s … not the way to the supermarket.”

“No, but it’s a popular bike route. She had a couple of days off, so the supermarket didn’t call until the third day. They called her phone, and she didn’t pick up. They didn’t try calling her parents, and so, they didn’t realize she wasn’t at work.”

“So, they thought she was with the boyfriend all that time?”

“The Palmers told me that Trisha would stay over at his place sometimes, so while they didn’t approve, they didn’t see it as unusual. They only got tipped off when he called them, asking where she was.”

“What do you think of him as a suspect?” Her breath was coming more regularly now. She still had a racing heart and a sick feeling in her stomach but focusing on the case helped her get back in control.

“I don’t. He called us right after he and the Palmers put two and two together. I questioned him, checked his whereabouts, and searched his trailer. Checked with the neighbors too. No evidence he was involved, and my gut says he ain’t.”

Hailey nodded. She trusted Bud’s judgement.

“So, the body was found in front of the minimall?”

“Laid out on a bench. We’re waiting for toxicology to get back to us. Looks like she was poisoned. No other signs of violence or sexual assault. There was one other detail, a strange one. She had a new tattoo on her cheek, a heart with an x through it like it was crossed out.”

Hailey turned to him. “That’s odd. Did she have any other tattoos?”

“A small rose on her shoulder and a kitten on her ankle. She went in for tattoos. I called every tattoo parlor within a hundred miles. Most weren’t open yet, of course, so I tracked down the owners at home. No one gave that to her. Looks like an amateur job, not that I’m an expert on that stuff.”

“So, the killer gave it to her.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“And you’re keeping a lid on all this?”

“It’s leaking out. You know how talk is around here. We’re having a press conference for the evening news.”

“The media is going to come in here like a tsunami.”

Bud grimaced. “Yeah. Gave poor Elmer no end of headaches, and now looks like it’s my turn. Hell, we had plenty coming through here too once the folks over in Pleasant got sick of talking to them. We finally shook them and then this happens.” He paused for a moment, looked at her sidelong, then said. “There’s more. You gotta keep it under your hat, though.”

“What?”

“Another girl is missing. Also eighteen.”

Hailey’s panic attack hit all over again. As if from a far distance, she heard the sheriff go on. 

“Her name’s Janice Murphy. They were in the same class. Not great friends but they hung out sometimes. You know how small the classes are. Everybody hangs out with almost everybody. Janice is taking classes at Forsyth Community College. She lives with her parents, too, and when she didn’t come back the night before last, they called us. Didn’t know about Trisha Palmer missing. Yesterday afternoon we located her car parked at the Forsyth shopping mall. Her phone was in the vehicle. No signs of violence.”

“Nobody leaves their phone in their car, especially not an eighteen-year-old.”

“Nope. I’m thinking her abductor left it there so it couldn’t be traced. Trisha’s phone is still missing. The phone company says it’s turned off, and while they can’t get an exact location, it seems to have been turned off right around where her bike was found. The perp probably threw it in the water or ditched it in the woods.”

“Jesus Christ,” Hailey said, rubbing her eyes. She paused before asking the question she dreaded to ask but needed to hear the answer to. “Any evidence that Janice Murphy was up on Spring Hill Road?”

“No.”

That relieved but didn’t reassure her. The fact that Trisha Palmer was taken on a similar spot to Mindy, when both were riding their bicycles, hit far too close to home.

The rational side of her mind told her it was simply a coincidence. Young people in these parts cycled along country lanes all the time, especially lanes near reservoirs. It was more pleasant, there were often scenic overlooks, and while there wasn’t supposed to be any swimming, kids often took a dip.

But the FBI side of her mind knew that a killer’s modus operandi was like a fingerprint to their deranged mind and revealed their inner workings. The Scarecrow Killer, who tore up scarecrows and hung up his victims as human replacements, had been trying to exorcise some deep trauma of a similar act being perpetrated on him as a child. Perhaps whoever did this had some link to water, or reservoirs, or swimming.

Or young girls.

Could it be the same abductor? The MO appeared similar, although the victims were a bit far apart in ages. Someone who targets pubescent girls like Mindy generally doesn’t go for young women as well, but that isn’t always the case. Serial killers sometimes changed over time or had a wide range of victims. This could be the same perp.

Hailey got her breathing under control, squared her shoulders, and stood up straight. “If we have another serial killer, then I should be here. That’s my specialty.”

Bud put a fatherly hand on her shoulder. “Now Hailey, I’m thinking this might be hitting a bit too close to the mark for you. There’s no evidence that this is connected with—”

“I’m not asking, Bud. I’m telling.” Hailey realized she had snapped at this kind, perceptive man. She squeezed his hand. “I’ll keep a clear head, don’t you worry.”

“I hope so.”

He didn’t sound convinced, and Hailey wondered if she had just made a promise she couldn’t keep.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“We don’t know for sure it’s a serial killer yet,” Hailey said, “but since I’m down here, I think I should look into it, and I’d like for Graham to come down and join me.”

Hailey sat in her motel room, talking via Zoom to her boss, Assistant Director Zach Miloslaw. Her partner, Graham Vance, sat next to him.

They couldn’t have looked more different. At fifty-seven, Miloslaw was paunchy and showing his age. Graham, at thirty-eight and a couple of years older than Hailey, looked younger than his age and was in prime shape thanks to daily workouts in the FBI building’s gym. Hailey had the feeling he was working out his frustrations from his recent divorce.

“Do you think it’s a copycat of your previous case?” her boss asked.

“The MO is different, but we can’t discount that possibility,” Hailey replied. “This new killer could have been fantasizing about his own MO for some time and then got spurred into action by the Scarecrow Killer.”

She winced at her own words. The media had dubbed him the Scarecrow Killer, and as much as she hated the sensationalism of it, the name had stuck.

“That’s certainly possible,” Graham agreed, “and this new perp is targeting young women of a similar age group to the Scarecrow Killer.” He turned to Miloslaw. “I’d like to go down, sir. I don’t have much to do here, just background research at the moment.”

Hailey did the math in her head and figured out it was his ex’s week with the kids. Poor Graham really didn’t have anything to do this week. He’d probably appreciate getting out of town and having the company of his best friend.

They’d become close, first as partners and then, when his wife went cold on him, as good friends. It was nice to have a reliable friend around. It took away some of the loneliness of her own life.

Miloslaw thought for a moment, then nodded. “All right. If it turns out to be nothing, come on back, but if it turns out to be something more serious, it’s good to have you there right from the start.”

Graham was checking his phone. “I can get a flight to St. Louis this afternoon, rent a car, and be with you by the evening.”

“Fly into K.C. It’s closer.”

“K.C?”

“Kansas City.”

He tapped on his phone for a few seconds. “Ah! That flight is an hour earlier. Good.” He looked up from his phone. “Shall I book a motel?”

Hailey shifted in her seat. Awkward question. The last time they had been down here, they had stayed with her older sister Alice and Alice’s husband Bob. That was the last place Hailey wanted to stay, and Graham probably didn’t want to be in the crossfire of Rock family tensions either, but if they stayed at a motel, her family would take it as a snub.

Not that she cared much, except for her nieces. That was the game changer.

But they were in the next county. Alice wouldn’t be on this case. She might never know Hailey and Graham were down here. Hailey’s nieces wouldn’t be disappointed, and Hailey could avoid all that trouble.

“I already have a motel, so I’ll get you a room.”

“All right,” Graham said. “I’ll call you when I make it to Kansas City and again when I get close to town.”

“Right. I better get back to work. See you soon.”

She disconnected, then sat back in her chair and let out a long, slow breath.

Now for the hard part. She needed to investigate a case and not have the local grapevine get back to Alice that she was here.

Because how would she explain her presence in Missouri? Hailey wasn’t ready to admit the real reason. Not with a modern case falling into her lap.

A modern case that might be tied to the old one.

 

* * *

 

Graham Vance drove into Tampa with a sense of wonderment. He had thought he’d never see a more rural area than Hailey’s hometown of Pleasant, but Tampa, Missouri, managed to claim the prize.

Even though it wasn’t quite as rough and hilly as Pleasant County next door, Ozark County was even less populated. He drove along long stretches of state highway without seeing more than the occasional, isolated farmhouse. Every few miles, there was a blink-and-you-miss-it “town” that was nothing more than an intersection, a four-way stop sign, a gas station, and a grain silo. Ten houses and a small trailer park if you were lucky.

And now he was entering Tampa. Not Tampa, Florida, population in the hundreds of thousands, but Tampa, Missouri, population 750. And this was the county seat! The beating, urban heart of Ozark County!

On any other day, he would have laughed. Now, it just made him depressed. The population was now 749, perhaps 748. A killer was on the loose, and it would rip a small community like this apart.

He was used to the East Coast, where cities experienced a dozen murders a week. Graham doubted whether the whole county had seen that many murders in the past decade.

Exiting off state highway 160, he saw the Motel 6 up ahead where Hailey had booked them rooms, and his heart gave a little shiver of anticipation and nerves. Hailey did that to him.

She’d done that to him right from the start of their partnership, back when Graham thought he had a stable marriage that would last forever. Instead, Jennifer had grown distant and uncommunicative and finally asked for a divorce, no reason given. What they called a “no fault divorce.” But if a marriage with two kids breaks up, it had to be somebody’s fault, right?

He was pretty sure it wasn’t his. He’d loved Jennifer, still did, and loved the kids. He’d never strayed, either. Had Jennifer picked up on his attraction to Hailey? If so, she’d never confronted him on it. She hadn’t even complained about his long absences due to work, at least not any more than any of the other agents’ spouses. And it never came up as a reason why she wanted a divorce.

She’d never given him a reason. She’d simply left.

So, now he was alone. Well, not alone. Now he was hunting a killer in the middle of nowhere with a woman who had friend zoned him years ago without even knowing she’d friend zoned him.

Life’s sure looking up for you, buddy.

He parked his car, got out, and went to the room Hailey said she was in.

She answered his knock, looking as beautiful and kickass as ever.

And stressed. And sad.

So much going on with you that I don’t know. I wish you’d let me in.

She faked a smile. “Welcome to Tampa. Hope it isn’t too big of a city for you.”

It had been a running joke between them ever since they’d worked on that last case. He had always lived in downtown, urban East Coast. She had been born and raised in the little town of Pleasant.

“Makes Pleasant look like New York,” he quipped.

“We got an appointment with Bud Roper, the sheriff here.”

“All right. I’ll check in later. Let’s go. Your car or mine?”

“Neither. His office is a quarter mile that way,” she said, pointing. “The other side of town. It would be good for you to get the lay of the land.”

They started to walk. Tampa looked less prosperous than Pleasant. Main Street lacked the tidy nineteenth-century brick buildings of many Missouri towns, instead having later buildings of cheaper build, and the houses were smaller. They passed a pizzeria, a hair salon, a discount store, and a barber shop, and that was it for the downtown shopping area. The sheriff’s department was in a two-story building between a farmers’ insurance office and a boarded-up store.

Few people were on the streets. A pickup truck passed slowly by, a burly man with a big, red beard giving them a suspicious look.

“Have they made an announcement?” Graham asked.

“Not officially, but everyone knows by now.”

“About the death and the missing person?”

Hailey nodded. There was a pause.

“How’s Pleasant holding up?”

“Healing, I suppose. Slowly.”

“Is Alice coming?”

“No. She’s sheriff the next county over.”

“I know, but she called in reinforcements during the scarecrow case.”

“Bud hasn’t done that yet.”

There was a tension in her, her back rigid, eyes focused straight ahead.

Graham knew he shouldn’t ask the question, but he decided to anyway. He had the feeling it was important.

“Oh. Um, Hailey? Does your family know you’re here?”

She didn’t turn toward him at all when she replied in a short, sharp tone, “No.”

They walked into the sheriff’s office in silence, Graham wondering that if she wasn’t down here visiting family, then just what she was down here on vacation for. They passed through a weathered, plywood door into a one-room office. A secretary, her back turned to them, tapped away at a desktop computer that should have been replaced years ago. Graham was amazed it still worked. A man in his sixties with a big beer belly wearing a sheriff’s uniform and a cowboy hat despite being inside, waved from behind a desk.

“Come on in, folks.”

Graham noticed all the furniture was of that old steel painted green from the seventies. It looked like they’d bought it from a public school that had decided to remodel. The computer on the sheriff’s desk at least looked like it had been purchased in the past five years. He noticed no other desks, no holding cell. He did notice a cuspidor next to the sheriff’s desk, though. That got brought to his attention when the sheriff let out a squirt of tobacco juice that hit the inner edge of the brass bin with a sharp clang.

He stood and extended a beefy hand. “Bud Roper, Ozark County Sheriff. Pleased to meet you.”

“Special Agent Graham Vance, FBI Behavioral Affairs Unit.” Graham looked around. “No deputy?”

“Nope. I’m on my own on this one. Glad to have you here. Hailey’s said a lot of good things about you.”

That made Graham’s heart do a little flip flop.

“Where’s the police station?” he asked.

“I’m it. There’s a station out on the state highway. You came in from K.C., right? You passed it.”

Graham didn’t recall seeing anything on the highway that resembled a police station, but he decided not to mention that.

“Are they going to be helping with the investigation?”

“Sure, but they’re understaffed. Sure am glad you two are here.” He picked up a file from his desk. “The medical examiner came down and did his thing. The body is in the local funeral home. Let’s go over there and take a look. These are the crime scene photos. I’ll show them to you once we’re over there.”

They headed out the door. Graham gave a last look at the nearly empty office, one that spoke of financial neglect by the state, and knew that sooner or later, Sheriff Roper was going to have to call in reinforcements.

That meant Alice and judging from the last time the two sisters were in the same room, that meant sparks were going to fly.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Hailey looked sadly down at the body of Trisha Palmer lying in the storage room of Ogilvie Funeral Home. She was a slim girl, athletic and pretty, with long, black hair. The tattoo of a heart on her cheek flawed her otherwise fine features. The heart was about the size of a fifty-cent piece, done in black ink, and crossed out with an x.

Charles Ogilvie, funeral home owner and Tampa mayor, shook his head. He was a thin, stooped man in his seventies, and had held both positions for as long as Hailey could remember.

“Such a shame. I hate it when they’re so young.”

“You assisted with the medical examination?” Hailey asked.

“Yes, but the doctor from Jefferson City did most of the work. That’s his specialty.”

“We already have his report,” Sheriff Roper said. “Given recent events, this was put first in line. Toxicology found traces of Rohypnol and a large amount of benzodiazepine. That’s what killed her.”

“Sleeping pills?” Hailey said, surprised. “She died of an overdose of sleeping pills?”

“Looks like.”

“Was she sexually assaulted?” Graham asked.

“No evidence of that,” the mortician said. “No signs of violence at all. It’s strange. Why would someone use a date rape drug and not commit the rape?”

“To incapacitate her,” Hailey said. “But why?”

No one had an answer to that. Hailey went on, thinking aloud. “So, the perp slipped her Rohypnol, perhaps in order to abduct her. Maybe she was at a local restaurant or something beforehand? Then she cycled away, got woozy, and the perp picked her up. Wait, no she would have metabolized it between the time of her disappearance and when she was found. So, she was given Rohypnol before the perp killed her with an overdose of sleeping pills.”

“The perp could have used Rohypnol twice,” Graham suggested.

Bud Roper shook his head. “I’ve asked at all the local business. Other than to go to the laundromat first thing in the morning, she didn’t go into any shops or restaurants. No chance to slip her a mickey unless she went to a private home, and we don’t have any eyewitnesses to that either. Everyone knows everyone, so they would have remembered if she had gone into a place of business.”

“That still leaves private homes. What about her movements before the abduction?” Hailey asked.

“Unclear. She has one sibling, an older brother living in Little Rock. Dad’s out of the picture visiting family on the West Coast for the week. Mom was out all day. She’s got a job at a gas station on the Interstate. I haven’t tracked down anyone who saw where she was cycling, except for a neighbor who saw her leave home on her bike at around 2 p.m. the day she disappeared.”

“Was she carrying a bag or anything?”

“Nope. Just out for a ride.”

“But she might have visited someone. Got slipped the Rohypnol then.”

“Perhaps,” Graham said, “but she was missing for a few days. Maybe she was held in captivity and drugged then.”

Bud nodded. “Maybe. But whoever kidnapped her, assuming that’s why she was missing all that time, treated her gently. There’s not a bruise on her. And look at these.”

He opened up a folder of crime scene photos. It showed Trisha lying on her back on a bench, clothes clean and neatly arranged, eyes closed, hands by her side as if already laid out for her coffin.

“Respect for the dead,” Graham muttered. “Worship, maybe?”

“Worship turned sour,” Hailey said. “That tattoo with the crossed-out heart wasn’t there when she went missing, was it?”

“No one mentioned they’d noticed it, and the mother had seen her early in the morning before she went to work, and Trisha went to the laundromat. Most likely the killer gave that to her.”

“It’s been made in the past couple of days,” Ogilvie said. “The skin is still slightly swollen. The medical examiner says it was made while she was alive or right after death, since the skin reacted in the normal way. If she had been dead for some time, the skin wouldn’t have swollen.”

“This tattoo doesn’t seem very well done,” Hailey said.

Ogilvie pulled back the sheet a bit at both ends to reveal a small tattoo of a rose on her left shoulder and a kitten on the inside of her right ankle.

“It isn’t,” he said. “As you can see, both of the tattoos she got on her own are in color and pretty well done. I see a lot of tattoos in my line of work. This one’s an amateur job. Look at the edges. The x mark especially. All shaky.”

“Maybe he was nervous or afraid. Or upset,” Hailey said.

“Maybe,” Ogilvie said.

Bud spoke up. “When I was canvassing the tattoo parlors, I found the one where she got these two done. Trisha never made a mention of wanting a heart tattoo.”

“Certainly not one like that,” Hailey said. “Poor girl. Well, we better get cracking. I don’t think there’s anything more we can learn here. Janice Murphy is missing. She might still be alive and in captivity.”

“I’ve already talked with the Murphy family,” Bud said. “They have no idea who might want to abduct Janice. I’ve arranged for a group of her friends to meet up. People from here, people from out of town who are her classmates up in Forsyth.” He checked the clock on the wall. “We should get over there now. They’ll be waiting for us.”

Ogilvie covered up Trisha Palmer and let out a sigh. “And I got a press conference I got to get to in half an hour. God, what do I tell people?”

Bud put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll think of something, Chuck. You’ll think of something.”

 

* * *

 

Five girls and two boys, all about eighteen to twenty, sat in the living room of a modest home in the center of Tampa. It was owned by one of the girl’s parents, who stood at the doorway to the living room watching everything, obviously nervous.

The students sat on the sofa or a couple of armchairs with Hailey, Graham, and Sheriff Roper standing in front of them.

“We can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt her,” one young woman said. “She was friends with everybody.”

“Did she have any rivals at college?” Hailey asked. “Or back in high school?”

They all looked at each other and shrugged.

Another one of the female students said, “I mean, the usual rivalries with other girls but nothing serious. No hatred or anything like that.”

“Was she dating anyone? Any recent breakups?”

“Me,” one of the boys volunteered. He had a rangy, athletic body and looked like the son of a farmer.

Hailey studied him. “How long have you been dating Janice Murphy?”

The boy made a face. “We split up a little while back. We dated for about three months. Met in the student union. She was nice.”

Hailey noted the past tense. “So, why did you break up?”

The boy shrugged not making eye contact. “She said she wanted to focus on her classwork. She was really driven. Half our dates were study dates. But then she was like ‘oh, I don’t have time for a relationship.’ She didn’t text much after that. Didn’t ghost me or nothing. She’d reply to my messages, but not send any of her own.”

“And how long ago was this?”

“About a month ago.”

“Do you know if she was dating anybody else?”

Hailey said this to the group, but the ex-boyfriend answered, “Nah. She was too big into studying. She was totally serious about it. She was like, ‘I gotta get out of this dead-end town.’ Had dreams of being a professional in Chicago or New York maybe.”

“So, no other relationships?” Hailey repeated, eyeing one girl who was squirming in her seat.

No one said anything. A couple of the girls looked at each other and shrugged.

Hailey stared at the girl who looked uncomfortable. “Janice Murphy is missing and may have been abducted. As you know, Trisha Palmer, who many of you may be acquainted with, was abducted and murdered. I need to know any information you might have, no matter how embarrassing or seemingly irrelevant.”

The uncomfortable girl raised her hand as if she was in class and wasn’t sure she had the right answer. It made her look even younger. “Janice … was kinda seeing someone else.”

The ex-boyfriend’s head whipped around. His face registered surprise and hurt, not anger. The girl blushed and played with the hem of her skirt.

“Tell us about it, Catherine,” Sheriff Roper prompted. “You’ve always been a good girl. No trouble at all. You’re not in trouble here.”

“I don’t know nothing,” she mumbled.

“Tell us about this boyfriend,” Hailey said. “Did she start dating him after this other breakup?”

Catherine nodded. The ex-boyfriend hung his head.

“Go on, Catherine,” the sheriff said.

“Well, she said like a month ago she wanted to break up with Greg because she had met somebody new. Sorry, Greg.”

Hailey leaned forward. Catherine’s awkwardness hinted at more than just not wanting to hurt Greg.

“Go on,” Hailey said.

“She said he was real exciting, not like anyone she had ever dated before. Janice didn’t date much in high school and usually only the quiet guys when she did. She was always big into class, straight As and all that. But lately, she seemed real different.” 

“Different how?” the sheriff asked.

“Like, all excited. Saying she wished she hadn’t wasted so much time on schoolwork, that she had finally found someone who really made her feel alive.”

Greg looked at the floor, blushing.

“What’s his name?” Sheriff Roper asked.

Catherine shrugged. “That’s the weird thing. She never said. I kept asking her if it was anyone I know, and since I’m from Tampa I know basically everyone, but she’d just smile and say, ‘It’s the person you’d least suspect.’”

“Did she give any hints?”

“Kinda. I asked why she wouldn’t tell me or anyone. Did anyone else hear about this guy?” She looked around. Everyone shook their head. Greg swore under his breath. Catherine turned back to Hailey. “I’m her best friend since Anna moved away sophomore year. Sophomore year of high school, I mean. She tells me stuff she doesn’t tell anybody else. So, I asked her why she was being so secretive and she kind of got all angry. Not at me, but just angry, and said, ‘Everyone would judge me.’”

“Did she elaborate on that?” Hailey asked.

“Kinda. I asked if it was someone older, like someone married with kids or something, and she was like, ‘Eeew, no.’ So, I asked if it was someone with a girlfriend and she said, ‘I’d never date a cheater or be a cheater myself. That’s why I broke up with Greg as soon as I met him.’ Sorry, Greg.”

Greg didn’t reply. The way he was moping, Hailey didn’t think of him as a suspect. This mysterious new boyfriend, on the other hand …

Catherine continued, “She said he was some guy who everyone hated but who was really nice once you got to know him. She wouldn’t say more than that and made me swear not to tell anybody, especially Greg. She didn’t want anyone judging her or this new guy, and she didn’t want anyone getting in their way. She was totally in love. I could see it in her eyes.”

Catherine lapsed into silence.

“Anyone else know anything about this feller?” Sheriff Roper asked.

Silence.

Hailey scanned the room, trying to make eye contact with each and every one of Janice Murphy’s close friends, searching each of them for hints that any of them were hiding anything. She didn’t see that.

“This is important, folks,” the sheriff said. “If anyone knows anything, please spill it now. Janice Murphy’s life could be on the line.”

“I wish I knew more, sorry,” Catherine said. Her eyes went wide. “Oh! She’s been texting a lot lately. Maybe you could look at her phone records or something.”

The sheriff nodded. “We’ve put in an emergency request with the phone company and all the social media her parents said she was on. We should be getting that information later today.”

Later today, Hailey thought. That might be too late.

It might already be too late.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Why was Janice acting like this? Why was she not answering the question? Why was she all curled up in the corner of the room, acting scared? Acting scared with him, of all people?

Why was she crying?

Janice Murphy, such a lovely girl. He’d admired her ever since she blossomed into young womanhood at the age of fourteen. Quiet, studious, but warmhearted and kind. She volunteered at the animal shelter and wrote pretty little poems she was too shy to ever show anyone.

He’d sneaked some peeks in her notebook and, heart beating fast with the terror of getting discovered, photographed each and every one of them.

He’d learned them by heart.

While Janice had always been polite, deferential, and said little to him, he could tell her real feelings. Like in that poem “Springtime” she wrote when she was fifteen, the line, “My heart is blooming along with the buds / I am a bud, about to flower.” That was obviously about him. They had met in the springtime, and one of the first things she had said to him was, “Looks like spring is coming. I’ll be helping with my mom’s garden soon.”

Such a lovely spark of life. So happy and joyful at the thought of the start of a new year and the first flowering of love.

Love for him.

So, why was she crying?

He stood in the doorway of his basement room, the room he had cleaned up especially for this reunion. He had cleared away all the spiders, painted the walls, put down carpeting, and soundproofed everything.

Then he had furnished it with everything she could possibly need. A comfy bed (a single bed, he didn’t want to pressure her), an antique vanity he’d paid a small fortune for, a big-screen TV, stuffed animals, and books.

But no Internet. Something told him not to give her Internet or a phone. As much as she loved him, she might miss some of the people in her old life. She was young, after all, and it would be hard for her to step entirely into her new life.

Janice sat crunched up in the far corner of her cozy new room, as far as she could get from the door.

As far as she could get from him.

“Do you need anything?” he asked.

“Please let me go,” she blubbered.

“You know you don’t want that. I know this is sudden, but this is the best way.”

“Don’t hurt me. Just let me go. I won’t tell anyone. Just don’t hurt me!”

“You know I would never hurt you, Janice. I waited until you were old enough. I even let you have some boyfriends. That hurt, I got to tell you, but I knew you needed to develop on your own, spread your wings before you could fly with me. Remember that poem you wrote in eleventh grade? ‘Fly With Me.’ So beautiful. I know it was about us.”

Janice blinked, looking at him directly for the first time. “You read my notebook?”

“I know. I’m sorry. But I had to make sure you really were writing about me. I didn’t want to bother you.”

“Huh?”

“Are you hungry? Thirsty? I really should have put a fridge in here. I’ll get one today.”

“How did you read my notebook?”

“You left it in your bag when you went to lunch.”

“Lunch where?”

He laughed. “Not too many places in Tampa.”

She didn’t laugh along with him.

“So, you’ve been like stalking me all this time?”

“Stalking? Of course not. That’s what predators do. I care about you, Janice, and I know you care about me.”

She looked at him, suddenly furious. “Care about you? I don’t even know you!”

He took a step back, stunned. For a moment, he simply looked at her. She looked away, afraid at her own outburst.

Afraid. That explains it.

“Don’t say things to hurt me, Janice. I know this is all so sudden. You were so scared when I took you from your car, and I’m sorry for that. But I figured you noticed me in the cafeteria.”

“The cafeteria?”

“Where you were sitting and reading your biology textbook. Studious as ever! That’s my girl. And when you got up to get some napkins, that’s when I spiked your drink.”

Janice looked thoughtful for a moment. “That’s why I don’t remember anything after the car? I was feeling drunk, even though I hadn’t drunk anything. I thought I’d caught the flu or something.”

He smiled. “No. Sorry I had to do it this way, but I was worried you might react badly. I wanted you to leave your old life and wake up in your new one—your life with me. Now we can be together, Janice. Now we don’t have to hide anymore. You could never show your love before. Now you can. Just you and me. Forever.”

Janice stared at him for a second. His heart sank because he suspected the truth sparked in her eyes.

“What are you talking about? I don’t even know you!”

He felt like his heart had just been incinerated and turned to ashes.

For a second, the room spun. He leaned hard against the doorframe so he wouldn’t fall down. Janice stood there, half angry and half afraid, without a trace of recognition in her eyes.

She hadn’t written those poems about him. Or if she had, it had been a fleeting teenaged crush, quickly forgotten. She had moved on, while he hadn’t. Those conversations, those snatched moments when she was younger, had meant nothing to her. Janice hadn’t even remembered them.

That’s what he had worried about the couple of times they had passed on Main Street, or at the supermarket, those times that she hadn’t acknowledged him, and he had been too shy to say hello to her. It wasn’t that she was being subtle. She really didn’t remember him.

It had all meant nothing to her.

How could he have been so wrong?

How could he have been so wrong twice?

He let out a deep sigh, tears welling in his eyes. Through the blur, he could see her watching him, but he couldn’t see her expression. He didn’t want to.

“Well,” he managed to croak out, “I guess this has all been a big mistake.”

He stepped out of the room. Janice called after him, but he ignored her. It was over.

He slammed the heavy door shut with a thud, then slid the bolt in place. Wiping his eyes, he walked his weary way back upstairs to the kitchen.

Time to make dinner. He’d cook up a nice beef stew. She’d be getting hungry. She hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and she’d barely touched that. Like with Trisha Palmer, Janice Murphy was suspicious of anything he tried to give her. With both girls, he had to eat from their plate before they’d touch it. And that’s what he’d do with the stew. He’d cook up a heaping portion and its rich aroma would break down Janice’s willpower. He’d take a few bites first, and then she’d eat it.

Just a few bites wouldn’t hurt him. The Rohypnol that he’d mix in would make him a little tipsy and stumbly but would knock Janice out. He’d done his research. With his bigger body weight and lower dose, he’d be able to do what he needed to do.

And that was to give her dessert. Once under the influence of the Rohypnol, she wouldn’t be able to resist, wouldn’t even think to resist, as he poured one of his special milkshakes down her throat.

A nice strawberry milkshake he made himself, with the added ingredient of ground-up sleeping pills.

“Don’t worry, Janice,” he whispered as he chopped up vegetables in his well-appointed, modern kitchen. “You won’t suffer. You may not love me, but I still love you. I’ll take you away from all the hurt in the world. Painlessly. You’ll go to sleep and never wake up. It’s better than being awake, trust me. I’ll save you from ever having to feel like I feel now.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“We got it,” Bud Roper said, looking up from his computer at Tampa’s tiny police station.

Hailey looked up from her own work of searching through old police reports, trying to find similar crimes in the region. Graham, sharing a desk with her and doing the same job with equally negative results, looked up too.

“You got the phone records?”

“Yup. Text messages. Also got permission to access her Snapchat, whatever the heck that is.”

“It’s a social media platform,” Hailey explained. “My nieces use it.”

She felt a tug of longing to see the girls again. Once this was all over, she promised herself, she’d bite the bullet, drive over to Pleasant, and pay them a visit. Maybe she wouldn’t have to spend too much time with Alice, Bob, or Mom.

Hailey and Graham went to his desk and looked over his shoulder as he scrolled through Janice Murphy’s text messages.

They came across something interesting almost immediately. The latest two conversations were with two of the girls they had interviewed earlier that same day. The one just before that was to someone named Will Fischer. The content was long, back and forth, and very flirtatious, filled on her side with heart and kissing emojis.

Sheriff Roper grunted. “Huh. A nice girl like Janice catting around with Will Fischer? I would have never believed it.”

“Who’s that?” Hailey asked.

“Young guy. Twenty, I think. Lives here in Tampa and never did much with himself. I busted him several times for underage drinking and caught him with weed. The weed was when he was fifteen so nothing much came of it.”

“Any crimes lately?” Graham asked.

“Affray. He and a couple of guys were drinking down by the reservoir and got into an argument about something. They had a three-way punch up. I go down there most nights to check out nothing too bad is going on. Got to let the kids have a little fun, so they don’t do worse. But I won’t allow fighting. I came upon them just as they were really getting into it. I broke it up, took their beer, searched them, and found nothing else. Never went to court because no one pressed charges. You could say Will Fischer won, though. The other two were a bit of a mess.”

“Sounds like a model citizen,” Hailey said.

Roper nodded and spat out a stream of tobacco juice that hit the cuspidor with a loud pling. Graham made a face.

“Excuse me,” the sheriff said. “You know, something’s tickling the back of my brain box. I’m going to make a few calls. Why don’t you go through that Snapchat thing and see what you can find. They sent over something called an interface. Apparently, you can get on that and be like you’re in her account. You don’t even need to download the app.”

The sheriff walked to the other side of the room and pulled out his phone. Hailey and Graham got on the Snapchat interface. Hailey wasn’t terribly familiar with that app, only using it to chat with her nieces, but it was fairly straightforward. She quickly found the chats with Will Fischer and brought them up.

Chats and shared pictures were only stored for twenty-four hours before the app automatically deleted them, but users could save anything they wanted.

The saved chats were scattered lines from Will from the last couple of months.

“You’re so wild. Who would have thought?”

“I’m so happy you’re showing your real side.”

“Last night was AWESOME.”

“You should introduce me to your friends. Shake them up a little.”

“Thinking about you, girl.”

There were also a bunch of saved photos, so many that Hailey got the impression that Janice had saved all of them.

They showed a muscular young man with a mop of curly, blond hair, kept carefully messy, wearing a wife-beater t-shirt that showed off a skull tattoo on his right bicep. In most of the pictures, he had a saucy look on his face, while others were a closeup, showing warm, brown eyes treating the camera to a smoldering look.

If Hailey had been a lot younger, she could see herself falling for a boy like that, at least until she learned about his personality. For the straight As Janice Murphy, his small-town rebel demeanor probably acted as an extra enticement.

They continued scrolling, then both let out little gasps of surprise.

It was a photo of Janice in what Hailey assumed to be her bedroom. Topless.

“She saved her own nude selfie?” Graham asked. To his credit, he had turned away.

In their job, he had to look at a lot of private pictures, often compromising ones. He had never been comfortable with that, though. One of his many good traits.

“A memento to her rebellious side?” Hailey wondered aloud.

“Maybe. There’s no chat saved from that day.”

“He must have said something. Why didn’t she save it if she saved so many other things he said?”

“Maybe she didn’t like what he said.”

“That picture was sent two weeks ago. Let’s see what her texts to him from that day say.”

They switched back to the texts and scrolled down to the date.

Janice: Did you delete it like I asked?

Will: Why would I want to do that?

Janice: It’s embarrassing. I never should have done it.

Will: You have nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re beautiful.

Janice: Just delete it. OK?

Will: Why???

Janice: I don’t want anyone to see it.

Will: No one will.

Janice: These pics always get out. Remember what I told you about that girl in tenth grade?

Will: That guy was an asshole. I’d never do that.

Janice: Please?

Will: Did you think about what I asked?

Janice: I’m not doing that. It’s humiliating. Why can’t we just make love the normal way?

Will: Not that! Lol. I’ve given up on asking you for that. I mean have you thought about living with me?

Janice: Oh. (blush) My parents would kill me.

Will: You’re an adult. It’s not up to them.

Janice: I’ll think about it.

Will: Come on. Move in!!!

Janice: Maybe.

Will: I’ll delete the picture if you move in.

Janice: Delete the picture and I’ll think about it.

Will: Nope. Got to be the other way around. 

Janice had saved the entire conversation. Why?

“He’s manipulating her,” Graham said. “He’s a womanizer, and she’s out of her league. Quiet girl taken in by the smooth operator.”

Hailey nodded. She didn’t need to be told any of that, but it was nice he could figure it out for himself. For the hundredth time, Hailey wondered how Jennifer could ever think of leaving this kind, sensitive, and yet strong man.

Sheriff Roper walked over, putting away his phone. “Turns out I was remembering correct. I just talked to Trisha Palmer’s mother. Trisha dated Will Fischer a year ago. Said she broke up with him, really sore about something he did or said but wouldn’t talk about it to her mom.”

“Will got Janice to take a nude selfie and then refused to delete it,” Hailey said.

Sheriff Roper spat into his cuspidor. “Looks like we need to go talk with him. His trailer is just two streets over. I’ll give you the address. I say you give me five minute’s head start, and I’ll loop around to get behind it in case he tries to run. Then you two go up and knock real friendly like.”

Hailey’s hand strayed to the pistol in her shoulder holster under her jacket. “Is he a gunowner?”

“Yes, but then again, so is just about everybody in these parts.”

“Do you think he could be dangerous?” Graham asked.

Roper’s face turned grim. “I never thought he was anything more than an immature hell raiser. Now, I’m not so sure.”

Hailey and Graham headed out. Evening had gathered its shadows over the sleepy little town, and just down the street they could see the last of the news vans pulling away from the little town hall where Mayor Ogilvie had given his uncomfortable press conference. A small crowd of locals stood around. Hailey studied them from half a block away as they passed but didn’t see Will Fischer.

They rounded the corner to come to a leafy, narrow lane of prefabs and a small trailer park near the end where Fischer lived.

“Gerard! Get inside!”

The woman’s shout made them both turn. A boy of about fifteen was popping a wheelie on his bike down the street. A woman standing on a nearby porch, no doubt his mother, gestured wildly for him to come her way.

“Aw, Mom, just a few more minutes!”

“NOW. I need to tell you something.”

The woman spotted Hailey and Graham, two strangers dressed differently than the locals and hurried out into the street after her teenager.

“Fine, Mom, don’t be such a spaz.”

The woman hustled her son back to the house, casting a fearful look at them over her shoulder.

Just like in Pleasant, Hailey thought bitterly. A town where it was safe for kids to ride their bikes at night is spoiled. They’ll live their lives in fear now. Even if Fischer turns out to be the killer and we get him, even if we stop there from being a second victim, Tampa will stop being a small and peaceful town and have all the paranoia of the big city.

They came to the trailer park at the end of the street, a gravel lot with five small trailers arranged in two little rows. All were small and none were very well maintained. Wrappers and empty beer cans lay scattered in the grass.

Maybe this is why she didn’t want to move in.

They came to number three, Fischer’s place, and didn’t see any lights on. A footstep made them turn. Sheriff Roper.

“His car isn’t here,” he said. “Let’s try at the Swill Saloon.”

“The swell saloon?” Graham asked.

The sheriff chuckled. “No, the Swill Saloon, because that’s what they serve. They also serve underage kids. I’ve busted them more than once for that. Last year I shut it down, but they opened under new management and got up to their old tricks again.”

Hailey had heard of it. She had figured that dump had been shut down years ago. A lot of the less savory businesses in rural Missouri were indirectly owned by shady organizations who simply switched legal owners in order to get around any orders to close. The “message relaxation centers” next to truck stops operated the same way.

“And he goes there?” she asked.

“He likes to drink, and he’s underage, so that’s where I’m guessing he’ll be. It’s not like he works nights or anything. He works as little as possible. He’s got a dad up in St. Louis who supports him.”

“Let’s go,” Hailey said.

“Once again, I’ll hang back, so I don’t spook everybody. I’ll park a bit down the street. If I spot him driving in or out, I’ll get him. You two go inside and make the collar.”

 

* * *

 

They found the Swill Saloon (“Home of the $5 Pitcher”) on Missouri State Highway 181 just a couple of miles past the high school. It was an undecorated, windowless storefront that looked like a converted warehouse set far back on the edge of a gravel lot. A few dozen cars and pickups were parked haphazardly in the lot, not in rows but wherever the drivers had felt like stopping. Hailey shook her head as Graham wove through a labyrinth of vehicles to find an open spot.

They parked and got out. A couple of teenaged girls sat on the tailgate of a huge pickup truck chatting with a bearded farmer in overalls at least twice their age.

The pickup wasn’t green; it was black. Hailey had checked the color of every pickup she’d seen ever since she had heard that story about Mindy’s last day.

Of course, being in rural Missouri, she had seen lots of green pickups. In fact, there was one right over there. Her heart did a little tremble, as if shivering in a frosty wind, only settling down when she saw it was a late model produced years after Mindy vanished.

“You OK?” Graham asked.

“Yeah.”

Graham studied her for a moment more, and when she didn’t reply, he gave a little shrug and faced forward.

The front door was of unpainted metal. The rhythmic thudding of bass notes came through it like some distant earthquake.

Hailey opened it and got hit by a blast of rock music. The interior confirmed Hailey’s impression of a converted warehouse—bare concrete floor, corrugated steel walls decorated with a few old posters of rock stars and St. Louis Cardinals players, and a high roof of exposed wiring and a few lights turned down low.

The crowd was a mix of the too young and the suspiciously old. Like with that pickup in the parking lot, the older men were all flirting, or trying to flirt, with the younger women, while the younger women (girls, really) mostly ignored them and hung out with guys their age. That didn’t make Hailey feel any better about the whole setup.

The bar, a long counter of battered plywood painted black, stretched across the back wall. They headed for it, scanning the crowd for Will Fischer.

“We should order a beer to blend in,” Graham said.

“I’m not sure that’s going to help much,” Hailey said. They were the only two people in suits, and she was the oldest woman here by more than a decade.

They made their way to the bar, getting plenty of stares. A one-eyed man with more tattoos than shirt moved over to serve them.

Graham eyed the beer taps, which didn’t have labels, and a meagre rack of bottom-shelf hard liquor behind the bartender, and said, “I’ll take a $5 pitcher and two glasses.”

The man nodded, pulled out a plastic pitcher from beneath the counter, and began to fill it. Then he plunked it down and added two plastic cups.

The pitcher was small, and not completely full, but it really did cost only five dollars. Hailey didn’t like beer, and she was pretty sure this no-name brand wasn’t going to change her mind.

A burly boy wearing the t-shirt of the local high school football team and a flip cap worn backwards came up next to them.

“Yo, dude! Another pitcher here.”

He turned, stumbled, and seemed to notice Hailey and Graham for the first time.

“Uh, are you guys narcs?”

“We don’t work for the narcotics bureau,” Hailey replied.

“You know you’re legally required to say you’re a cop if you’re a cop.”

Hailey suppressed a smile. For some reason, a lot of members of the public were under the impression that an undercover agent had to reveal their status if asked. Half a second of thought would show how ridiculous that was. Like some undercover agent, who has spent months getting into the confidence of the local cartel representative, when asked just before the big cocaine deal if he’s a federal agent, is going to throw up his hands and say, “Oh darn, you got me. I’m a narc!”

People had the dumbest ideas about how law enforcement worked.

“You sure you’re not a cop?” the high schooler asked.

The bartender brought him his pitcher, shot Hailey and Graham a suspicious look, and moved to help another customer.

“Totally sure,” Hailey said. “We’re here to meet Will Fischer. We’re his aunt and uncle just come down from K.C. You seen him around?”

“Uh, no. Bye.” The kid moved away.

“Let’s take a look around,” Graham said. He took a sip of his beer, made an expression like he had just licked a cockroach, and put his cup down.

“All right. Take the pitcher as a prop,” Hailey said.

“Ugh. I guess I should.”

They moved through the crowd, the dim lights not helping their search.

An older man in a John Deere cap standing right in front of them turned around and ended up face to face with Hailey. He gave her a boozy look up and down and said, “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for my nephew, Will Fischer. You seen him?”

“Sure, I seen him. I know the kid. Good guy. You say you’re his aunt and uncle? Where you live?”

“K.C.”

The man’s face hardened and grew redder. “He’s got only one married set of aunts and uncles, and they live in Oklahoma.”

“You must have heard wrong. We live in K.C. Is he here tonight? He told us this is his regular hangout.”

“Fucking liar,” he growled. “Did Cliff send you after him?”

“No,” Hailey said. “I don’t even know who Cliff is.”

The guy turned and walked off.

“This isn’t working,” Graham said as the guy disappeared into the crowd.

“Let’s stop talking to people and just look.”

“I wonder why they’re so defensive of him. Must be up to something.”

“Maybe, maybe not. We’re outsiders, and outsiders are not trusted, especially when they go asking around after the local bad boy.”

“But you’re not an outsider.”

“I am now,” Hailey muttered.

Hailey remembered what her big sister always used to say.

You left. You made your choice. You can’t stay away from a town like Pleasant for so many years and still be a part of it.

Alice sure tried hard to make her feel like she wasn’t a part of it.

And she wasn’t, not really, Hailey thought as they continued to scan the crowd. After Mindy disappeared, the place held too many bad memories for her. The park still had the swing set Mindy used to love. The same candy store on Main Street still sold the same licorice she always craved. The middle school still looked the same. Alice and Mom wondered how she could leave. She wondered how they could stay.

“There they are!”

A loud male voice cutting through the noise made them look to their right. The bearded guy who had caught them in a lie was back, flanked by the high school football player and another teenaged athlete.

“So, who are you?” the bearded man demanded.

“We already told you,” Hailey said, not giving ground. “It’s none of your business anyway.”

“Well, I’m making it my business!” the man bellowed. The two teens flanking him let out an identical “Yeah!” like they’d just witnessed a touchdown for the home team. 

The man stepped forward. Graham got in his face.

“You don’t want to do this,” Hailey’s partner told him.

The coldness in his voice, and the steady eye contact, made the bigger man pause.

One of the teenagers wasn’t so smart.

“You need to get out of here, bro.” He reached out and grabbed Graham’s arm. Graham flicked his hand away and drew out his badge.

“Federal agent. Step back.”

They did step back, and the football player shouted at the top of his voice,

“I knew it! Narcs! Narcs! Dude, I’ll get you fired for not telling me earlier. Narcs! Narcs!”

He said more, but Hailey couldn’t hear over the chaos that ensued.

Suddenly everyone was shouting, “It’s a bust! It’s a bust!” and stampeding for the door.

Hailey and Graham watched in awe as the crowded bar cleared out in a few seconds …

… then rushed for the door themselves when they caught a glimpse of Will Fischer. 


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Hailey shoved her way through the crowd, getting jostled one way and the other by a swarm of underage drinkers and their overaged admirers, all trying to get away from the pair of federal agents.

Graham cut in front of her and, with his bigger body mass, ploughed through the crowd. Somehow, he managed to push all those high school kids out of the way without actually knocking any over. Maybe because it was so crowded that they knocked into other people, and he only pushed aside boys. The girls he ran around.

Always the gentleman, Hailey thought with a smile.

That smile vanished as they got to the parking lot and saw the crowd fanning out for their vehicles. Will Fischer had made it out of the door a couple of seconds before them, and they had lost sight of him.

They did see Bud Roper huffing through the crowd, looking to the left and right, probably wondering what the hell just happened.

“There!” Graham shouted, pointing.

Will Fischer was just getting into a red pickup truck with flames painted on the sides.

The problem was that it was halfway across the parking lot.

They made for him. Sheriff Roper spotted Fischer’s distinctive vehicle at just about the same time and angled in that direction too.

Fischer got the engine running and turned on his lights. He lurched forward, and nearly hit a Subaru passing in front of him. The Subaru braked hard to avoid rear-ending a Toyota just in front of it.

He backed up, then had to stop as another pickup passed behind him. The haphazard parking in this place was causing gridlock.

They were almost on him now, as Will backed up and moved forward, angling a bit with each movement to try and get through the increasing logjam.

Just as they made it to Will Fischer’s pickup truck, he found an opening and hit the gas. Hailey put on a final burst of speed, leapt onto the fender, and grabbed the tailgate.

Thankfully, it was locked and didn’t fly open and spill her on the gravel.

Instead, she vaulted into the bed, scrambled over the back window of the cab, and pounded on it.

“Federal Agent, stop this—”

Will slammed on the brakes, and Hailey hit the rear window hard with her forehead.

“Ow!”

She fell back on her rear end. Through hazy vision, she saw Graham rush up to the driver’s side, gun drawn. “Freeze! Step out of the vehicle with your hands above your head!”

Hailey managed to get on her hands and knees. Fischer stepped out of the pickup. Graham spread-eagled him against the hood, searched him, and pulled out a couple of objects from his pockets. Then he cuffed him.

Rubbing her forehead, Hailey climbed out of the back. Unlike with most arrests, people didn’t stop to stare. Everyone was too busy clearing out. Cars humped over the curb or blared their horns trying to get out the exits. She heard the loud crash of a fender bender. The Swill Saloon was having a bad night.

So was Will Fischer. A couple of small bags of white powder sat on the hood of his pickup truck.

“I’m arresting you for possession of a controlled substance and resisting arrest,” Graham told him.

“I didn’t resist arrest!”

“You injured my partner.”

“I had to break to keep from hitting someone.”

Sheriff Roper huffed up to them, dripping with sweat and looking a whisker away from a heart attack. “That’s true. I saw a girl dart in front of him. But Will, you’re in far more trouble than just that coke, boy.”

 

* * *

 

Twenty minutes later, Hailey sat in the sheriff’s office with a can of cold beer pressed against a large bump on her forehead. Sheriff Roper had a fridge in his office, and while it didn’t have any ice, it did have beer.

Will Fischer sat cuffed and nervous in front of her, all his youthful bravado vanished.

Sheriff Roper and Graham stood to either side of him.

“Where is she?” Hailey asked.

“Where’s who?”

“We have you on the cocaine,” the sheriff said, “don’t make us add assaulting a federal officer and resisting arrest. You’ll get years for that.”

“I braked because someone ran in front of me, you said so!”

The sheriff cocked his head. “Did I?”

“Where’s Janice Murphy?” Hailey asked.

Will stared at her, confused. “What do you mean, where is she?”

“She’s missing,” Graham said. “But you already knew that.”

He turned to Graham. “Missing?” Then turned to the sheriff. “Wait. Missing like Trisha was missing?”

“Yeah, your previous girlfriend,” Hailey said.

He turned back to her. “Huh? Wait. You think I did that? No way! Why would I kill Trisha?”

“She broke up with you,” Hailey said. “Told her mother she was really angry with you. Her mother got the impression you did something bad to her. What did you do, Will?”

“Wait, wait, wait. I didn’t kill her! And Janice is missing too? When did that happen? I’ve been out of town for the past two days.”

“Doing what?” Hailey asked.

Will’s eyes got shifty.

“Something to do with the cocaine?” the sheriff asked. “I got an officer over at your trailer right now. He’s going to find more, isn’t he?”

“Is Janice OK? You haven’t found her like you found Trisha, did you?”

“No, we haven’t found her,” Hailey said. While his concern seemed genuine, he was the town charmer, so he might be fooling her. He had fooled lots of people.

Hailey held up her phone. “I’d like you to open this for us.”

“Why?”

Hailey frowned at him. “Because we’re investigating you for murder, that’s why.”

“Don’t I get a lawyer? Yeah, I have a right to an attorney. You said so when you arrested me.”

Sheriff Roper put a hand on his shoulder. “Boy, we’re trying to find Janice before she ends up like Trisha. Right now, you’re the number one suspect because you dated both of them and had troubles with both of them. We looked at Janice’s Snapchat and saw that she wanted you to delete a nude photo, and you wouldn’t. And Trisha left you angry as well. Now, I’m not saying you kidnapped those girls, but it’s not looking good for you right now. I’d like you to cooperate. If you are innocent, then the sooner you clear your name the sooner we can keep looking for Janice, maybe save her. You can help with that.”

Will looked up at him, then nodded. Hailey watched the struggle in his features. He’d been busted for drugs, and there was probably evidence of more drug-related activity on his phone. But the specter of a murder rap loomed over him.

“All right. Janice was a nice one. I sure don’t want her to end up dead.”

He gave Hailey the code to his phone, and she opened it up. Graham and the sheriff moved over to look too.

First, she went to the text messages. Nothing to or from Janice except what she had already seen on Janice’s phone. So, nothing had been deleted. Next, she went to Snapchat and discovered a long list of conversations with various women.

Hailey felt a little chill. If Will really was the killer, she had just found a whole bunch of potential victims.

She had to scroll down a while to find Janice. Snapchat, as it was programmed, had deleted anything older than 24 hours that the user hadn’t saved, and Will Fischer had only saved one thing.

The topless photo.

Hailey frowned. All those romantic conversations, all that flirting, Will had let fade away. The only thing he kept was the one thing she didn’t want him to keep.

She scrolled down for a while and couldn’t find the first victim. “Did Trisha have Snapchat?”

“Yeah, but she deleted it.”

“Does that delete your side of the conversation and anything you saved?”

“Yeah.”

“What did you have saved?”

“Nothing.”

Hailey gave him a hard look. He wouldn’t meet her eye.

Scrolling back to the top, she clicked on the most recent conversation, one with a young woman she didn’t recognize.

This woman wasn’t as shy as Janice. She’d sent him several suggestive photos, all of which he’d saved.

More importantly, he had chatted with her in the past twenty-four hours and all those conversations and photos were still preserved.

The most recent was from early that morning, around one. 

“Having a great time up in Springfield. Wish you could have come!”

There was a selfie of him in a bar.

“You recognize this place?” she asked Sheriff Roper. “I don’t.”

“Yeah. That’s a place up in Springfield.” 

“That’s where I was the past couple of days,” Will said.

Hailey bit her lip. Springfield was an hour and a half away. He could have made it back in time to kidnap Janice, but the timing was tricky.

The sheriff’s phone rang. He stepped away for a moment.

Hailey kept scrolling and found more selfies from Springfield to three different girls. All of them had sent him nude or suggestive selfies. She scrolled down to some earlier conversations with other young women and found topless pictures dating back more than a year.

“You have quite the collection of nude pictures,” Graham said. “Are all of these girls of legal age?”

“Of course! I’m no pedo.”

“How many of them told you to delete the pictures?” Graham asked. “Janice did, and you said no.”

“All those shots were consensual! Stop wasting time on my Snapchat and go find Janice!”

The sheriff returned, putting his phone in his pocket. “That was Grierson, the officer from the highway station I asked to go check out Will’s trailer. No sign of Janice. Did find a big bag of cocaine, though.”

“That’s why I was up in Springfield,” Will mumbled. “Scoring a bag to break up and sell down here. I didn’t hurt Trisha or Janice, though. I swear it.”

Hailey looked at her two companions, and their faces registered the same thoughts she had.

Will Fischer may have been guilty of many things, but murder wasn’t one of them. They’d keep him in jail and keep searching his residence, vehicle, and phone for evidence, but her gut told her this was the wrong man.

Her phone rang. Her mother.

Hailey blinked in surprise. Her mother hardly ever called.

Damn, maybe something’s wrong.

“I got to take this,” she said, getting up and walking to the other side of the room. Graham and the sheriff kept interrogating Will.

She picked up. “Hi, Mom.”

“Are you in Tampa?” her mother asked.

Hailey tensed. For a moment, she wanted to lie, but just as a denial came to her lips, she cut it off. Her mother obviously knew the truth.

But how?

“Um, yes. I’m down here with my partner investigating a possible double homicide.”

“I thought so. The mayor of Tampa had a press conference about those poor girls. It was on the TV news. He said the sheriff was working with a couple of FBI agents.”

“Oh.” Hailey cursed herself for not thinking that might happen. Not that there was anything she could do about it. How could she have explained to Mayor Ogilvie that she didn’t want him to mention they were working on the case? The poor man was trying to reassure the public he was doing everything in his power to keep them safe. Of course, he’d mention the FBI.

“So, when were you going to tell us you were in the neighborhood?” her mother demanded.

Hailey went for a half-truth. “We just got onto the case, and now we’re super busy. Sorry, Mom. I’ll call you when I can.”

“You could have at last called on your way in from the airport.”

“Sorry, Mom. I’ve been preoccupied with the case.”

“Well, are you going to fly halfway across the country and not visit?”

“I’ll visit when I can, Mom. I’m in the middle of a case.”

“Oh, all right. Just don’t be a stranger.” She didn’t sound satisfied.

“OK, Mom.” She hung up.

Hailey closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. Now that her family had heard she was here, Hailey knew she wouldn’t get any peace. Added to the burdens of this latest case, now she had to deal with all the old wounds, all the old tensions.

All the old judgements.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Meskwaki, Missouri

Ten miles east of Tampa

10 p.m.

 

Rita Snyder strolled along in the quiet night. Mom had borrowed her car since her own was in the shop, but Rita didn’t mind. It was less than a mile from her friend’s house back home, and the little town of Meskwaki was safe. No crime ever happened here. She walked along the shoulder of the road, the sound of crickets in the woods to her right, the smell of manure from a field somewhere, the stars bright pinpoints high overhead.

A lot of girls her age hated living so far away from the big city. Meskwaki was even smaller than Tampa, and Tampa was barely a dot on the map. Rita didn’t mind, though. It was peaceful.

Even more peaceful since she had turned off all her social media and put her phone on silent.

Peaceful was what she needed right now.

Last week had been a nightmare. She’d broken it off with Ryan after she spotted him making out with Hannah Sommers down by the reservoir, and Hannah and Ryan had spread all sorts of nasty rumors about her online to everyone they knew. Ryan even brought up an old picture of her from senior year two years before where she had been drunk at a party and being carried back to her friend’s car by three guys. All that had happened was that her friend drove her home, but Ryan and Hannah had spread the rumor that she had slept with all three of them. They even got one guy to go along with it.

Now a lot of her friends were calling her a slut and others were arguing that she hadn’t done anything and every social network she was on wouldn’t shut up about it.

So, she had cut off all her social media and told her friends, and least the ones she had left, not to talk to her about the rumors. They were still defending her, apparently, but she didn’t want to hear about it. Sooner or later, it would all go away, at least until her big brother, a linebacker at Mizzou, got home for break. He’d beat the crap out of Ryan and the guy who lied.

She’d use her phone that day, that’s for sure. She’d film them admitting they had lied. And then begging for mercy as her brother and maybe some of his teammates smacked them around. They’d be the ones humiliated. See how they liked it.

Rita tried to wipe that nasty memory from her mind. She took a deep breath of the warm, night air and admired the stars instead. It was nice to be disconnected, not only from her own life but all the problems in the world. Her uncle up in St. Louis was a major news junkie, following all the wars and earthquakes and ups and downs of the stock market. Wouldn’t shut up about it whenever he came down to visit. Sure, that stuff was important, but he got so bent out of shape over it, and for what? It wasn’t like he could change anything.

Maybe ignoring all that was better, just like ignoring all the bullshit on social media. They’d soon stop talking and move on to something else. Then when her big brother came home for break, he’d give everyone something else to talk about.

Enough. She’d had fun tonight, watching a good movie and eating a ton of popcorn, and now she could enjoy the stars. It was so dark tonight, with no moon and no clouds. She could pick out all the constellations she knew, and the wide, fuzzy arc of the Milky Way overhead. She stumbled over a rock on the shoulder of the road, laughed, and stopped. She couldn’t admire the heavens and watch where she was going at the same time. 

Rita Snyder stood there for a minute, admiring the simple beauty of the night sky. Lots of kids complained about living in a hick town, but could you see this in St. Louis? And a teenage girl sure couldn’t walk alone at night on the streets of any of the bigger places.

A shooting star! She had to make a wish.

Give me a decent man, she wished. Give me someone who really means it when he says he cares about me.

She began walking again. After only a couple of steps, she noticed her way becoming lighter, the road more defined. The light grew. Someone was driving along the road behind her.

Rita took a step further onto the shoulder and kept walking, feeling no fear. She knew everyone in Meskwaki, and no outsiders ever took back roads like this. They might breeze by on the state highway, but they never came back here. There was nothing to see around these parts. All the kids were sure right about that.

The light grew until her shadow was cast in a stretch of blackness in front of her. She waited for the car to pass, but instead it slowed.

The first tremor of fear went through her. Rita dismissed it. Probably someone she knew offering her a lift.

Shading her eyes, she looked at the road just as the car pulled up alongside.

“Hey, Rita,” an older male voice said in a friendly tone. It sounded familiar.

A light came on inside to reveal a familiar face. He gave her a warm smile.

“Oh, hi!” Rita said. “I haven’t seen you in a while. Um, how’s it going?”

“Better now.” His smile widened, then his face took on a look of concern. “Aren’t you afraid of walking alone after what’s happened?”

For a moment, Rita thought he meant all the drama with her ex, then realized he wouldn’t know about that.

They wouldn’t spread that rumor to someone like him, would they?

“What do you mean?”

He looked surprised. “You haven’t heard? Trisha Palmer was found dead a couple of days ago, and Janice Murphy is dead now too. I mean, she’s gone missing so that’s what the police think.”

Rita’s hand went to her mouth. “Oh, my God!” Both girls had been in the year ahead of her at the local high school, and while she never really hung out with them much since they were in a different year, she knew them both.

“The police haven’t found the culprit yet. They have no idea. Clueless as usual.”

“Jesus.”

Rita couldn’t believe it. She had told her friends not to tell her anything that was going on. She wanted to be completely cut off and get some safe time away from all the drama, but they could have told her this!

“You better hop in. I’ll drive you home.”

“All right.”

She rounded the car, her mind a whirl. Trisha dead, and Janice abducted? How could something like that happen?

She got in the passenger’s side and buckled up.

“Want a strawberry smoothie?” He said, lifting up a plastic bottle. “I make them myself. Only the best ingredients. Don’t worry, I didn’t drink from it yet. No cooties.”

Rita laughed. She hadn’t heard anyone talk about cooties since sixth grade. She unscrewed the cap and took a sip.

“Wow! This is delicious!”

“Thanks. Drink it all if you want. Plenty more where that came from.”

She took another sip, a bigger one this time. Tasting something sweet calmed her nerves. A killer on the loose in Ozark County? She couldn’t ever remember that happening. Well, there had been that meth cook who killed his partner, but those were druggies. Druggies killed each other all the time. They didn’t count.

Rita Snyder never took drugs. Drugs were for losers.

She took another sip of the strawberry smoothie.

“Thanks for giving me a lift. Could you walk me to the door? I’m totally freaked out right now.”

Her parents were away for a couple of days, and she was alone in the house.

“Not a problem. Number three Valley View, right?”

“That’s right.”

Rita was so overwhelmed by the news he had just given her that it took her a minute to wonder how he knew her address. Within that minute, she had taken three more sips of the smoothie, and her eyelids had begun to feel heavy.

Just as the first tinge of suspicion arose in her thoughts, her mind became fuzzy, her thinking disordered.

She fumbled the plastic bottle and dropped it. “Sorry,” she mumbled, the word coming out slurred.

He said something then. It sounded reassuring, hopeful. Rita couldn’t make it out.

The rest of the ride was a blur that she would never remember.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Hailey groaned and rubbed her eyes. She and Graham had been sitting in that depressing, underfunded sheriff’s office for hours going through both girls’ cell phone records. She had warmed up three can of beer pressing them against her forehead and she still had a painful bruise and a bump. Roper was out doing legwork, Fischer had been transferred to the police station on the state highway, the secretary had long since gone home, and they were alone.

They were looking through the victims’ texts and social media for a clue that connected them. The problem was, too much connected them. They had been in the same graduating class of the same high school that served Tampa and all the outlying areas. Their graduating class had only forty-three people. Everyone knew literally everyone, and if they didn’t friend each other on social media, they were still friends of friends and often appeared in each other’s photos.

For example, Janice’s gallery contained photos of a class reunion cookout that Trisha had attended. Another photo showed them along with a dozen other kids at the local swimming hole, posing for the camera. Janice and Trisha were not friends and moved in very different circles, but in a community like southern Ozark County, every circle intersected.

They’d gotten Trisha’s phone records, too, and her gallery had a photo from the same swimming day, showing her posing with some guy as Janice treaded water in the background, laughing as she talked to another girl.

How the hell were they supposed to work their way through all this?

“I’m not seeing anything,” Hailey said, rubbing her eyes. She’d been staring at these records for so long she was surprised she could see at all.

“I’m not either,” Graham said from his laptop at the other desk. “Have you heard from Roper?”

“Not for a while.”

He was paying visits to the usual suspects—the meth heads, the men with a history of violence, a registered sex offender the next town over. So far, nothing.

Roper had predicted it wouldn’t come to anything.

“I know every lowlife in the county who has a record,” he had said earlier in the evening, “and most of those who we haven’t nailed yet. I just can’t think of anybody who would do such a thing.”

Even the sex offender hadn’t been convicted of abducting girls, but rather trading nude photos of adolescent boys online.

A couple of officers from the nearest police station were checking out any newcomers, people staying at local motels or sleeping in the cabs of their trucks at the local truck stop. They hadn’t come up with any likely hits either. No one had stayed around long enough to commit both abductions. The few people who did stop by in a motel almost always left the next morning. There was no reason to stay any longer.

So, they faced the worst scenario an investigator could face. Most likely the perpetrator had no criminal record and was a respected member of the community who people knew and trusted.

And that made it almost impossible to catch them unless they slipped up or someone came forward with new information.

“Maybe we should get some rest,” Graham said. “Start fresh in the morning.”

Hailey sighed and looked back at the tangled web of local connections on the two phone records. She knew Graham was right, and yet she also knew that she couldn’t get any sleep while a killer was on the loose with an innocent girl in his clutches.

But grinding away here was just a pointless waste of energy.

Her phone rang. Bud Roper.

“Yes?” she asked.

The sheriff’s voice sounded grim. “Bad news. Janice Murphy has been found. Laid out by the reservoir on mile fifteen of the county road. You’ll want to get up here.”

The reservoir. Trisha Palmer had been abducted from a bike ride next to the reservoir. Mindy was, too, at a different reservoir. And now Janice has been found next to one.

This is too much of a coincidence.

“They found her body,” Hailey told her partner, her voice trembling. As she stood, she stumbled and had to grab the desk for support, dropping her phone. The screen cracked.

Graham rushed over. “You OK?”

“No,” Hailey said, recovering her phone and checking it still worked.

“You almost fainted.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go.”

 

* * *

 

Janice Murphy lay in the soft grass just a few steps away from the water’s edge, less than a mile from where Trisha Palmer’s bike had been found. Like the first victim, she lay on her back, hands folded over her chest.

Like the first victim, she had a black heart tattooed on her cheek with an x crossing it out. There were no other signs of violence.

Hailey stared down at the young woman who had enrolled in university in the hopes of making a name for herself in a big city and felt tears well up in her eyes. Mindy, if she had lived, would have been older than this poor girl. What would she have made of her life?

The glare of the spotlight from the sheriff’s vehicle put Hailey in silhouette, so the men gathered around could not see her expression.

Sheriff Roper stood over the girl, Graham next to him.

“I got the call from Kurt Johnson, who lives near here and goes jogging late at night. He’s in the back of my car. I already questioned him, but I’m sure you’ll want to as well. He didn’t see any unfamiliar vehicles. In fact, he didn’t see any vehicles at all. Rigor mortis hasn’t set in completely, so this is fairly recent. Just the past few hours.”

“What do you know about this jogger?” Graham said.

“Kurt? Oh, I don’t think he’s a suspect. Well-known around here. Family man.”

“Our perp might be both,” Graham said.

“True enough, but I don’t think he’d report on his own victim,” Roper said.

“Probably not,” Graham conceded.

Hailey cleared her throat and said, “You call in the CSI folks?”

“Yep. There’s going to be a delay, though. There was a shooting up in Jeff City. They have to handle that first. Seems like the whole state is going nuts. Used to be just St. Louis and K.C. Now it’s the little towns outstate.”

“Outstate?” Graham asked.

“Missouri talk,” Hailey explained. “Anything not in the two big cities is outstate. And Bud’s right. We didn’t used to get murders in the small towns, at least not many. Seems like the big city problems are spreading out.”

“It’s the fentanyl and the meth, mostly,” Bud said, then shook his head, his cowboy hat bright in the glare of the spotlight, “but druggies don’t do crimes like this. No, this is a sickness all its own.”

“Have you searched the body?” Hailey asked.

“Quick pat down. I didn’t want to disturb the body any more than that. No phone. I’ll put in a request for the records. Wallet’s still there. The CSI folks will give everything a good look.”

Hailey made a slow circuit of the body. Just like with Trisha Palmer, this second victim was laid out on her back, hands folded like she was in a coffin. The hair and clothing all neatly arranged. Other than the tattoo, there was no sign of physical trauma. The CSI would check for sexual assault. Hailey suspected that there would be no evidence of that.

Then Hailey noticed a detail. She crouched down by the head to make sure.

“No mascara,” Hailey said.

“Maybe she didn’t wear any?” Graham suggested.

“She did in some of her photos, and Trisha wore makeup. Both of their bodies didn’t have mascara. And look. It’s hard to tell in the light, but I can see her foundation has been rubbed off around her eyes.”

“Erasing tear lines?” her partner suggested.

Hailey looked up. “Tear lines?”

“When a woman’s mascara runs from crying.”

She looked back down at the victim. “Tear lines. Yeah, I guess that’s a good word for it.”

“The victims were crying, and the perp wanted to erase any sign of that,” Graham went on. “He didn’t want to see evidence of their rejection.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking. But then he made evidence of that rejection permanent by tattooing her cheek. Did he make them clean their eyes while they were still alive? Did the final rejection come later? Is that why he killed them?”

“We don’t know for sure it’s a he,” Bud said. “Although I’ll bet a million bucks it is.”

“We shouldn’t make assumptions,” Hailey agreed, backpedaling, although her gut said it was a man too.

“Maybe they refused intercourse,” Graham said. “The perp wanted it to be consensual, and when they said no, he killed them and yet still showed respect for the body.”

“Yeah,” Hailey said, looking at the body, a young woman cut off before she even hit her prime. “This is obsession, what the perp thinks is love. But that takes time to develop. I think our perp has known these girls for a while or spent a fair amount of time with them recently. This isn’t someone picking up strangers and doing this. The perp knows the victims.”

“That’s usually the case,” Bud said. “Except we’ve been going through everyone who knows these two and coming up with nothing.”

“There’s someone else,” Hailey said, standing. “Someone we’ve missed.”

Bud took a ragged breath. Hailey turned to him and jerked back in shock. He looked like he had aged ten years in five seconds.

“I still got to inform her parents. After … the initial shock, I can ask them if she’d been spending time with anyone new.”

Hailey stepped over and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “We’ll go with you.”

Bud bowed his head. “Thanks. I appreciate that. Won’t make it any easier, though. Nope. Been doing police work for thirty years. Told lots of parents the bad news. Drunk driving. Boating accident. Suicide. Never gets any easier. Never will.” He looked up at them. “The worst of it is, this one ain’t going to be the last.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Hailey wanted to be anywhere but the Murphy home. She hated it when loved ones got the news.

As an agent for the FBI, she was usually spared the screaming, the bawling, and the loud denials. Usually, the local police gave the news, the FBI only being brought in later.

This time, however, she had been there when Bud, hat in hand, had knocked on their door and woken them up in the middle of the night to take their happiness away.

It was half an hour later, Mr. and Mrs. Murphy had finally lapsed into stunned silence, and Hailey and her companions could finally question them.

Hailey spoke carefully, softly, as if any jarring word might shatter this pale, middle-aged couple clutching one another on the sofa. “Ma’am, we’re wondering if Janice had met anyone new lately, or had been spending more time with someone she didn’t used to.”

“We’ve been wondering the same thing,” her father said. He was a burly man. Looked like he worked construction. Tonight, however, he was hunched and looked like he could barely hold himself up, let alone wield a hammer. “There’s no one. We can’t think of anyone.”

So, they didn’t know about Fischer. Well, that was hardly surprising.

“Had she been going anywhere lately? Anywhere new?”

He gave a little shrug. His wife, who trembled constantly like a frightened rabbit, said, “She’d been going to the mall a lot lately.”

“Which one?”

“The Ozark County Mall on the state highway, just north of Tampa. Only one in these parts.”

“What did she buy?”

“I don’t know.”

“She never showed off anything?”

“No. I guess she was just hanging out. Not much for a young girl to do around here. That’s why she wanted to leave.”

Mrs. Murphy’s voice cracked. Now her daughter would never be leaving. Ever.

“May we look in her room?” Hailey asked.

“It’s upstairs. First room on the right. I … I can’t bear to show it to you.”

Hailey headed on up with Graham. Bud stayed downstairs to comfort the Murphys, although they were far, far beyond comfort.

They found Janice’s room to be much like Hailey expected it to be—tidy, organized, with a bookshelf and tastefully decorated with a couple of posters of London and Paris on the walls.

London. Paris. Hailey had gone there, and a few other places in Europe besides. When she had left Missouri, she had decided to see the world. Janice had obviously dreamed of doing the same.

Hailey and Graham stood in the center of the room, staring at everything, and not seeing anything unusual. They stood there for a while longer, and Hailey got the feeling that Graham didn’t want to disturb the dead girl’s room. Neither did Hailey.

But if they wanted to give her any justice, and if they wanted to stop there being another set of grieving parents like the wrecks downstairs, they needed to get to work.

Then something caught Hailey’s eye.

A neat stack of textbooks and printouts sat on Janice’s desk. At the bottom was some sort of glossy color flier, set just off kilter enough from the college papers that Hailey spotted a thin edge of it sticking out.

She lifted up the books and papers and pulled it out.

The flier showed a mosaic of fashion photos of beautiful young women posing in expensive clothing, leaning against luxury automobiles, or dancing on some pristine beach in bikinis. At the top it read, “Future Stars Modeling Agency: We Discover Tomorrow’s Top Models.” 

At the bottom it said, “Book your free photoshoot today!” and a store number at the Ozark County Mall.

On the back were even more fashion photos and, “Read these amazing testimonials! 

‘I was in a dead-end job until I signed a deal with Future Stars. Now I live in New York City and make $2,000 a week!’ —Amy M.

‘I thought I’d never get out of my small town. But after a few photoshoots with Future Stars, I moved to L.A. and signed my first movie deal!’—Candice O.”

There were more, all with only initials for last names.

“This doesn’t seem like something Janice would fall for,” Hailey said, holding it out to Graham.

“God, I hope not. Have you heard of Future Stars?”

“No.”

“They got branches in a bunch of states. A guy I know at the Department of Justice’s Fraud Division is investigating these sleazebags. The FBI’s cybercrime division is in on it too.”

“What are they accused of?”

“Making false claims about getting you a modeling deal. They do a free photoshoot, then call you back a month later and say they had an agent passing through who saw your pictures and thinks you’re just the thing for fashion shows or movies or whatever you expressed interest in on your first visit. But they want some more pictures, and of course, those cost money. So, excited small-town women—they always set up in hick towns, no offense—throw down a bunch of money they can’t afford for photos that go nowhere. There was never any agent, and the pictures never make it out of the branch office.”

“Why is cybercrime investigating them?”

“They have an online division to extend their reach. Same tactics.”

“Why haven’t they been busted?”

“I’m not totally familiar with the case. We were just talking about it over beers a few months ago. I think there’s a gray area. The FBI and DOJ have to prove there really wasn’t any interested agent or movie director, and they haven’t nailed them on that yet. The company probably hired some wannabe in Hollywood to cover for them.”

“Charming. But the real question is, why would a smart girl like Janice fall for a scam like this?”

“Why would a smart girl like Janice fall for a guy like Will Fischer?”

“Good point. She was obviously not as confident as she let on. Maybe she was bullied a bit when she was younger for being so bookish? Maybe some people made fun of her when she said she wanted to leave? That’s a common dynamic in small towns. If you want to leave, some people think you’re acting above yourself, acting superior.”

Graham cocked his head. “Really? Is that what happens?”

Hailey realized she had said too much. She waved the flier. “We need to check this out as soon as the mall opens tomorrow. We were looking for something unusual, something new, and we found it.”

“You think Trisha Palmer might have fallen for the same scam? She seemed more streetwise.”

“I think she was, but she was also more desperate. She was broke, and her mother was broke. Her needs might have overruled her judgement.”

 

* * *

 

The Ozark County Mall was typical of the malls found on state highways in the Midwest. Few towns in the region could support a shopping mall, so instead it was put on a road within easy access of several towns, and signs advertised the mall for miles in every direction. While malls were dying in the big cities thanks to online competition, rural malls still did fairly good business since they fulfilled a social role.

Hailey knew this all too well. There hadn’t been much to do in Pleasant growing up, and so she and Alice would beg their parents to drive them to the mall to hang out for an afternoon. 

Hailey didn’t actually like hanging out at the mall. She found staring at a bunch of stuff she didn’t want to buy kind of boring, but at least it was a change of scene.

The Ozark County Mall had a movie theater, a food court, a department store, and a couple dozen low-end shops spread out on two floors. It would barely count as one wing of a shopping mall in D.C., but even early on a weekday morning, it was full of people, mostly old people sipping coffee in the food court, walking around for exercise, or strolling leisurely through stores they must have strolled through a hundred times before.

Hailey could have used some of that coffee. She and Graham had spent a sleepless night in the motel, researching everything they could find on Future Stars Modeling Agency.

They had found a slippery trail of half-truths and exaggerated promises. Online reviews were almost evenly split between five stars and one star. The five-star reviews sounded like the fake claims on the agency’s flier, even down to using some of the same wording. The one-star reviews were full of complaints about throwing down a lot of money and not getting anything in return. It looked like at least some of the girls wised up to the agency’s methods.

They had also found something else in those reviews—a one-star review under the username MO_butterfly, a username Trisha Palmer used on some of her social media. It was only one word.

“SCAM!!!”

So, one victim had used the agency and left angry. The second victim at least showed some interest. That was enough for Hailey to want to learn more. A lot more.

They spotted the agency up ahead, a narrow storefront between a clothing store and a nail salon. A sign read “Future Stars Modeling Agency” in gold lettering, and the door was flanked with fashion shots and women posing in front of movie cameras.

“Looks legit,” Graham grunted.

“Yeah, really. But a lot of people are desperate to get out of areas like this. They can fall for all sorts of scams.”

Graham nudged her and grinned. “Like joining the FBI?”

“Very funny. How about you go to the food court and get us two large coffees. I should go in here alone.”

“No offense, but you’re a bit outside their age range.”

“Sure, but this sort of man can’t help but underestimate women.”

“If this is the perp, he’s dangerous. I’ll hang out by the door but not an inch further away than that. The coffee will have to wait.”

Hailey looked at him, saw he couldn’t be moved, and nodded.

What she didn’t want to tell him was that when she was in high school, she had gone into a very similar place to this one. She had been sixteen, had made herself up to look older, and asked about a job.

The two guys in there had set off alarm bells in even her innocent, small-town brain. Both were more than twice her age and couldn’t stop looking at her body. Standing in the front of the store, hesitant about going to the back room where the “photo studio” was, she had listened while they regaled her with tales of their clients’ successes.

They told her everything she wanted to hear. How she had the perfect look for both fashion and movies. They pretended to be impressed with her made-up triumphs on the high school stage. One looked at the other and said, “This girl’s pure gold. We might have to give her the VIP treatment.” The other smiled and nodded.

“Oh yeah,” he had said. “You’re totally right.”

Hailey had no idea what the “VIP treatment” was. She could think of two possibilities, one good and one very bad, and so it excited her and terrified her at the same time.

“So, shall we go back and start the shoot?” one said, all smiles and hungry looks. “It’s free of charge.”

Hailey had hesitated, then said yes.

“Cool. You have to fill out this form. You don’t need to read all that stuff at the bottom. Just legalistic mumbo jumbo.”

Hailey hadn’t read it, except for the line in bold at the top of the form.

“All models have to be at least 18 years of age and show proof with proper ID.”

“Oh,” she had said without thinking. “You have to be eighteen?” 

Both guys’ eyes had widened, and their jaws dropped in unison. It had almost been comical.

“Wait. How old are you?”

“Sixteen.”

“Get out. GET OUT!”

So, Hailey knew a bit about the so-called modeling agency she and Graham stood in front of. This was a different company, but the same idea. The way those guys had been terrified when faced with a minor told her that while they wanted to take advantage of foolish young women, they also feared the law and wanted to stay just on the right side of it. 

At least as much as they could. People weren’t usually afraid of the law if they weren’t breaking it. These guys were tricksters, and who knows what skeletons they had in their closet? While they would never take photos of a minor (as much as they might have wanted to), they wouldn’t hesitate to break the law in a more subtle fashion. Like fraud dressed up as show business.

Scummy jobs attracted scummy people, and it was entirely possible that someone running a business like this might have secrets far darker than the FBI’s fraud division suspected.

“I’ll guard the door,” Graham said. “Give me a shout if you need me.”

Hailey nodded, checked the gun in the shoulder holster hidden under her suit, and entered.

The shopfront had little inside except a desk with a computer, two comfortable leather chairs in front of the desk, and photos covering both walls. A curtained doorway at the back had a sign reading “Photo Studio” above it. From behind the desk a man of about thirty, dressed in a Hawaiian t-shirt and a heavy gold watch, his hair slicked back, and his skin deeply tanned, flashed her a white smile with perfect teeth.

Then his eyes focused on her. He blinked, and she thought she saw a look of recognition in his eyes. For a second, Hailey wondered if this was one of the guys she had met when she was sixteen but then dismissed the thought. They’d be in their fifties by now.

“How can I help you, ma’am?” he asked in a guarded tone, looking over her professional clothing. As he said this, he slowly stood. His gaze flicked past her to the exit, then settled on her again.

His hands had not come out from beneath the desk.

For a second, they stared at each other, their gaze locked. Then his hand jerked, and Hailey went for her gun.

   


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Hailey whipped out her gun just as the man’s hands came up from behind the desk.

Came up holding nothing.

“Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! What the hell?” he shouted, raising his hands above his head.

“FBI. Come out from behind that desk.”

She heard Graham rush in after her.

“I don’t have any money. We’re a free service.”

“I said I’m FBI.” Hailey used her free hand to pull out her ID.

The man blinked, obviously confused, and came out from behind his desk. He wore white slacks and deck shoes as if he were about to board a yacht. He probably bragged to the girls who came in here that he owned one. Maybe he actually did. Fraud could be a profitable business.

“What do you want? This is a legitimate operation.”

Knowing Graham had her back, Hailey moved past him and checked behind the desk.

All she saw was a keyboard set on a little sliding shelf below the level of the desk.

On the computer screen was nothing. Several folders, but none were highlighted as they would be if he had just accessed them. The browser was shut.

“Looking at something interesting on the Internet?” she asked.

“That’s not a crime. What the hell do you people want?”

“What’s your name?”

“Chase Merchand. Why?”

She brought up the browser and checked the history. Blank. Obviously set to clear the cache upon closing. When people did that, they had a reason.

Graham was already patting him down. “He’s clear.”

Hailey checked the drawers.

“Hey! Do you have a warrant?” the self-style talent scout demanded.

“I don’t need to if I have probable cause to believe a crime is in progress.”

“Crime? What crime? We run a legitimate operation here.”

“Did you ever take photos of Trisha Palmer and Janice Murphy?”

The guy’s face went pale, and his eyes got shifty. “Am I under arrest?”

“Why would we want to arrest you?” Hailey asked. Graham stood right behind him, blocking his escape.

The guy gave a nervous glance over his shoulder, turned back to Hailey, and said, “I haven’t done anything. If you two don’t back off, I’m going to call my lawyer.”

Of course, this guy would have a lawyer on standby. I wonder how often he has to call him.

“I’m sure you’ve heard the news about Trisha Palmer.”

Again, those shifty eyes. “Don’t know her.”

“She was the young woman found dead in Tampa a couple of days ago. It was all over the news.”

“Oh, right. Forgot the name. Terrible tragedy.”

“Did she ever come in to be photographed?”

“I don’t remember. We get lots of girls in here.”

Hailey went on. “You might not have watched the news this morning. Janice Murphy was also found dead. In her room, we found one of your fliers.”

“I’m not a killer.”

“Did you photograph her too?”

“I said I don’t remember.”

Graham spun him around. “Look, pal. There’s a serial killer on the loose. If you’re innocent, tell us what we want to know so we can stop wasting our time.”

The guy looked him in the eye. “I don’t remember.”

“Turn back around,” Graham said.

“Why?”

Graham glared at him. He turned around. Graham pulled out the cuffs. “Chase Merchand, I am arresting you on suspicion of two counts of murder. You have the right to remain silent …”

Hailey tuned out and let her partner handle the arrest. She searched through the desk and didn’t find much other than a stack of the same fliers she had found in Janice Murphy’s room, a few office supplies, a bottle of cheap whiskey, and two glasses. Giving the suspect a sharp look, she went through the curtain into the photo studio.

A camera was set up on a tripod facing a green screen. Various props were piled in a corner and on a shelf nearby. Champagne glasses, tennis racquets, beach balls.

Beach balls? Apparently, Chase Merchand liked to take swimwear shots. Hardly surprising.

She looked around more, didn’t see anything of interest, and turned on the camera, scrolling through the photos on the back screen.

A young brunette stared at her from the screen with a nervous look. She wore a bikini and held that very same beach ball, clutched protectively as if to hide as much of her body as possible. Behind her hung the green screen, which would be layered on to make it look like she was in the Bahamas or California or somewhere.

The illusion of a serene vacation was ruined by her worried, guarded expression. Hailey imagined the scene. That sleaze coaxing her, encouraging her. “Don’t worry, baby, this is all part of show business.”

Hailey ran through the photos. All of the same girl. In later photos, she had pasted on a smile but never managed to look relaxed. After about thirty bikini shots, front and back and several closeups, the girl changed into a basketball uniform.

The uniform of the local high school team.

If it turns out she’s under eighteen and didn’t have her parents’ permission, I’m going to nail this guy to the wall.

Then another thought came to her.

Where did she change?

There was no other room here. No bathroom. And just a curtain between this room and the front.

She got to the end of the series. There were no other photos and no other barely legal models.

Hailey went out to the computer. Luckily, it was still on, and she didn’t need a password. In the center of the screen was a dialog box saying “Shredder complete. All selected files deleted permanently.”

Destroying evidence?

She sat down and opened up the first folder she came upon.

“Hey! You need a warrant!” Chase Merchand shouted.

“Not if I think a crime is in progress. What did you just delete?”

“You can’t do this! I’ll sue! I got a lawyer, and I’ll sue.”

“Calm down,” Graham said.

“Don’t tell me I need to calm down. It’s not your rights being trampled on.”

“I’m a little more concerned about the victims’ rights at the moment,” Graham said.

“I’m the victim here!”

A few passersby peered into the store.

“Nothing to see here,” Graham told them.

“What’s going on?” a stocky retiree asked.

Graham flashed a badge. “Nothing to see here.”

“Now you’re ruining my reputation!” the photographer bawled. “I’ll sue!”

“Let’s get him back to the station,” Hailey said, rising. “We can look at this computer later.”

“Walk me down in case he causes trouble and then come back and check it out. We shouldn’t leave it unattended for too long.”

“Good idea.” Hailey turned to Merchand. “You got anyone else working here?”

“No. It’s a one-man show.”

“All those teenagers to yourself, eh?” Graham said.

Merchand, missing the sarcasm, gave him a sly grin.

They took him out to the main upper hallway of the mall. Now, they got lots of stares. Hailey looked around uncomfortably. The county was panicked enough with two murders that she didn’t want to cause any more of a reaction from the public, and she certainly didn’t want people mobbing poor old Roper’s office either.

Then something caught her eye. Glancing over the railing down to the first-floor food court, she saw someone move away. For a second, she could have sworn it was Alice, her big sister, and Sheriff of Taney County.

Hailey moved over to the railing to get a better view, but she had vanished.

 

* * *

 

“Are you feeling OK, Rita?”

“What are you going to do to me?”

Like Trisha and Janice, Rita was scrunched up in the far corner of her new room as he stood in the doorway. He was beginning to get a bad feeling about this.

“Nothing, Rita. I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“Then let me go!” she shrieked.

Actually shrieked. This girl was terrified. If Rita loved him, why would she be terrified?

Oh.

The sudden realization hit him like a bucket of cold water in the face.

The bodies. She thinks I’m going to kill her.

How do I explain that those two were false loves, that I’d never do that to someone who truly loved me?

He took a deep breath. “There’s nothing to worry about. I swear I won’t hurt you.”

His concerns got confirmed a moment later when she started sobbing.

“You’re going to kill me. You killed the other two, didn’t you? Please don’t kill me. Please. I’ll … I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t kill me.”

He bit his lip and looked down at the floor. He had messed up. In his grief at being rejected, he had spared his first two loves the pain of their own future rejection, the loneliness he had felt for so long and that they would eventually feel too. That had been a mistake.

He should have hidden the bodies, not laid them out for all to see.

But how couldn’t he do that? Even though he knew the risks, that had been a part of it. Leaving them respectfully for their next of kin to bury. A final act of respect and adoration. He couldn’t just bury them in the woods and let the animals and worms gnaw at them.

But now Rita was so terrified of him that she couldn’t think straight, couldn’t see through the death to discover the love hiding behind.

“Oh, that’s it!” he cried. “You think I don’t love you!”

Rita stared at him. “W … what?”

“I do love you, Rita. Don’t worry, your love is requited.”

“R … requited?”

He smiled. Rita always got Cs in English. “It means ‘returned’. I love you too.”

Rita hugged herself. “Please don’t do anything to me. I … I’ve never—I mean …”

“What? You think I’m a rapist?” he laughed, breaking into a high note that snapped off the concrete roof like the lash of a whip. “Is that what you think? That I abducted you to rape you? Of course not, Rita. I would never do that, not to anyone. Least of all you.”

Rita studied him. What was it that he saw in her eyes? Hope?

Yes, hope! Hope that the yearning she had felt for so long, the love society said wasn’t appropriate, really was returned to her tenfold.

Careful, don’t rush it. She’s still frightened. It’s a lot to ask for such a young girl.

“OK. I’m going to leave you for a while. See that mini fridge? I just bought it. It’s got snacks and soda, and a fresh baked lemon meringue pie. I know that’s your favorite.”

“Lemon meringue pie? How did you know that?”

“You mentioned it once in eighth grade.”

“Oh.”

“None of that stuff is drugged. Sorry about the smoothie. It was the only way to get you here. Why don’t you settle in? Watch TV or something. Relax for a while. I’ll see you later, just before bedtime.” Rita’s eyes widened. “No, not like that! I’ll just come and say goodnight. I’m sleeping upstairs. Alone.”

But not for long. I think she really is the one.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Hailey sighed and sat back from the computer at the Future Stars Modeling Agency. There had been nothing incriminating in any of the files. Lots of bikini shots of girls in their late teens and early twenties, but also scans of their drivers’ licenses proving that all the girls were of legal age. She had found photos of Trisha but not Janice. As far as she could tell, these were the complete records, and therefore, Janice had only considered coming in but had never summoned up the courage to do so.

Or gotten the chance.

Merchand’s email had also been open, so Hailey had looked at that too. Nothing that tied him to either victim. No emails, no mentions of their names, nothing.

Graham had him down at the station and was interrogating him like only he knew how. Hailey’s partner was like a pitbull once he got a suspect in the hot seat. Merchand might have insisted on having a lawyer present, but that would only mean that two people were in a sweat instead of just one. She’d seen Graham break lawyers just as easily as suspects.

Even so, Hailey got the feeling that they had the wrong guy.

Well, the wrong guy for the murders, anyway. She’d come across some emails that could help build a solid fraud case. Graham’s friend in the fraud division would get a nice present today.

All through the last two hours of searching on the computer, her thoughts had kept going back to the glimpse of a familiar face in the food court. Even though Hailey only saw her for a moment, she had grown convinced that it had been her sister.

What was Alice doing here? This was outside her jurisdiction. Roper would have told her if he had called in Alice. As far as Hailey knew, Roper didn’t know about their sibling rivalry. He would have had no reason to act all hush hush.

Of course, Alice would have heard of the murders and would have looked at the reports. Active investigations were put up on the police network so that officers in other jurisdictions could take a look and see if they had any similarities to crimes in their own areas. Something like a double homicide would have been read by every sheriff in southern Missouri.

So, what had piqued Alice’s interest?

Maybe she sees it too. The connection with the reservoir.

Or maybe she dismisses that as a coincidence between two cases twenty years apart. Maybe I should do that too.

But she couldn’t. And if Alice was interested in the case, then Hailey should talk to her. For all her faults, Hailey’s big sister was a good cop.

She called. Alice didn’t pick up. Odd. She usually did. Perhaps she was out on a call. She could be back in her own jurisdiction by now.

Hailey put her phone down and went to double check the modeling agency computer for anything she might have missed. A few seconds later, she picked up her phone again and called Georgina, Alice’s deputy.

She picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Hailey. Nice to hear from you!”

Chipper as always.

“Hey, Georgina. How are things over there?”

“Calm again, thank God. No more journalists prowling around. I heard you’re helping Sheriff Roper on that new case.”

“I guess everybody has heard that now, haven’t they?”

“Word travels fast.”

Hailey grimaced. Yeah. Word travels fast.

“So, are you guys on this case?”

Georgina’s voice registered surprise. “No. Roper hasn’t called us in. Why, have you heard anything?”

“Just wondering. Is Alice there?”

“She hasn’t been in all day. Said she wanted to patrol the back roads. She does that a lot on the slow days. I do too. We sometimes pick up some minor crimes that way.”

True enough. People on the isolated country lanes lowered their guard, and you could sometimes catch people doing drugs out in the open or dumping waste into streams or underage kids joyriding in their parents’ truck or come across suspicious strangers you made excuses to stop and search.

Except that wasn’t what Alice was doing. In fact, she had lied to her own deputy, a friend of the family.

Mindy’s best friend, before she had disappeared.

“OK, well, have her call me when she comes in.”

“She’s not answering her phone? She must be out of range. I tried calling her an hour ago and didn’t get an answer. You know how cell phone coverage is around here. Not like back East!” Georgina laughed.

Hailey chuckled, too, although her heart wasn’t in it.

She said goodbye and hung up. What was Alice up to?

She called someone who she knew would answer. Graham. After several rings, he picked up.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Putting the screws in. His lawyer is useless. No problem at all. Just some small-town hack who doesn’t know what he’s doing. Find anything on the computer?”

“No. If he’s our man, he’s being careful. What’s Roper up to?”

“Checking out some secondary leads. Had to chase off some reporters. Twice. This little town is crawling with them this morning. We had to lock ourselves in.”

“Wonderful.” Hailey hesitated, then blurted, “I’m going over to Pleasant.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to consult with Alice, see if she has any insight into this.”

A moment’s hesitation. “Oh, OK. It’s not that far, is it?”

“Less than an hour. I’ll be back by late afternoon at the latest. Call me if anything comes up.”

“All right. I better get back to these guys. Can’t let them rest too long.”

“Go for it. See you soon.”

Hailey hung up and relaxed a little now that the awkward conversation was finished. Graham knew about her problems with Alice, having witnessed them firsthand on the last case. That made her writhe with embarrassment. She was never at her best when she was with her family, and it pained her to have her partner see it.

She had almost lied about where she needed to go, almost made up some excuse to avoid the issue. The only thing that stopped her was the knowledge that Alice had done the exact same thing with Georgina. She wouldn’t do that. She was better than that. 

Hailey turned off the lights in the storefront, pulled down the shutter, and put some police tape across it. She had already informed mall security, and they had promised to lock up, so the police tape wasn’t strictly necessary, but it would serve as some negative advertising for this sleazy operation. Even if they couldn’t make any charges stick, they could at least hurt their business.

The next step was to make a circuit of the mall to check if Alice was around, then a drive around Tampa and both murder sites. If Alice wasn’t there, Hailey would head to Pleasant, the last place in the world she wanted to go. Alice would show up there sooner or later.

 

* * *

 

Hailey rubbed the cramp in the back of her neck as she drove into Pleasant that afternoon. This place always stressed her out. She’d left years ago, built up a whole new life and career with the FBI on the East Coast, and yet had never managed to put this small Midwestern town behind her.

She followed the two-lane road curving through the green hills of the Ozarks, the range that straddled the border between southern Missouri and northern Arkansas. A few scattered houses and the occasional farm were all that could be seen in what otherwise was dense woodland choked with thick underbrush. 

Not far now. Pleasant had never been a good place to her. She had always felt in her bigger sister’s shadow, and when her little sister had gone missing, Hailey knew she could never spend the rest of her days here like so many locals did.

And still, it all had an easy familiarity. There was the ridge where the Civil War battlefield was located. A bit beyond was the pond where Hailey and the other teens used to skinny dip at night, and where today’s teens probably still did.

And there was the Cut with the saplings shooting up from the underbrush where old Tom McGregor wanted to build a summer house on the slope and never got around to it. Everyone still made fun of him down at the barbershop for wasting his money. And a few miles on stood the big oak with the scarred bark and the snapped-off branch that Penny Waters wrapped her dad’s Dodge truck around the year Hailey graduated high school. The truck was totaled, and Penny walked away without a scratch on her.

“Not a scratch until I got home,” she used to say. “I took the truck without permission. After Dad was through spanking me, I couldn’t sit for a week.”

Hailey knew every story on this road, every turn, every mile. This road was in her veins, as were all the other roads leading into Pleasant, Missouri.

Into, not out. Never out. She had taken the road out and learned that road really only ran in one direction.

Town appeared, first as a thinning of trees with a few trailers showing through, then as open lots with orderly rows of trailers and prefabs, giving way after a couple of blocks to proper houses. Then the business loop with its chain stores and gas stations and two motels, one decent and one otherwise, before getting into the town proper—a long, single Main Street of antebellum brick façades with Pleasant’s most established businesses. Schwab’s Drug Store and Jenny’s Knits. The Pleasant Movie House ($2 Sundays!). Bryson’s Beer Barn and Ozark Steak and Pie.

Home, but not home. She knew every store, every house, every tall tale.

What she didn’t know was every secret.

A squad car drove past. Hailey recognized Elmer Gaffney, Pleasant’s chief of police, behind the wheel. She did a U-turn through the City Hall parking lot and followed him. When he stopped at one of Pleasant’s two lights, she honked and waved.

Elmer was an old warrior in his mid-sixties, a paunchy, gray-haired man who had enforced the law with a strict but reasonable hand for longer than anyone could remember. No one knew more about the town or the county than Elmer, and Hailey trusted no one in Pleasant more. Family included.

She saw Elmer look in his rearview mirror, turn around in his seat, register surprise, then wave. He signaled a turn and pulled in at the Ozark Steak and Pie parking lot. Hailey followed. They both got out.

“Good to see you, Hailey. Wish it was in better times.”

“You and me both.”

“When I heard the FBI was on the case, I knew it’d be you. Can’t keep a Missouri girl out of Missouri!”

“Looks like everybody made the right assumption. You seen Alice?”

“She radioed in earlier today to say she was taking the back routes looking for trouble.”

Hailey nodded. Same lie she had told her deputy Georgina.

“Did she mention anything about the case over in Tampa?”

“No, nothing in particular. Everyone is talking about it, of course. Getting the town all spooked again just as we were getting back to normal. Why? Something going on?” Elmer gave her a searching look as he asked this.

“No. Um, we’re just at a lull in the case. My partner is grilling a suspect, but I’m thinking he might not be the right guy. I wanted to get Alice’s perspective on it.”

Now she had all of Elmer’s attention.

Unlike Roper, Elmer Gaffney knew all about Alice and Hailey not getting along. No way in hell would Hailey drive in from one county over to ask her big sister for her advice. Elmer knew that as well as the two of them did.

“I’m sure if you ladies put your heads together, you’ll come up with something. I best get going. Got a couple of neighbors griping at each other over on Sparrow Street about some nonsense or other. Good luck and tell old Bud Roper that if he needs any help, he can always call. Sure nice seeing you again.”

Elmer moved away, too quickly. Hailey shook her head and got back in her car.

That had been too obvious. One of the things she hated about her family was how they aired their dirty laundry for all to see. That dinner at Alice’s house when Graham had been with her had been a perfect example. And now she’d fallen into it too. Elmer knew Mindy’s case. He’d been a young patrolman at the time. He could see similarities with this case and Mindy’s as clearly as Hailey herself.

But he hadn’t wanted to get involved. He hadn’t wanted to stir up all that old pain.

Elmer drove off, leaving Hailey alone.

Then she realized she had missed an opportunity. She should have asked about what Olivia Baker had said. How she had gone in to tell what she had seen the day Mindy had disappeared and Officer Joe Cafora had all but dismissed her account.

Why hadn’t they revisited Belinda’s anonymous tip of what she had seen at the Cut when it got corroborated by Olivia’s testimony?

She needed to get on that. But first, she had a modern crime to solve, and she needed to track down her sister and find out just what the hell she was up to.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Hailey knew that having put just one toe into town, by sunset the whole population of Pleasant would know she had been here, so she decided she needed to see Mom. She didn’t want to, but the alternative—getting screamed at over the phone for not visiting and several months of guilt trips—was far, far worse.

Plus, maybe Mom would have some insight into what Alice was up to.

Ruby Rock lived in an assisted living facility a few miles north of town. It was a collection of small, one-bedroom, ranch houses set around a large, central lawn lined with flowerbeds. One of the houses was a nurse’s office with a bedroom so that medical staff were on call 24/7. Mom had moved here soon after Dad died, selling Hailey and Alice’s childhood home to pay for a lifetime lease on one of these little houses.

Alice hadn’t wanted her to move. She had complained that she and Bob had just bought a house themselves and couldn’t afford to buy the family home. If Mom sold it, it would be gone from the family forever. Mom had replied that she couldn’t give it to her children because she needed the money to supplement her retirement income and slender savings. The house had to go.

Hailey didn’t mind. All that house had in it for her was bad memories.

She wasn’t quite sure when her family had gone wrong. It would be easy to blame Mindy’s disappearance, that had certainly disrupted other families of abduction victims, except there had been a lot of tension before then. Most of it had been between Alice and herself, with Mom and Dad becoming ever more aloof as the two sisters grew into troubled teens. Their parents didn’t fight much. To be honest, they didn’t talk much, either. Dad worked hard and liked to have cookouts and fishing trips with his buddies, cookouts and fishing trips in which families weren’t invited. Mom had her romance novels and bridge club and housework and never had much time for her children.

Not that they were abused. They were always provided for, never hit, and never neglected. It’s just that her parents seemed to feel that supporting their material needs was all they were obligated to do. Guidance? Quality time? Affection? None of those were in the cards.

Mindy had been the one bright spot. Everyone doted on her, the smallest child. She even got to go on one of Dad’s fishing trips when she was eleven, the once-only exception to the no families rule. Mindy had been like a ray of sunshine in a dark and gloomy house full of tension.

At least that’s the way Hailey wanted to remember her, she thought as she parked her car and crossed the broad, front lawn of the assisted living facility. Maybe Mindy had been caught up in the family alienation too. Maybe, if Mindy had lived, Hailey would have become just as distant from her as the rest of the family.

Or maybe Hailey was blaming an innocent victim for her own failings. The day Mindy rode off alone on her bike and never came back, she had asked Hailey to come along, and Hailey had refused, having something more important to do, whatever that had been. She couldn’t remember and felt sure it wasn’t important at all. Basically, she didn’t want to spend time with her younger sister.

And now she never could.

Her family blamed her for that. They had never said so outright, but Hailey knew. 

Hailey got to Mom’s door and leaned against it for a moment, collecting herself. An old man tottered by, using a walker and oblivious to her suffering. He had his own mortality to deal with.

Hailey squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and rang the doorbell.

“Come on in,” her mother called. “The door’s unlocked.”

At least someone still leaves their door unlocked.

She opened the door and found Mom sitting in her armchair watching a soap opera on television. Mom was thin and reasonably healthy for seventy-one, with tight, gray curls over a narrow face. Reading glasses hung from a thin chain around her neck, and she wore a dressing gown and slippers.

The living room was a reproduction in miniature of the living room in their old house, with as much of the old furniture and ornaments as Ruby could stuff in it. The other rooms, Hailey knew, were the same. The mantelpiece was adorned with pictures of the family at various stages of the past, and individual photos of Hailey, Alice, and their grandparents.

There were no photos of Mindy. Those had vanished shortly after the girl herself.

Hailey had a photo of Mindy. A shot of her on her favorite swing, aged about eleven. She looked at it often, although she didn’t have the heart to put it up so she could see it all the time. Did Mom have a similar photo hidden away somewhere? Did Alice? 

“Well, don’t just stand there gawping. You’re letting the bugs in.”

Hailey mumbled an apology, cursed herself for slipping into the usual submissiveness she naturally acted out around this overbearing woman, and closed the door.

“So, you came to visit.” It came out as a statement, bearing no tone of happiness, unhappiness, or surprise. Simply a fact.

Hailey sat down in the armchair Dad always used to use. It still smelled faintly of his cologne. “How are you, Mom?”

She shrugged. “The same. Joints hurt. Can’t get a decent bridge game going in this place. Eyes still sharp as ever, though.”

“You haven’t been driving at night, have you?”

“Don’t start on that. I see better than you. So, what brings you to town?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“Uh-huh.” She did not sound convinced.

“Been working hard on this new case.”

“I bet you have.” Her mother had gone back to watching the TV, even though she had muted it when Hailey entered.

Hailey struggled for something to say as she often did when she was alone with her mother.

Ruby beat her to it. “Terrible thing,” she whispered, still staring at the screen. “It was all over the news. Last night and this morning. Every damn detail.”

Hailey felt a chill, followed by a tug of sympathy for her mother.

Yes, the news had given every detail, or at least enough of them. One girl abducted off her bike by the Tampa reservoir. Another found by the reservoir. The similarities would have been just as obvious to Mom as they had been to her.

Silence.

Hailey still couldn’t find something to say.

The silence stretched further.

“Have you seen Alice?” Hailey asked at last.

“She hasn’t been picking up all day. It’s like everyone forgets I’m here.”

“No one’s forgotten you, Mom.”

“World moves on. People get busy with their own lives.”

“You know how busy she is with work and the kids. She has you over all the time, though.”

Much as she didn’t like defending her sister, Hailey didn’t like Mom getting away with her habitual griping.

“Bob’s the one that’s been taking care of the kids these past couple of days. Alice is on the warpath.”

“The warpath?”

“Investigating something.”

Hailey shifted in her seat. “Investigating what?”

How much has she told you?

“Dunno.”

While Mom’s eyes didn’t leave the television, that one word spoke volumes. The tension in it said that Mom knew exactly what Alice was up to.

So typical of the Rock family. Everyone danced around uncomfortable topics and never actually talked about them.

Suddenly, Hailey wanted to be anywhere else. She stood. “Yeah, well, I need to catch the sicko over in Tampa. Once that’s done, I’ll come back and see you for a longer spell, all right?”

Mom looked up at her, fright flashing through her eyes. “Be careful.”

Then she turned back to the TV.

Hailey paused, staring at her mother. The old woman sat rigid, staring at the TV. Her eyes flicked briefly in Hailey’s direction, her head immobile, then fixed on the screen again.

“You won’t even say her name, will you?” Hailey whispered. “You haven’t in years.”

The reply came out almost inaudible. “Whose name?”

“Jesus Christ, Mom! Who the hell do you think?”

“Don’t blaspheme. I didn’t raise a blasphemer.”

Still, she didn’t look at her.

“I’m so sick of this family,” Hailey growled, heading for the door.

Just before she slammed it behind her, she heard her mother shout, “Yeah, well, you always thought you were too good for us! We’re sick of you too!”

 

* * *

 

Driving down Main Street heading out of town, Hailey’s mind was a riot of emotions. For just a moment, she and Mom had almost spoken about the unspeakable. The similarities of the old and new cases were there. Both saw it, and both knew the other saw it.

For that terrible moment, Hailey thought her mother was going to say something. Say what had always been on her whole family’s mind—that it was Hailey’s fault. That’s why she had fled. She couldn’t take that now, maybe not ever.

She wouldn’t even say Mindy’s name.

Then Hailey had a terrible, crushing thought.

I didn’t say it either.

Coming here had been a mistake. If Alice wanted to talk to her, she’d get in touch, otherwise Hailey wouldn’t be able to track her down except at her house, and knowing what she now knew about her husband Bob, she didn’t want to go there. No, Hailey needed to get back and help Graham. If the talent scout turned out to be the perp, there would be a ton of processing and paperwork to do. If not, they had to get cracking on finding the real culprit.

She stopped at a red light. A red pickup pulled up alongside and honked.

Hailey looked and her mood immediately lifted.

It was Kent McDonald, an old flame from high school recently divorced, and just about the only person in Pleasant besides Elmer she was honestly glad to see.

He pointed over to a parking lot just past the light. Hailey nodded and, heart beating fast, fidgeted for the few seconds it took the light to turn green. She drove into the lot and parked. Kent parked right beside her. They both got out.

“Good to see you!” Kent came right up to her as she got out of the car, looked like he was about to give her a hug, hesitated, then merely nodded, and smiled.

“Good to see you, too,” she said and meant it.

God, it was nice to see an honestly friendly face! Elmer was friendly, too, but he knew too much to feel comfortable around. And Georgina had been Mindy’s best friend. As close as she was to the family, Hailey couldn’t look at her without hurting.

“I guess you’re busy in Tampa,” he said. “Glad you came into town.”

“Yeah. I just popped in to say hi to Mom. How’s your dad?”

His father had opened up the town diner and was still a fixture there.

“The same. He’s holding the fort while I had to go to the supplier for some stuff. So … you in town for long?”

“I’m not sure. It depends on the case.”

“Will you be coming back into Pleasant?”

She saw the hope in those lean, handsome features and brilliant, blue eyes.

“Definitely.” 

“Hope you can stay a while this time.”

“Yeah … I’d like to.”

Hailey sensed more in his words than mere friendliness. They had only broken up in high school because Hailey left town. Kent had moved on, of course, and ended up married. That marriage had ended a while back. He’d made his interest plain the last time she’d been in town.

Now, he made it plainer. “Look, Hailey,” he started, looking everywhere except right at her. “You’re a bigshot detective so you can probably figure me out. Let me just come out and say it. I sure was glad when you came back last time, and I wish you’d come back more often. I remember how you didn’t get along with your folks, but, you know, this is still your hometown, and there are still lots of people who like you here.” He finally got his eyes in order to look at her. “Especially me. Distance ended the thing we had. Made sense. We were just kids and a different state felt like a million miles away. But we’re not kids no more. You can come here, and I could go there.”

“Go there?”

“D.C.” He cracked a grin. Kent had always had a beautiful smile. “I fly the American flag at the diner and at my home, and I’ve never been to the nation’s capital. Crazy, huh? Maybe you could show me the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial. All that stuff.”

“You want me to show you D.C.?”

His eyes softened. “I know the distance is still a bitch. But it’s more manageable than when we were eighteen. It would be great to spend more time together. I know you’re busy. We could take it slow. Just see each other more.”

Hailey stared at him for a moment. Was he really asking her out, more than fifteen years after they broke up?

She fumbled for something to say. Before she could get her words right, her phone rang.

Jesus Christ, not now!

She almost ignored it, but Hailey Rock was not the kind of woman to ignore her phone in the middle of a case.

She picked up. Graham.

“You need to get back here right now,” he said without even saying hello. “There’s another girl missing.”

Hailey hung up, grasped Kent by the hand, and said, “I need to go.”

“The case?”

She nodded and squeezed his hand. “That’s the only thing that could have stopped this conversation. To be continued.”

Kent’s face lit up, but she was already running to her car. 


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

“He’s got her, I just know he’s got her,” she said as Hailey thumped up the three creaking, wooden steps onto the porch. The woman didn’t say hello, didn’t even look at her. Hailey got the impression she hadn’t looked at anything except the same spot on the porch two feet in front of her for quite some time.

It was an hour later, and Hailey found herself at a modest, two-story house on Valley View Lane at the edge of Tampa. In the more prosperous area of this tiny town, the street stood on a low ridge overlooking a valley to the north of farm fields and patches of woodland. A narrow stream wound its way through the bottom of the valley, glinting in the early afternoon sun. 

Graham and Sheriff Roper were already there, standing on the porch as a middle-aged, stout woman in a gingham dress, a mug of tea in hand, rocked slowly on the porch swing, radiating despair.

Sheriff Roper turned to Hailey. “This is Andrea Snyder. Her niece, Rita Snyder, is nineteen and lives here. Rita’s parents are out of town right now, and Rita is alone at home. Apparently, she turned off her phone and social media because of a breakup and she didn’t know what was going on in town.”

“Poor girl. Ryan is such a nice boy. I don’t know why he broke up with her,” Andrea Snyder whispered.

“So, why do you think your niece has been abducted?” Hailey asked. No doubt they had already asked this, but she wanted to hear it for herself, and later, she would ask them if there were any inconsistencies in her story.

“She was alone at home. I thought she’d be careful what with everything that’s going on. Since her parents are away, I was worried, and so, I called her yesterday afternoon. She didn’t pick up. I didn’t think much of it. You know how kids are. So, I left a text message and when she didn’t respond, I called again last night. Then this morning when she didn’t pick up again, I came on over and discovered she wasn’t here.”

“Do you have any idea where she might have gone?” Hailey asked. Once again, this had surely been asked before, but she wanted to hear it for herself.

“I figured she had gone and visited friends. I called around since I know most of them or at least their parents. Turns out she was over at Francine’s last night.”

“Francine Blankenship,” Sheriff Roper explained. “Just a fifteen-minute walk south of here.”

The woman went on, still staring at that same spot on the wood floor of the porch. “Francine said they had a movie night. She also said Ryan had broken up with Rita and was spreading rumors about her, so Rita had shut off her phone and wasn’t checking nothing. No calls, no social media, nothing. I don’t think she even knew there was a killer out hunting for girls like her.”

“Wouldn’t her friends have told her? This Francine person?” Hailey couldn’t believe it.

“She had been very troubled this past couple of weeks. She wanted to be cut off from everything. I guess her friends didn’t want her to have to worry about something else.” Her voice broke at this last bit of grim irony.

Sheriff Roper cut in. “I’ve already sent one of the boys from the highway station to collect Ryan. I’m going to go over to Francine’s house to ask for any details she might remember.”

“Do you have a photo of Rita we could borrow?” Graham asked.

Andrea Snyder opened her purse, pulled out her wallet, and from the see- through photo pocket, she removed several small snapshots of family. She selected one of her and a pretty teenaged girl with long, black hair, leaning in close to each other and smiling at the camera. She held it out.

Hailey took it or tried to. For a moment, Andrea gripped it, not wanting to let go, then she suddenly released, and her arm fell limp by her side. She went back to staring at the porch floor.

“I should have been here,” she whispered.

Sheriff Roper put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find her. I promise.”

“Not alive, you won’t.”

 

* * *

 

If anything, nineteen-year-old Francine Blankenship was in a worse state than Andrea Snyder. She sat scrunched up on one end of a sofa in a typical middle-class living room, a heap of soggy tissues on the coffee table in front of her. Her parents stood to one side, looking at their daughter with ill-concealed annoyance.

“We just don’t know how she could let Rita walk home alone,” Francine’s mother said as Hailey, Graham, and the sheriff came in. “With everything going on, you’d think she’d at least warn her!”

“Where were you when she and Rita were having their movie night?” Graham asked.

“We went out for dinner and a movie over in Pleasant,” Mrs. Blankenship replied.

“Was anyone else in the house?” Hailey asked.

“No.”

“I told you we should have stayed last night,” her husband grumbled.

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You so didn’t!”

“I clearly said before we left that we should stay in.”

“No, I said that.”

Graham usually had a good poker face. Hailey noticed it slipping this time, though.

Hailey decided not to point out the obvious hypocrisy and focused on the person who may have been the last innocent bystander to have seen Rita.

“So, tell me more about your friend wanting to be cut off from social media and everything else.”

Francine went into a long, convoluted tale of teenage betrayal and social media nastiness that involved several different relationships, broken friendships, and at least thirty names. Hailey cut her off once she got the gist of it.

“So, did Ryan threaten her at all?”

Francine shook her head, sniffling into her fifteenth tissue. “No. He was making fun of her. It was horrible, but I don’t think he’d abduct her.” She looked up suddenly. “Unless it was a prank. You think he took advantage of the other abductions to pull a prank?”

Hailey saw hope in those eyes, hope that she was still in her silly teenaged world with its petty problems and rivalries, and that the real, darker world hadn’t come crashing in.

“We don’t know what to think yet, Francine. We’re studying all angles.”

“Maybe you should ask her why she didn’t warn Rita!” Mr. Blankenship snapped.

Francine started sobbing. “I didn’t think it would happen to us!” she wailed.

“Idiot,” Mr. Blankenship muttered. His wife nodded.

Resisting the urge to smack them, Hailey asked their daughter, “Did she mention plans to meet anyone? Anyone new in her life?”

Francine shook her head. “No. She wanted to be completely cut off. She wanted time away from everything. I know I should have told her. I—”

“Damn right you should have told her,” Mr. Blankenship growled.

Graham cut him off with a jerk of his hand. The man blinked and stepped back, brave only when facing a sobbing teenaged girl.

“I should have told her,” Francine whispered, curling up even more into herself.

Hailey turned to the two lawmen. “I’m going to walk the route Rita walked. Driving up here, her path is pretty obvious. Only one way to go along the road. Bud, why don’t you finish up here? Graham, when they bring Ryan in, get to work on him.”

The two men nodded. Hailey stepped out of the house and let out a long breath. She rubbed the back of her neck, which had cramped up while she had been in that horrible household. Tragedy strikes, and all they can do is blame each other?

She walked down the little lane with its well-tended homes to either side. No one was on the street. No cars, no pedestrians, certainly no kids playing. Meskwaki, Tampa, and she suspected every other nearby settlement, had turned into ghost towns.

The road where the Blankenship residence stood was a dead end with only seven houses. From there, the road ran through a stretch of woods for about half a mile before linking up with another road. Take a right and walk a minute or so on that road and you’d get to Valley View Lane. Then it was uphill a few minutes to get to the Snyder home.

Hailey had mapped all that out in her head on the drive over. Now, she walked the route Rita had walked.

Would she have walked on the left or right side of the road? The house she had emerged from stood on the left side, so Rita might have stuck to that, but she would have had to cut to the right eventually to make her turn onto the larger road, so she might have crossed over immediately.

No way to tell. They’d have to search both sides of the road thoroughly, but that was of secondary priority at the moment. Nothing had been found at either of the previous two snatch points except for Trisha’s bicycle. The abductor was careful.

What Hailey really wanted to do was get a victim’s-eye view of the scene. It might give her some insight into how the murderer operated.

She imagined it was nighttime. No streetlights. Woods to either side broken by the occasional small field or rocky outcropping. The lights of the houses she had just left would have been out of sight behind the trees after the gentle curve of the road just past the last house. Rita would have been in darkness, utterly alone.

The Snyders had lived in Meskwaki for all their lives. Rita would have known every inch of this tiny town and would have felt comfortable here. This was the kind of place where a teenaged girl could walk alone at night and not be worried. The street was a cul-de-sac. Only locals would drive down it, and Rita knew all the locals. The state highway that cut through town would have outsiders passing by, but Rita didn’t have to go anywhere near that on her solitary walk home.

Totally safe, except that there was a killer on the loose. And nobody told her? Incredible.

Never underestimate the power of denial. Never underestimate the danger of the assumptions “it can’t happen here” and “it can’t happen to me.”

Hailey continued her walk, scanning the roadside for any clues. Nothing. The shoulder was dirt, and she didn’t see any tire marks on either side of the road.

The car had stopped in the road. Did Rita’s abductor snatch her or convince her to get in the car willingly? Maybe he was someone known to her. A local. “Oh, Rita, you shouldn’t be walking alone. It’s dangerous right now. Haven’t you heard?”

Yeah. It might be a local.

In fact, it was probably a local. After the first abduction, the area had been on high alert. Any unfamiliar vehicle driving back roads like this would have aroused suspicion.

Then it hit her. Every one of the three girls who had been snatched had been taken at in-between places, isolated stretches of road as they traveled from one place to another.

The similarity between the victims, all females of almost identical ages, indicated that these were not abductions of opportunity. The murderer was stalking these girls. So, it must be a local, someone who would blend in, not be seen, with a vehicle that wouldn’t attract notice.

The heart tattoos bolstered that hypothesis. This man, and she was 99% certain now that it was a man, had probably loved these girls from afar for years, his obsession growing until it reached the breaking point. By that stage, he probably knew their addresses, their friends, their every move.

And now, he was collecting them. Killing them gently and marking their lack of love for him on their cheek before laying them out with respect somewhere they were sure to be found.

Hailey shuddered, her steps becoming clumsy. She stopped and took a few deep breaths by the side of the road.

That’s what happened to Mindy, isn’t it? Someone close. Someone known. That’s why she rode with him in that green pickup. That’s why she was laughing.

It was someone she knew.

Which means it’s someone I know.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Hailey rode slowly on her bicycle along the reservoir road where Trisha Palmer was abducted. The late afternoon sun shone fine, and the shoulder was wide enough on the winding road that she felt safe from the passing cars.

Trisha had probably felt safe, too, and looked a lot less conspicuous than a woman in a black suit riding a bicycle on a rural road.

Hailey had taken the bike from Sheriff Roper’s lockup, confiscated from a man who had a whole garage full of stolen goods. No one had claimed it, so Hailey had borrowed it for an hour so she could reproduce Trisha’s last ride.

There were a lot of bends in this road and not much traffic. It wouldn’t have been much of a risk to pull off in front of Trisha, haul her into the vehicle, toss her bike into the underbrush, and drive off. Even so, the abductor would have wanted to subdue her quickly, probably with threats or some sort of drug that didn’t last in the bloodstream, like chloroform. 

Maybe she had gone willingly? No. Her bike was found down a little slope, half buried in the underbrush. It had been out of sight of the road, although not hidden well, implying haste.

Mindy’s bike hadn’t been hidden at all. It had been lying on its side a bit off the road on a grassy verge in front of, not inside or behind, a row of bushes.

Hailey’s foot slipped off the pedal, and she wobbled, almost tumbling off the bike. She slowed and came to a stop, neck aching, lungs pumping.

Mindy’s bike hadn’t been hidden. No one had thought about the implications of that before. Everyone assumed that she had been snatched by a stranger, but her bike had been lain to the side carefully, as if Mindy had set it down herself, figuring she’d return to get it.

She had gone with her abductor willingly.

So, why not put the bike in the back of the pickup? The two witnesses said that the windows of the pickup had been open, and Mindy was sitting in full view, so it wasn’t like the abductor was trying to hide the fact that she was there. So, why not put the bike in the back? A small kid’s bike stuck in the bed of a pickup wouldn’t have been visible unless you were right next to the vehicle looking down into the bed, while the missing child herself sat in the cab for all to see.

So, the bike wasn’t left as a way to hide the fact that Mindy was with her abductor. Had it been left for some other reason? And what would that be?

Get back to the case in front of you, Hailey reminded herself.

To her left, the trees thinned, a sparkle of water dancing between them. After another minute, the trees opened up to show a broad reservoir. A battered chain link fence bore a sign saying, “No swimming.” Someone had peppered it with buckshot.

Despite her grim mood, Hailey smiled. It was the same with every reservoir in southern Missouri. They made good swimming holes for the local teens. Of course, there were plenty of lakes and streams where it was legal to swim, but adults might be there, and where was the fun in that? So, everyone snuck into reservoirs. Yes, it was drinking water, and they shouldn’t do that. Her gang had a strict no peeing rule. Hailey always followed it. She had no idea if anyone else did. She never felt any warm currents, anyway.

Mindy never got to come along. She never got old enough.

Hailey shuddered, her bike wobbling again.

Focus.

The spot where Trisha’s bike had been dumped was just around the next bend and on the opposite side of the road. The CSI folks had been all over it and the surrounding area and found nothing but the bike itself. No footprints had remained on the springy grass. Hailey wanted to see it, though, to get into the head of the abductor.

She rounded the bend …

… and spotted a car parked there.

A sheriff’s car.

But it wasn’t Bud Roper. Alice, Hailey’s big sister, stood there staring down at the ditch and underbrush where the killer had dumped Trisha Palmer’s bike.

Hailey skidded to a stop. The sound made Alice turn.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Hailey demanded.

“I could ask you the same question,” Alice grumbled, far less surprised to see her sister than Hailey was.

“The FBI asked me to work on this case.”

“More likely you asked the FBI to work on this case. Get off that bike, you look ridiculous.”

Hailey stepped off the bike, then flushed with rage and shame when she realized she had obeyed her sister without thinking.

“You’re not on this case,” she said to cover up. “Bud would have told me.”

“Mom texted me that you came to visit.”

“She texted you? You know how she hates texting with her eye problems. She said you’re not answering her calls.”

“I’m busy. I heard you were in West Creek—”

“Who told you that?”

“—Before you got called in on the case.”

“I’m not allowed to take a vacation?”

“In West Creek? You don’t have any friends there. You were in West Creek, and you didn’t even call?”

“Sorry, I was going to.”

Hailey could have bit her tongue for apologizing. She had nothing to apologize for to this arrogant, overbearing know-it-all.

At least this was happening on a lonely stretch of road. The sisters tried to keep family business out of the public view, something neither of them were particularly good at.

“How hard could it be?” Alice snapped. “A one-line email.”

“I’ve been busy. Anyway, I’m here now.”

Alice frowned at her. “Fine, but what were you doing in West Creek?”

“FBI work,” Hailey admitted.

At least it will become FBI work if I can gather some more evidence. I don’t have nearly enough to officially reopen the case.

“Anything I should know about?”

“No. Just background stuff.” 

“Why are you being so vague?”

“Since when did you care about anything I did?” Hailey snapped.

Alice blinked. “Jesus, what’s got into you?”

This town. What happened. Your attitude.

“Nothing,” Hailey grumbled. “Look, when I heard about the murder and the second missing person, I got the feeling we’re dealing with another serial killer.”

Alice paused and looked down at the ditch where the police found Trisha’s bike. “Two in two months. What are the chances of that?”

The tone with which Alice said this wasn’t dismissive, more of a plaintive cry for it not to be true.

“A million to one, but here I am. At least I’m supposed to be here, unlike you. You’re out of your jurisdiction.”

“There’s nothing in the rulebook saying I can’t take a look at a crime scene in another county.”

“You still got crime to fight in Taney County. If you’re not investigating, then you’re not helping, and if you’re not helping, you’re in the way. Get back across the county line before I report you.”

Alice cocked her head. “Report me? You’d actually report me for checking out a crime scene?”

Hailey put her fists on her hips. “Damn right, I would. I’m sick of you meddling in everything I do. It’s been like that since we were kids. Always butting into my business. Well, butt out.”

Alice snarled, tensed, then seemed to summon up some self-control. She shook her head and went back to her vehicle, muttering under her breath.

Hailey didn’t quite catch the words, but they sounded something like, “If it’s your business, then it’s mine.”

 

* * *

 

Hailey pedaled into the sheriff’s office thirty minutes later, still fuming. The nerve of that woman! Putting her nose into someone else’s case and then acting as if Hailey was the interloper. Alice was infuriating.

Even more infuriating was how Alice made her behave. Every time Hailey was around her, she couldn’t help acting like the rebellious, spiteful little sister trying to prove herself.

And truth be told, Alice had every right to be interested in this case. She could see the similarities as well as Hailey could.

But she didn’t want Alice in on this. Not one little bit. If there really was a connection with Mindy’s disappearance, Hailey wanted to solve it. It would put her at peace, make her stop reliving that scene of hanging out in her room, Mindy coming in and asking for her to go cycling with her, and her brushing her little sister off.

That scene had been playing in a continuous loop in her head for years. She had to make it stop.

The best thing you can do for Mindy is to get your act together and focus on finding this murderer, she told herself, straightening her suit and trying to compose herself before her colleagues saw her. 

She walked into Ozark County’s one-room sheriff’s department and found only two people there. The secretary, typing away on her antiquated desktop computer, and Graham, busy at work on his laptop. He looked up the instant she came in.

“I might have a hit.”

“Really?” Hailey asked, coming over to his desk. “Who is it?”

“First things first. I grilled Rita Snyder’s boyfriend. Not a suspect. Had strong alibis for two out of the three abductions, including Rita’s. Did some nasty trolling on Rita’s social networks, though. Roper is going to charge him for that. The kid feels terrible that Rita has disappeared, but that doesn’t forgive what he did, and justice is justice. Roper is driving him home right now. And I let Merchand go. Not enough evidence. I forwarded all the data you got to my buddy at the fraud division, and he was ecstatic. Merchand may not be the murderer, but his days as a free man are limited.”

“You sure he isn’t our man?”

“No proof to hold him, and my gut says it isn’t him.”

“So, one minor criminal and one major one. Not bad for a day’s work, but that’s not what we came for.”

Graham shook his head. “No, it isn’t. Steve Belner might be, though.”

“Never heard of him. What’s his story?”

“A local driver for something called Rural Rides. It’s a bit like Uber but for the countryside. I didn’t even know companies like that existed outside of cities, let alone in some backwoods county like this one.”

“Actually, most rural counties have a rideshare app like that. There’s not enough business to support a taxi company, but someone doing Rural Rides as a side job can pick up fairly regular fares from people who can’t afford a car or whose car isn’t working, or from old people who don’t drive anymore.”

That reminded Hailey of her mother, who had bad vision and was almost totally night blind. She should be using Rural Rides, not that she’d agree to that in a million years.

“Oh. I didn’t know that. Well, our friend Steve Belner isn’t too into driving around senior citizens. Young women are much more his thing. I have eight complaints about sexual harassment for him.”

“Where does he live?”

“Just outside Tampa.”

“Why didn’t Roper tell us?”

Graham shrugged. “He never knew. I found this on the local police station’s records, the station out on the state highway. Apparently, they never told him.”

“Jesus, that’s a serious oversight. Was Belner charged?”

“Nope. It was all a he-said, she-said sort of deal. Three of the young women were drunk, and you know how little credibility cops give to drunk plaintiffs, and one is recorded here as being possibly high. Apparently, this area’s one Rural Rides driver is a favorite as a designated driver on Friday and Saturday nights.”

“And the other complaints?”

“Of those four, two dropped their complaints, no reason given.”

“Probably didn’t want to appear in court.”

“The other two settled out of court.”

“Damn. Please don’t tell me he’s still driving for Rural Rides.”

“He’s still driving for Rural Rides.”

“And as a Rural Rides driver, he knows every road in the county,” Hailey mused. “Any other criminal record?”

“Nope. Aged thirty-three, lives alone, registered with a temp agency where he gets part-time work doing manual labor, field hand stuff. That sort of thing.”

“Marginal character single male who knows all the roads. Sounds like someone we should check out.”

Hailey felt a strange sense of disappointment. Why should she when Graham had come up with such a good lead?

Then it hit her. Steve Belner, at thirty-three years of age, was too young to have abducted Mindy. He wouldn’t have even been old enough to drive.

So, if Belner was the killer, he didn’t have anything to do with Mindy’s abduction.

“Hailey?”

Hailey blinked and shook her head. “Huh?”

“I asked if you found anything retracing the victims’ routes.”

“No, except that the perpetrator had a good knowledge of the roads around here.”

Graham stood and put on his jacket to conceal his shoulder holster. “All the more reason to go check this guy out.”

Hailey nodded. “Let’s go.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

If Graham had to pick a place for a predator living on the fringes of society, it would be Steve Belner’s residence. It reminded him of every thriller movie he had ever seen where the poor guy living on the fringes of town turns out to be a psychopath.

Situated down a dirt road well away from other buildings, it was a ramshackle, one-story farmhouse that looked like it dated from the thirties. The swaybacked roof was missing some shingles, the porch was splintered, and the paint was faded. A barn just visible beyond the building looked partially collapsed, and the grounds were overgrown with weeds. An old pickup, its rounded front dating it to the fifties, stood rusting amid a spray of colorful wildflowers. There were no other vehicles.

They parked and got out. The only sound they heard was the crickets in the surrounding woods.

“When we were kids, this is the kind of house we always dared each other to go trick or treating at,” Graham said.

“He doesn’t look like he’s at home.”

“Let’s snoop.”

Hailey nodded. She’d been quiet all the way over here, preoccupied and stressed like she always was when she was in Missouri. Maybe she had had a call from one of her relatives. Damn, that was a dysfunctional family. He wished she’d talk to him about it. It might lighten her load.

When it came to Hailey Rock, he wished for a lot of things that would never happen.

They approached the house, instinctively moving apart so as to make a harder target. Probably unnecessary. They were so far out that Belner needed a car if he was going to get anywhere. And the records showed he lived alone.

Unless he’s got Rita Snyder in there.

They walked up the creaking front steps to the porch and tried the front door. Locked. The curtains on the window to the left of the door, yellow with age, were partially open. Graham moved over to it and, shading his eyes, looked inside.

The interior wasn’t as bad as the exterior. The living room had a decent sofa and armchair and a large TV. Several empty beer bottles, a packet of cigarettes, and a half-full bottle of vodka stood on the coffee table. 

Graham turned to Hailey to find her peering through the window on the other side of the door.

“See anything?”

“Just a computer room.”

“We might have to check that out,” Graham said reluctantly.

While he wasn’t a prude, looking through the hard drive of a serial killer didn’t rank high on his list of favorite activities. There were certain things you can’t unsee, and he had seen a lot them.

They went around back and found nothing but an overgrown back yard, a rusted barbeque that hadn’t cooked meat in years, and windows with blinds that were fully shut. The back door was locked.

Graham pulled out his phone. “Hey, there’s a signal out here,” he said.

“We’re on a bluff.”

Graham opened the Rural Rides app. He checked for nearby Rural Rides vehicles and found only one, just a few miles away.

He held up his phone to Hailey. “Shall we get back to town and call him in?” Graham asked.

“No, let’s go to him. If he’s guilty, he might be careful about picking up rides.”

They hurried back to their car and, with Hailey holding the phone in front of him, raced to catch up with the Rural Rides driver.

“Tell me about this place he is now,” Graham said, keeping one eye on the road and one eye on the phone.

“It’s a county road between two clusters of houses, and he’s moving away from his own residence.”

“You think he’s going to a pickup?”

“Could be. Wouldn’t the car show as unavailable in that case?” 

“I think that only happens once the Rural Rides driver picks up a fare.”

Graham hit the gas and sped down a narrow country road. Trees shot past. An isolated house. He came around a corner, saw a slow pickup in the lane in front, and passed it. Hailey craned her neck to look at it.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

Graham gave her a sidelong glance. She had said “nothing” in a way that meant it was definitely something.

Something about pickups. She always stared at pickups.

She didn’t do that back in D.C., only here. Why?

He knew better than to ask. She never talked about her feelings except in the most superficial way. Before they had come down to Pleasant on their last case, he only indirectly knew that she had problems with her family, on the basis that she never spoke about them. He had no idea it was so bad until he had actually met all of them.

“Almost there,” he said, glancing at the phone she still held up to him.

Just down this road for another couple of miles, take a left, then another half mile before taking a right, then along a broad curve to where Steve Belner’s vehicle was driving away from them.

Judging from the suspect’s position the last time Graham looked at the phone a minute before, Belner was driving slowly. Graham wondered why.

He got his answer a few seconds later when the dot indicting his vehicle vanished.

“Damn it!” Graham shouted. “He’s picked up a fare!”

“And he’s still three miles away,” Hailey replied.

“Hold on.”

Graham floored it. He made it to seventy. Eighty.

Then came another hard, blind curve that forced him to ease up on the gas to avoid drifting into the opposite lane.

Good thing too. A car shot past in the other direction. Hailey had pulled back her phone and was calling somebody. Graham didn’t have the time to ask who. Probably the police to get a description of the vehicle.

The curve continued. Damn this landscape. It was full of outcroppings of bedrock and stony hills, giving every road a million curves. As soon as he got around the bend he was on, he had to slow down even further, down to fifty, for a hairpin turn curving the other way.

He came around the bend and slammed on the brakes.

A tractor rumbled along, taking up his lane and part of the opposite one.

He only just managed not to rear-end the thing, an encounter that would have seen his rental car turn into an accordion like in some cartoon.

The farmer at the wheel turned in his seat and raised a hand as if to say, “What’s the rush?”

Graham cursed under his breath, edged into the next lane, and shifted back the next moment as a car came the other direction. As soon as it passed, he moved to the left again, only to see another car coming.

“Damn it!”

Hailey didn’t reply. She was still on the phone.

He shifted over again, saw yet another blind turn, and got back behind the tractor. The farmer gave him another dirty look. There was no shoulder, and the farmer didn’t look in the mood to pull over and let him pass.

“Belner drives a red 2019 Ford Fiesta,” Hailey said.

“What’s the license number?”

“The way you’re driving, I don’t want you looking at license plates.”

“Very funny.”

He edged over, saw an opening, and shot past the tractor.

A few seconds later, Graham turned onto the road where the Rural Rides app last showed Belner’s vehicle. It was another two-lane road like most of the ones in southern Missouri. They passed a cluster of homes before coming to a gentle curve flanked by woodland.

“There’s another group of houses two miles ahead,” Hailey said. “I think he was picking up someone there.”

Graham hit the gas until he was doing seventy. After nearly rear-ending that tractor, he didn’t dare go faster.

A red car shot past going the other direction, too fast to tell the make or model.

“Was that him?” Graham asked, slowing.

“Only got a partial on the plate, but it was a Ford Fiesta.”

Graham hit the brakes and risked a 180 on a blind turn.

“Jesus!” Hailey cried.

“You want to catch this punk or not?”

He began to pick up speed again. “We don’t have a light and siren in this thing,” Graham said. “We should have borrowed one from the station.”

“There he is!” Hailey said.

Graham didn’t need to be told twice.

The car passed through the small, built-up area near the intersection. They began to catch up to him. Graham’s heart sunk when he saw a woman in the passenger’s seat. He couldn’t make out any details, just the back of her head, but she looked young.

The red Ford Fiesta came to a stop at the stop sign, letting a couple of other cars pass on the other road. Graham pulled up right behind it.

He honked. He saw a man look in the rearview mirror. He got the impression of beady eyes and a unibrow. Graham honked again, waving his hand toward the side of the road. Belner raised his hand as if to stay, “What? It’s a stop sign.”

Another car passed. Belner turned right. Graham kept on his tail, honking, and flashing his lights.

The girl looked over her shoulder.

“Damn, just the right age,” Hailey said.

Graham kept honking and flashing his lights.

Belner gave him the finger.

“Hell with this,” Graham muttered.

He put on some speed, passed Belner, and then cut across the road to block his path.

Belner slammed on his brakes and nearly sideswiped the rental car.

The suspect jumped out of his vehicle just as Graham and Hailey got out of theirs. He was a stocky man with thick, hairy arms covered in tattoos and an angry look on his face.

“What are you, crazy?” he bawled.

Graham pulled out his ID and put his hand inside his jacket to rest on the butt of his 9mm. “FBI. Put your hands above your head!”

Belner didn’t put his hands above his head. Instead, he reached behind the open door of his car. 

The female passenger screamed. Graham drew his gun.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Hailey whipped out her 9mm just as her partner did the same.

“Freeze! Get your hands where I can see them!” she shouted.

Steve Belner staggered back from the open door of his vehicle, his Rural Rides passenger still screaming. He began to raise his right hand up from behind the door.

It was still behind the window, sunlight glinting on it so she couldn’t see if he held a gun or not.

Every officer of the law has to make split-second decisions. There are times when they have probable cause to believe their life is in danger, when if they don’t fire, they or their partner might get shot. But if they do fire, and there wasn’t any threat, then they have shot an unarmed and perhaps innocent man.

She had known officers and agents who had chosen wrong. One died in the line of duty. Two others struggled with guilt, demotions, and social media frenzy.

The situation got even more complicated when another officer of the law was on the scene because both had to make the right decision.

Belner’s eyes decided it. He looked panicked. A panicked man might fire an unaimed shot through the window of his car door. But a panicked man, his one visible hand already rising above his head, would probably not fire at all.

He would certainly not have the presence of mind to bluff with one hand while firing with the other.

He had scared eyes, not sneaky eyes.

Hailey held her fire and held her breath.

Graham held his fire too.

A moment later, perhaps not even a full second, Steve Belner’s other hand came up from behind the glare of the window.

It was empty.

“Don’t shoot! I didn’t do nothing!”

“Come around the door!” Graham snapped. “Slowly. Put your hands on the hood of the vehicle and spread your legs wide.”

“What’s going on?” he said.

“Do it!”

Belner obeyed. Hailey edged around the other side of the car and, with her eyes and gun still trained on the suspect, moved over to the passenger.

A young, blonde woman, perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three. She stared at Hailey openmouthed, seemingly frozen with fear.

“Are you all right?” Hailey asked.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Step out of the vehicle.”

“Am I under arrest?”

“No. You’re safe now.”

Graham started to pat down Steve Belner, who continued to object that he hadn’t done anything wrong. 

The young woman stepped out of the vehicle, keeping her hands in sight. The potential victim was being more cooperative than the potential perpetrator.

“Was this your Rural Rides driver?” Hailey asked.

“Yeah. I needed to get to the mall, but my boyfriend borrowed my car to go to work.”

“Did Mr. Belner proposition you or harass you in any way?”

“Who?”

“Your Rural Rides driver,” Hailey replied, resisting the urge to shake her head at the idea of a young woman getting into a car with a complete stranger.

“No.” Then it clicked into place. Her eyes widened. “Wait, is he the guy that killed those two girls and mutilated their faces? Oh my God! Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!”

“Calm down. We don’t know if he did anything or not. He’s merely a person of interest.”

“A person of interest with a supply of pills,” Graham said, holding up a clear plastic bag with several small, white pills inside. 

“That’s medication,” Steve Belner said, still spread-eagled on the hood of his car.

“Right. Medication.” Graham pulled out his handcuffs. “Steve Belner, I am arresting you on suspicion of kidnapping and murder. You have the right to—”

“Kidnapping? Murder? I didn’t do nothing!” 

As Graham cuffed him, Hailey turned to the passenger.

“Did he offer you anything to drink?”

“Yeah. He has some soda and beer in the car.”

The pit of Hailey’s stomach grew cold. “Did you take anything?”

“No.”

Hailey peered into the car. In the cup holder was a bottle of Coke and a forty ounce of cheap beer. Both had their caps unsealed.

“Anything in the car we should know about, Mr. Belner?” Hailey asked, still looking around.

“There’s a .357 Magnum under the car seat.”

Hailey got in the vehicle and reached under the driver’s seat, pulling out a huge handgun.

Doesn’t pay to paint his house but buys enough firepower to take down an elephant.

She looked in the glove compartment and found his license and registration, but no other weapons or pills.

Graham finished reading Belner his rights as Hailey searched the rest of the vehicle. Other than a couple of empty soda and beer bottles, she found nothing. In the trunk, she found a spare tire and, oddly, two clean blankets. Her stomach squirmed as she imagined what kind of scene Belner might use those for.

Just as she slammed the trunk shut and reached for her phone to call Sheriff Roper, a four-by-four pulled up. Two burly farmers looked out. The window rolled down.

“What’s going on?” one of them asked.

“They caught the serial killer!” the passenger shouted.

“We don’t know that,” Hailey replied.

They didn’t hear, or they didn’t listen. Both men got out of the vehicle.

“Trisha was my niece, you son of a bitch!” one of them yelled. He was a mountain of muscle, with a bushy, brown beard and enraged eyes under a John Deere cap.

The two men stormed up to Belner. Graham got in front of him and held up his badge.

“FBI. Don’t interfere!”

“Get the hell out of the way, pal. I’m going to tear his balls off and feed them to him.”

“Back away!” Hailey shouted, moving around the car to join Graham.

“I’m innocent!” Belner shouted.

Trisha’s uncle lunged for him, reaching between Graham and Hailey.

Graham knocked his arm away.

“Get back or I’ll arrest you for interfering with a police investigation!” Hailey shouted.

The man was swearing so much Hailey didn’t know if he understood, but he didn’t reach for Belner again.

They hustled Belner into Graham’s rental car and put him in the back seat. The two men followed, threatening looks on their face.

Hailey turned to the man who wasn’t Trisha’s uncle. He might be better able to see reason.

“Get your friend out of here. We’re going to have to leave this other car here for the time being. We’re locking it up. I’m taking down your license number. If I find that car has been tampered with, I’ll charge the two of you with interfering with a police investigation.”

“They came just in time!” the female passenger said. “I think he was trying to poison me.”

That got Trisha’s uncle into a rage. “Did you poison Trisha? Drug her? What did you do then, you sick son of a bitch?”

He lunged for Belner and almost got him except for a quick move by Graham to get between the two. 

“I said back off!” Graham said, pushing him.

“Why you …” Trisha’s uncle snarled, his heavy hand balling into a fist.

“Mike!” the other man cried, grabbing him. “They’re FBI. Don’t do this, man.”

He pulled him away. Graham slammed the door on Belner and stood guard while Hailey hurried over to the suspect’s vehicle, turned off the engine, and locked up.

By the time she got back to the car, the two men had gotten back into their four-by-four, casting evil looks at Belner and Graham.

“You sit in front,” she told the female passenger. “I’ll sit in back with Mr. Belner.”

“Belner!” the woman called over to the two men. “His name is Belner!”

Oh, crap.

They all got in the car. The four-by-four pulled to the side of the road and stopped, idling.

Graham got his car into gear and pulled away, heading back to the Ozark County sheriff’s office. Hailey grabbed her phone to alert Bud. The prisoner sat beside her. He kept muttering, “I didn’t do nothing. I didn’t do nothing” under his breath and looking over his shoulder.

“They’re following,” Graham said.

That made Hailey look over her shoulder too.

Sure enough, Trisha’s uncle and his friend were following a few car lengths behind. Even worse, she could see the uncle had a mic in his hand.

That made her notice something on the top of the vehicle so common in these parts that she hadn’t noticed it at first.

A CB antenna.

“They’re calling out on the air,” Hailey said. “Step on it, Graham. I don’t want a lynch mob waiting for us when we get back to the sheriff’s office.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

It only took fifteen minutes to get back to the sheriff’s office, Hailey feeling almost as nervous as Belner looked. The four-by-four with Trisha’s uncle inside tailed them the whole way, and for the whole way, the big-bearded brute stayed on the CB, calling out to anyone listening to spread the word that Belner had been arrested for the murders.

She could have stopped him and told him to desist, pointed out that Belner was only a suspect, but there was no point. The man, grieving over the loss of his niece, would never see reason. All he wanted was revenge.

“He’s still on the CB,” Hailey said as Graham drew close to what counted as downtown Tampa.

“I didn’t even know CB radio still existed.”

“It does down here.”

“Do lynch mobs still exist down here too?”

“Let’s hope we don’t find out.”

“You have to protect me!” Belner shouted.

“They should string you up, you sicko,” his female passenger said from the front seat.

“No one’s going to lynch you,” Hailey said. At least not if I can help it.

They approached the sheriff’s office and saw half a dozen cars and pickups parked out front. Hailey’s heart did a somersault when she saw one was a green Ford pickup, the same as the one Mindy was last seen in.

No, not the same. It was a later model.

Don’t get distracted now, of all times.

Several people stood outside the sheriff’s office. A couple held rifles. Sheriff Roper wasn’t around. His elderly secretary stood in the front door talking to them, obviously wondering what the hell was going on.

Graham kept driving. “I’m going to that police station on the state highway.”

“Good plan.”

Trisha’s uncle kept right after them, still on the radio.

“Damn, he’s going to get a big old convoy after us,” Graham said.

“Step on it. We don’t want them to get in front of us.”

Hailey looked over at Belner sitting beside her. He wasn’t pleading his innocence anymore. He wasn’t even looking over his shoulder at the pursuing vehicle or the cars pulling out of the sheriff’s parking lot in the far rear distance. He merely sat staring at the back of the seat in front of him, eyes wide, skin a sheen of sweat.

“We’ll get you out of this,” Hailey told him.

He didn’t give any indication that he heard.

While Belner was too young to be Mindy’s captor, if he was guilty of the murder of two girls and the abduction and possible murder of a third, he could get the gas chamber in this state. Even so, Hailey would fight to keep him from getting lynched, not for him so much as for the good of the community. You couldn’t have summary justice of that kind, not in the twenty-first century.

Back in earlier times, Missouri had seen a lot of lynchings. Some were motivated by race, some not. It was a terrible part of the state’s history that was only now being addressed. Executing summary justice was corrosive to the community and had to be stopped at all costs. Steve Belner was probably guilty, but for the good of Missouri, more than for his good, she would not let him fall into a mob’s hands.

“Could you pull over and let me out?” the young woman asked.

“No,” Graham replied, hunched over the wheel.

Hailey called Sheriff Roper. He hadn’t picked up the last couple of times, and she prayed he would this time.

Thankfully, he did.

Before he could even say hello, Hailey cut him off.

“Bud, we got a big problem here. We arrested Steve Belner on suspicion, but we’ve picked up a mob. They’re communicating on CB and gathered in front of your office. We had to keep going, and we’re headed to the police station right now. They’re following us. Join us as soon as you can.”

“Will do. I’ll tell the boys over there to get ready. Then I’ll get on the radio and call in any patrol cars I can. Damn, this is the last thing we need right now.”

“Yeah, I guess we should have expected it.”

“You think Belner’s our man?”

Hailey glanced at the prisoner, nearly paralyzed with fear, and thought of the offer of a drink to his young, female passenger and the pills in a little bag in his pocket.

“Yeah, I think so.”

Belner straightened up. Sitting right beside her, he could hear Roper’s side of the conversation. “I didn’t do it. You gotta believe me.”

“Sicko,” his passenger snapped.

“Please keep quiet, ma’am,” Graham said. “You’re not helping the situation.”

“You’re not the one who nearly got killed,” she replied.

That may change soon enough, Hailey thought.

As they drove along the county road, then connected with the state highway, the line of vehicles following them increased in size. They kept their distance, at least for the moment. Trisha’s uncle had probably warned them that Belner had been taken by the FBI, and they hadn’t summoned up the courage to try to intercept them.

Hailey hoped they’d stay that way.

Hoped but didn’t believe.

Because a small town like this took care of their own, and it had never faced violence on this scale before.

So, the natural thing to do was to respond to violence with violence.

“It’s up ahead,” Hailey said.

The police station stood on a little rise just off the state highway. A low brick building with an American flag and an undersized sign, she wasn’t surprised Graham had missed it on his initial drive into town. It looked more like a rest stop than a police station.

Graham took the curve up the driveway at nearly full speed, hit the brakes, and swerved to a stop, almost perfectly aligned in a parking space. Hailey allowed herself to start breathing again. For a moment, she thought he was going to sideswipe the one police car in the lot.

One. So, a patrolman and the desk sergeant were all they could hope for as backup.

Hailey sprang out of the back seat just as the first of their pursuers pulled into the parking lot.

Two officers emerged from the front door of the station a moment later, one young and the other old and well out of shape.

Hailey flashed her badge at them as more vehicles screeched into the parking lot.

Graham had gotten out and was trying to coax Belner out of the back seat. The prisoner was shouting something Hailey didn’t catch.

The first of the lynch mob got out of their vehicles as more crowded into the parking lot. The older officer waved his hands at them, shouting at them to leave the premises. The younger officer hurried over to the female passenger and escorted her inside.

A good move, but that left them even more outnumbered.

Graham struggled to pull Belner out of the car. The Rural Rides driver was panicking. For some reason, he thought he’d be safer in the car than in the station and had braced his legs against the inside of the car to resist getting taken out.

Hailey turned away from them as Trisha Palmer’s uncle and four more burly men came right up to her and got in her face.

“Give him over! Give him to us right now.”

Hailey pulled her gun. That made them take a step back but only one step. More people, mostly men and some of them armed, started to get out of their vehicles.

The speed with which these people had gotten organized shocked her. Their confrontation at the original arrest site had been less than half an hour ago. Only about a quarter of the vehicles had CB antennas. The rest must have been alerted by phone. Had the local citizenry already set up some sort of network?

“Disband immediately!” the older cop shouted. “Disband immediately and leave the premises or you will be charged with disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace!”

Even though the desk sergeant shouted this with more authority than Hailey thought he could muster, everyone sneered at him.

The younger officer burst out of the front door of the station and hurried to join them.

“Why should he get off with the help of some slick lawyer when two of our girls are dead?” someone shouted.

“Three!” another shouted. “I heard Rita Snyder went missing.”

Oh, crap.

The crowd looked beyond her and then moved as one, trying to get around both the older cop and herself, making a half circle.

A quick glance over her shoulder told her why.

Graham had finally yanked Belner out of the car, but the idiot, in his panic, thought running would be a safer option than entering the police station. He had broken free of Graham and bolted for the state highway, his hands still cuffed behind his back.

Hailey ran for him. Graham intercepted him after only a few steps, but the damage had been done. With a roar, the crowd charged for him like a wild beast smelling blood. Hailey tripped one man and grabbed another by the collar, but she couldn’t stop the rest.

Then the younger officer, who had also chased Belner and now saw a horde of angry faces bearing down on his position, did the stupidest thing possible.

He fired his gun in the air.

Chaos.

Some of the lynch mob threw themselves on the ground. Others ran.

Several more leveled their guns at the cop, at Belner, and at Hailey.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

It took all of Hailey’s professional instinct not to point her gun at the nearest man aiming a twelve-gauge shotgun at her chest.

If she had done that, the man behind it, his face struggling between rage and fear, would have surely pulled the trigger. At point-blank range, the heavy load of pellets would have torn her in half.

“Hold your fire! Hold your fire!” she shouted.

For a moment that seemed to stretch to an hour, there was silence. The men with guns hesitated, their aim shifted from one target to another. Leaderless, with the realization dawning that they were facing off against two police officers and a pair of federal agents in front of a police station, no one did anything stupid.

Yet.

Hailey dared a glance over her shoulder.

Graham had gotten between the younger officer and the crowd, his hand gripping the wrist of the cop’s gun hand. He had pulled it down so that the gun aimed back and away from the men who had chased them.

Belner lay at his feet, shivering and sobbing, Graham’s foot on his neck.

Hailey turned back to the crowd. Those who had thrown themselves on the pavement were getting up. Those who had run were coming back.

Trisha’s uncle, a rifle in his hands but sloped down, sauntered to the front of the crowd.

“Hand him over.”

“No,” Hailey replied.

The older officer appeared through the crowd, his uniform messed up, his hair in disarray, and a red mark on one cheek. He came up to Hailey, his breath ragged, and stood by her side. He had not drawn his gun.

“Hand him over,” Trisha’s uncle repeated. “We outnumber you.”

“And these two local officers can identify all of you. Even if they can’t, the cameras in the front of the building have recorded your plate numbers. You’ll be charged with murder, rioting, and threatening policemen and federal agents. You’ll get years for this.”

An uncertain shifting among some elements in the crowd. Those in front, those with guns pointed at Hailey and her companions, did not waver.

Another car screeched to a halt somewhere behind her. The crowd’s eyes shifted briefly to a spot beyond her right shoulder, then quickly back to her.

“You got the law on your side,” the man with the shotgun aimed at her said, “but we got justice on ours.”

“Yeah!” someone shouted from the back.

“If you keep him,” Trisha’s uncle growled, “he’ll get away with it. Get put in an asylum or some cushy jail. He needs to hang, and we aim to hang him.”

“That’s not how justice works,” Hailey said.

“He’ll probably get the gas chamber,” the older officer said.

“Yeah, right!” Trisha’s uncle replied. “After twenty years of appeals. He needs to die now.”

“You can’t do this. I won’t let you,” Hailey replied. “This isn’t the right way.”

“Easy for you to say, you didn’t lose family!”

Hailey almost said something, swallowed it, and then forced herself to say it anyway. “Yes, I did.”

“Bullshit!”

“My name’s Hailey Rock. I’m from Pleasant, over in Taney County. Twenty years ago, my sister Mindy Rock was kidnapped. They found her bicycle dumped by the reservoir road. No one ever saw her again. I’m still hunting for the man who took her, and if I ever find him alive, I’ll bring him in. I won’t kill him, much as I want to. I’ll bring him in.”

“I remember that case,” an older man said, going pale.

Trisha’s uncle looked like he remembered that case too. Rural folk have long memories, especially for rare tragedies like that. It was one of the things that made her leave, all those knowing looks.

Trisha’s uncle turned his head slightly and addressed someone beyond her right shoulder.

“Is that true, sheriff? Is this woman your sister?”

Hailey spun around, and her heart plunged to her feet.

Alice stood there, her sheriff’s vehicle idling a few steps behind. That had been the late arrival Hailey had heard pulling up.

“Yes, it’s true. She’s still hunting the bastard, and so am I. Not hunting to kill him, hunting to put him in front of a court and make him answer for all he done.”

Alice didn’t say that to Trisha’s uncle, she said it to Hailey.

They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, and for a just that moment, there was something else there. Something beyond the mutual recrimination and rivalry and years of built-up resentment.

Something closer to what sisters should feel for each other.

That moment ended when Alice turned away.

She addressed the crowd.

“Get out of here. Disperse and don’t come back. And don’t regroup somewhere else and get up to more unlawfulness. We’ve caught a suspect, and we’re going to interrogate him. If he’s the murderer, this is over. If he isn’t, then you all just saved yourselves a murder rap. Now beat it.”

Trisha’s uncle slumped his shoulders. With a final resentful look at Belner, he turned away. No apologies, no admission of guilt, no promise to behave in the future, he just left.

That was good enough for Hailey because the crowd broke up and left with him.

The officers stayed in position until the last of them pulled out onto the highway and drove out of sight.

As the final car disappeared, the aging desk sergeant, the red mark on his face looking even redder than before, walked up to Alice and shook her hand.

“You came just at the right time, Sheriff Rock. Thank you.”

Hailey let out a breath and looked around. No more cars coming in, except Sheriff Roper’s vehicle appearing in the distance, speeding for a potential trouble spot that had already been taken care of.

Taken care of by revealing too much about myself.

Hailey turned to Graham, a man who had told her so much while she had told him so little. He didn’t look back at her. He had just let go of the trigger-happy, young officer’s gun hand. The man nodded to him and holstered his weapon. Steve Belner still lay on the pavement below him.

“Uh, could you take your foot off my neck now?” Belner squeaked.

“You’re welcome,” Graham said, moving his foot and helping him up. “Saving your life is all part of a day’s work. Don’t mention it.”

Belner struggled to his feet, his hands still cuffed behind his back. Hailey wondered where he thought he was going to run to, restrained like that. He rubbed his neck with his shoulder and looked around nervously.

“They’re not coming back,” Graham told him.

“Let’s get inside, just in case,” Hailey said.

They filed through the front door of the police station. Belner’s female passenger stood uncertainly behind the counter. When she saw Belner, she looked disappointed.

“No necktie party today,” Hailey told her. She turned to the older officer. “Steve Belner’s vehicle is parked out on a county road. I’ll give you directions. How about you go there and gather up all the evidence you can find? Take care to pick up all drinks and empty cans. We’ll need those for chemical analysis.”

“All right.” The man nodded, straightened his uniform, and headed out.

Given what the poor old guy had just been through, she would have rather sent his younger colleague, but she wanted that hothead close, where she could keep an eye on him.

She turned to the younger one. “How about you go take the young lady’s statement. But first, radio to the nearest patrol car to go search Belner’s residence. The third victim might be on the premises.”

“Who put you in charge?” he snapped, still jittery from the near disaster he had helped cause.

Graham cleared his throat. The cop glanced at him, shrugged, and went around the corner to speak to Belner’s passenger.

Sheriff Roper burst through the door. “What did I miss?”

“A lot,” Hailey said. “A lynch mob nearly got Steve Belner.”

“The Rural Rides driver?”

“Yeah. There was a pile of sexual harassment complaints against him from passengers. All young women of the age our perp is interested in. Filed here, so you never heard about it.”

Roper frowned. “They should have told me.”

“Yes, they should have. Anyway, we caught him doing a ride and offering that woman there a drink.”

“Oh. And the mob?”

“Just dispersed.”

“If you got a handle on things here, I better go round town and make sure everything’s calm. Anyone leading it?”

“Trisha’s uncle.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Harry Melkin? No end of trouble from that guy.” He turned to Alice. “Hello, Sheriff Rock. What brings you to these parts? You near the county line and heard the call?”

“Um, yeah.”

She and Hailey exchanged looks. Roper didn’t appear to notice.

“Well, I better get going and check out the town. I’ll try to find Harry Melkin and tell him to cool it. He’s always been an idiot.”

Sheriff Roper left. Graham took Belner behind the counter, and the younger cop came over to help process him. Hailey was left alone in front of the counter with her older sister.

“You guys need anything?” Hailey called across the counter. They didn’t but asking delayed the inevitable conversation with Alice.

“No. We got things under control here,” the younger police officer said.

You didn’t before.

Alice spoke up. “We’re going to go out front. Check no one’s coming back for more drama.”

“All right,” Graham said, not meeting her eye. “Once we get Belner processed, I’ll start questioning him.”

Alice looked at Hailey and cocked her head toward the front door in a silent command. Grinding her teeth, Hailey followed.

She’d rather face another lynch mob than the conversation she was about to have.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

“Graham is the best interrogator I know,” Hailey said as they emerged into the sunlight. “He’ll get Belner to talk.”

Alice only grunted. They stepped away from the front door to get out of sight of the interior and stopped. They stood in silence, looking out over the state highway. An occasional car passed by. None slowed. The crisis had ended.

And a new one had just begun.

The moment stretched on, the silence becoming unbearable. Hailey summoned the courage to break it.

“So … did you find out anything?”

Alice clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Nah. Retraced the routes, looked at the crime scenes. The perp obviously knows these roads well. Has to be a local. Familiar vehicle that won’t attract attention.”

Hailey nodded. She’d figured that too. 

Alice went on. “No sign of violence on the bodies, so he didn’t have to rough them up to get them in the car. Maybe fooled them or drugged them or coaxed them to come willingly.”

“Belner knows the roads and is a familiar face. He might have even offered some of them a free ride.”

Alice made a face. “I don’t think it’s Belner.”

“Why not?”

“Too young.”

Hailey ground her teeth. “You mean he’s too young to be the guy who took Mindy.”

Alice kept looking out on the state highway and didn’t reply.

“Because Alice, that’s why you’re out here, isn’t it? The similarities with Mindy’s case. The reservoir, the—”

“Shut up, Hailey.”

“I don’t blame you for investigating.”

“You threatened to report me!”

“I was wrong.” Why does it feel painful to say that? “You have every right to investigate this. I mean, you really are out of your jurisdiction but … you still have the right.”

“Damn straight, I do.”

They relapsed into silence again, their usual interaction when not arguing.

Silence could be worse than an argument, especially in a situation like this, so Hailey spoke again. “Mom’s been watching the news.”

“Damn.”

“She’s thinking the same thing we’re thinking.”

Alice sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Don’t bring it up. It’ll only make it worse.” Especially if she mentions my blow up.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

That minor bit of sisterly cooperation made Hailey confident enough to ask, “So, what do you think of this guy’s motivations?”

“Belner? I’m thinking if he’s a stalker, a lonely guy who can’t get any, then he probably developed an attachment to the victims. Maybe thought he fell in love with them, so when he kidnapped them and they rejected him, he put that tattoo on their faces.”

“A broken heart and a broken sanity, eh?”

“Maybe.”

“I guess you didn’t get a chance to notice the tattoos on his arms. They were pretty amateurish, like the ones on the victims. Maybe he did them himself.”

“I didn’t know people tattooed themselves, but I guess it’s possible. How did you come across this guy? Did some of the victims complain about him?”

Hailey blinked. “Graham found a bunch of harassment complaints about him in the police files, but now that you mention it, none of the victims filed a complaint.”

“Could be that he didn’t harass them. Maybe instead of a sexual attraction like with the women he harassed, there was an emotional attraction. That rejection would hurt more and could lead to him lashing out.”

“Could be. Let’s go see how Graham is doing with the suspect.”

Hailey moved for the door. Alice put a hand on her arm.

“Hold on. First, I want to know what you were doing in West Creek.”

Hailey shuddered. “I—can we talk about this later?”

She didn’t look at her older sister at first, but her silence eventually made her turn in her direction.

Alice was frowning, searching her face like an interrogator searches the body language of a suspect for clues about what they’re thinking.

“What’s going on?” Alice asked. “Did you get some idea that these murders were going to happen?”

“No. I would have warned Roper. It’s just that—look, I don’t want to talk about it. Not right now. After this case is wrapped up, we can sit down and talk about it.”

Hailey could have punched herself. She hated making promises she couldn’t keep, and she sure didn’t want to keep this one.

But Alice had the right to know, and maybe she’d have some insight. She’d lived in Pleasant longer than Hailey had, after all.

“What’s going on?” Alice repeated, her grip tightening on Hailey’s arm.

Hailey pulled away. “Not now. Later. We have a case to focus on.” It’s hard enough for me to focus, knowing what I know. A hothead like you won’t be able to handle it. “Now, we really need to get back in there. You should see Graham at work. He’s a master at interrogation. Thank God he’s in the FBI and not the KGB.”

Hailey let out a little laugh, the sound coming out too high and cracking at the end.

Alice gave her a steady gaze.

“To be continued,” she said.

Hailey hung her head and walked back into the police station. Her older sister followed.

Graham met them just inside the front door.

“I was about to come get you,” he said. “We got a serious problem. Romeo in there might have an airtight alibi.”

“No,” Hailey said, her heart sinking. “He’s a harasser. He offered his rides drinks.”

“I know, but the Rural Rides driver app on his phone records all his rides, and it shows that for two days, just when Trisha Palmer got abducted, he was up in Columbia, halfway across the state.”

“What was he doing there?”

“He said he was at a concert, but I’m thinking he was cruising for college girls. The main state campus is there, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Hailey said. “Are the records complete?”

“Yeah. He picked up several rides over a forty-eight-hour period.”

“Could he have hacked it?” Alice asked.

“Theoretically. I’ll check with Rural Rides to see if the records are valid. I already checked one, though. The app records the telephone numbers of the passengers who book. Two didn’t pick up, probably because they’re in class, but one did. She confirmed she got a Rural Rides lift from someone matching Belner’s description on that date.”

“Damn it!” Hailey said.

“Maybe the times are off for Trisha’s abduction,” Alice suggested. “Maybe he had someone else driving the car up in Columbia.”

“Or maybe he’s not the right guy,” Graham said. “I’d love for it to be him, trust me, but we still have a missing woman, and we have a far less likely suspect than we did ten minutes ago.”

Hailey groaned. “Has that officer called back yet? The one we sent to check Belner’s residence?”

“He hasn’t had enough time.”

“And Rita Snyder might not have any time at all,” Hailey grumbled. “Get on the phone to Rural Rides, and we’ll wait for the desk sergeant to report back from Belner’s place. I guess we won’t really know for sure until we do chemical analysis on those drinks in his car.”

“It’s not looking good, though,” Alice said.

Hailey shook her head. “No, it’s not.”

Graham hurried off to make the call. Hailey and Alice stood in front of the counter, unsure what to do next.

Hailey looked over the counter and through an open door to the interrogation room. She saw Belner sitting there, still in handcuffs.

He didn’t see her and didn’t seem aware he was being watched. He sat, head down, his face a mask of worry.

“That’s not someone that strikes me as just having gotten away with something,” Alice said in a low voice in case Belner might overhear.

“I was just thinking that,” Hailey said. “If he had pulled one over on Graham with that app, he’d look smug.”

“Unless he’s shamming.”

“Could be, but when we brought him in, he didn’t exactly strike me as the sharpest knife in the drawer.”

“While we’re waiting to hear back from Graham and the desk sergeant, we should proceed as if the real culprit is still at large.”

“Agreed.”

“Do you have any other suspects?” Alice asked.

“No. We hit the ground running on this just a few days ago, and we’ve been playing catch up ever since.” 

“Then we got to start from the beginning,” Alice said, moving around the counter to a coffeemaker by one wall and pouring them each a cup.

“Right,” Hailey said, taking the cup.

“You’re welcome,” Alice said.

“Huh?”

“For the coffee.”

“Whatever. Let’s get this done, all right?”

My God, you are irritating.

They sat down at a small card table that, judging from the rings of coffee mugs and a few old magazines, was what counted for a break room at this station.

They sat silently for a moment, contemplating.

“We’re dealing with obsession,” Alice said. “Frustrated love from a distance.”

“Sure, but Tampa is a tiny town, and Meskwaki barely counts as a town at all. Remember how we used to make fun of kids who came to Pleasant to experience the ‘big city?’ Ha! Big city just because we had a movie theater. Everyone here knows everyone else, and that means anyone could be infatuated with anyone else. And whoever it is, they hide it well, because that lynch mob we just drove off hasn’t hunted down some likely suspect. There’s no creepy guy all the young women know about. No stalker. It’s someone hiding in plain sight.”

“Yeah,” Alice scratched her chin, looking into the depths of her coffee cup. Suddenly, she perked up. “What if it isn’t obsession? What if it’s nostalgia?”

“Nostalgia? What do you mean?”

“Nostalgia for a lost love.”

“Like when they were younger? You think he was a pedophile who controlled himself until the girls were of age?”

“Ick. No. You’ve been at the FBI too long. Of course, that’s a possibility. What I meant, though, was that this might be someone who lost a love and is trying to recapture one by kidnapping these girls. When they didn’t respond right, he killed them. They didn’t fit his fantasy.”

“That would explain the lack of violence and the tattoos. Do you know anyone who fits the bill locally?”

Alice thought for a moment. “That’s what was in the back of my mind. Can’t remember the name, but there was a public disturbance in Tampa a few years back. Someone lost their daughter in a car accident and then thought he saw her walking along Main Street alive and well. He had a public breakdown. I remember the report. When was it, though?”

“Roper will remember.”

“You’re right. I’ll radio him.”

Hailey lowered her voice. “Let’s do it from your car and not the station. I don’t want our Rural Rides harasser to think he’s off the hook yet. He’s still got a lot of explaining to do.”

“Right.”

They went outside to Alice’s patrol vehicle, and Alice got on the radio and called Sheriff Roper.

He picked up almost immediately. “Bud here. Hey, Alice. I found most of that mob down at the nearest bar. Go figure. Ordered them home. Last thing we need is a bunch of drunken idiots running around town.”

“Good job. Bud, do you remember a case a few years back where some grieving father thought he saw his daughter alive and well in Tampa?”

“Aw, shucks, how could I forget? That was a sad case. Wilkie Vidal. His wife died a few years back. Cancer, if I recall. His daughter Sue was the only thing he had left and then she died too. Car wreck coming home from a party. Poor son of a gun.”

“So, what was this public disturbance he was involved in?”

“A buddy of mine saw the whole thing. Wilkie had become a bit of a recluse, hardly going out except to shop for food. Quit work, let his house go to hell, terrible. But one day about a year after he lost his girl, he was walking down Main Street and a nineteen-year-old girl came along in the other direction, same age his daughter would have been. Same coloring too. Not that much else of a resemblance but I guess that was enough. Set him off. Wilkie starts shouting and carrying on. His daughter is alive after all! He grabs her in a big hug. Naturally, the girl starts screaming, and a couple of guys had to rush in and pull Wilkie off her. Poor man had to go to a mental health facility up in Springfield for a year.”

“What happened after he got released?”

“Not sure. When he came back, oh about three years ago, he was living in his old house and on some sort of medication. Poor guy was more a zombie than a man. A real tragedy.”

“How old is he?”

“Not sure, exactly. Fifties.”

Old enough.

“Could you give me his address?”

“One minute. I’ll look it up on the computer. You thinking he might be our man?”

“It’s something to look into.”

“The state folks aren’t too good at checking on patients once they’re released. He might have gone off his meds.”

“When was the last time you seen him?”

“Not sure. Now that the supermarket delivers, he has no reason to leave the house. I’m not sure I’ve seen him in a year. Oh, here it is. The address is number two county road FF.”

Alice punched it in on her GPS. “Not too far from here.”

“I’d come with you, but I need to patrol town. No telling what those knuckleheads will get up to next.”

“Thanks, Bud. We’ll keep you posted.”  

Hailey got out of the car. “I need to get Graham.”

She hurried back inside to find Graham back in the interrogation room, grilling Belner. She motioned for him to come out, and they conferred. “What you getting from him?”

“Not much. Still pleading innocence. Rural Rides wants a warrant. I’m still waiting for that officer to call back from his residence.”

“Alice and I have a lead I think we should check up on. A case of mental breakdown of a father who lost a daughter the same age as the victims. Grabbed a girl in a case of mistaken identity, thinking she was his daughter come to life.”

“Jesus. You go ahead. I need to stay here to question him and to guard him.”

“All right. Take care.”

Graham glanced back at the interrogation room where Belner still sat handcuffed, then back at Hailey. “If you’re dealing with a madman who sees his dead daughter in every young, female face, then you’re the one who has to take care.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Wilkie Vidal’s house spoke of despair.

The residence looked even worse off than Steve Belner’s. While the Rural Rides driver had simply been too cheap to maintain his house, preferring to spend his money on firearms and road trips to chase young women, the Vidal family had a nice home that had obviously stopped being a home when two-thirds of the family died. 

It was a little two-story structure with a small front lawn and a back yard framed by trees. It stood a little apart from the few other houses on the county road, a picturesque bit of rural idyll, so different than Hailey’s apartment in a bustling neighborhood back in D.C.

Now it had fallen to ruin. As Hailey and Alice drove up in the sheriff’s vehicle, her sister convincing her to ride with her so they could both hear the police radio in case of trouble, they saw a house that was no longer idyllic.

The grass had grown wild, with weeds and wildflowers growing waist high and blocking out the view of what had once been a well-tended garden, now equally choked with weeds. The canary yellow paint on the house had faded to a pale, dirty color, the drain along the edge of the roof snapped and had all but fallen off so that when it rained, it poured on the porch, one half of which had almost entirely rotted awa. A bird had made a large nest on top of the chimney.

All the windows were heavily curtained with what looked like blankets. The garage door was shut, with no vehicle visible in the driveway.

There were so many houses like this in the back roads and byways of America, Hailey mused. Most people, and she herself, often assumed that the neglect was due to poverty or substance abuse, but how many were the result of mental illness? It was easy to judge Belner for the state of his house, but she could not bring herself to judge Vidal for letting his house so to seed.

Unless he was the killer. No amount of despair could forgive that.

Just as they pulled up on the street in front, Alice’s radio crackled. “This is Unit Four. I searched the Belner residence, and there’s no one here. I can’t find any evidence that any women were kept here. No signs of any drugs, either, legal or illegal.”

Hailey and Alice exchanged glances. That made Belner less of a suspect and Vidal more of one.

“Be careful,” Alice said. “This guy is mentally unstable and may be paranoid. He’s not a registered gun owner, I looked it up on the car computer on the way over, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t armed. A lot of people have unregistered firearms in this state. Registration isn’t required in Missouri.”

“You think I don’t know all that?”

“Just warning you,” Alice grumbled.

“I don’t need a warning. I work for the Behavioral Analysis Unit.”

“Well, la di da.”

“Let’s just get this done.”

Get this done so I can get the hell out of here. 

They got out of the car. Hailey noticed that, just like she did with Graham every time they approached a potential danger spot, she and Alice automatically moved apart to make themselves less of a target.

The porch looked even worse when they got closer. Half of it had rotted down to the support beams, and the other half, in front of the door, didn’t look too stable either. Vidal had placed a pair of boards from the steps to the front door. They walked along those and felt the wood from the porch give a little underneath.

Hailey studied the windows. Heavy blankets covered them all, not allowing any chance to peek in. Spider webs, dust, and dead insects showed the windows hadn’t been opened in ages.

She squared her shoulders, checked the 9mm in her shoulder holster under her jacket, and rang the doorbell.

To her surprise, it worked. She had imagined that Vidal might have stopped paying his utilities. She wondered how he was surviving. Did he get disability from the state?

No answer. She waited a few seconds and rang again.

The soft sound of movement within. She glanced at the windows on either side of the door. The blankets didn’t move.

The door opened a couple of inches, snapping to a stop at the end of a chain. A man in his fifties, graying hair messed up and needing a cut, looked out. He had on an old t-shirt and sweatpants and smelled like he hadn’t bathed in a while.

“Mr. Vidal?” Hailey asked.

His eyes shifted to Alice’s uniform, to Hailey, and back again.

“Wh …” his voice came out hoarse, as if he hadn’t spoken in a while. He cleared his throat. “… what’s going on?”

“Are you Wilkie Vidal?” Alice asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’m Sheriff Rock of Taney County. This is Hailey Rock of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. May we come in?”

Again, those eyes shifted. The door closed a fraction of an inch. Hailey moved her foot a little forward, ready to jam it in the space to keep him from slamming it shut. She was acutely aware of the fact that she couldn’t see either of his hands.

“Why?”

“We have a few questions. Strictly routine,” Hailey said.

“Are you from the state? Tell them that I don’t need them anymore.”

“Need what anymore, Mr. Vidal?” Hailey asked.

“Those pills.”

“We’re not here about your medication, Mr. Vidal,” Hailey said. But thanks for warning us.

“What, then?”

Alice answered. “We’re conducting a door-to-door search. A few young women have gone missing in recent weeks, and we’re asking everyone in the area if they’ve seen anything suspicious.”

Hailey had to admire the way her older sister phrased this. “A few” could be more than three, and “the past few weeks” encompassed a lot more time than the actual abductions. She was fishing for clues that there might be more abductions, and indicating to the potential perpetrator that the authorities knew more than they really did.

The three girls had been local and were thus reported. Other girls might have vanished too. Hitchhikers or motorists.

“No,” Vidal said.

“No, what?” Hailey asked.

“No, I haven’t seen any suspicious activity. I don’t get out much.”

The door closed another fraction of an inch. Hailey moved her foot a little more forward. She maintained eye contact, hoping to keep Vidal from looking down. It worked.

“Could we come in and talk for a bit?” Alice asked.

“I’d rather you didn’t. I’m busy.”

“It’s important, Mr. Vidal,” Alice said, hitching up her belt. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist.”

“Do you have a warrant?”

“Oh, we don’t need that, do we? It’s just a chat. We need to question everyone about this. We’ve done it with thirty houses already, and the other officers have been going door to door too.”

Again, those eyes shifted from one woman to the other. He sighed, rolled his eyes, and unlatched the chain.

“Hope this is quick,” he mumbled.

“We won’t take up much of your time,” Hailey said.

He opened the door fully.

The first thing that hit Hailey was the smell. Unwashed body, dirty clothing, stale air, and dust. She blinked as her eyes tried to adjust to the darkened interior. There was a hallway leading straight ahead into shadows. To the left and right were unlit rooms, barely any sunlight seeping around those covered windows. Further on, from a left-hand doorway, a dim electric light shone.

Wilkie Vidal stepped aside to let them in. Hailey kept an eye on his hands, which hung loosely by his sides. Potbellied and slump shouldered, he didn’t look like much of a threat, but mental illness can give some people a great amount of strength.

She stepped inside. The air was musty and stale. Dust had collected in a thick layer by the walls.

Then she noticed the walls. There were pictures on them, hundreds of them. From as high as Vidal could reach almost to the floor, there were snapshots, old Polaroids, and color printouts of digital photos.

In some of them Vidal—younger, cleaner—appeared as a smiling and happy family man. In each of the shots, he was with a woman his age or a young girl. Others were just of the two females, either together or apart. 

The vast majority of the photos were of the daughter. They showed her at all ages, from infancy up to late teens when her life got tragically cut short.

Hailey peered into one of the side rooms. It was a living room, or at least had been once. The sofa and chairs had such a thick covering of dust she could tell they hadn’t been sat in for years, and what looked like rat droppings were scattered around the carpet. On all the walls were more photos of Vidal’s lost wife and daughter. She couldn’t see the details through the gloom.

“I need to remodel,” he said.

The ridiculousness of this statement would have made her laugh if it hadn’t been so sad.

“Let’s go into the back room,” he said, closing the front door and leading them down the hallway.

Hailey followed, with Alice right behind her.

He turned into the room, and for the moment he was out of sight, Hailey took a step to the right in case he spun around and lunged for her.

He didn’t. Instead, he crossed a small sitting room to sit down in an old armchair.

This room looked different than the others. Not only was it lit by a single dim bulb from a lamp on the side table, but Wilke had kept it moderately clean. The air was just as stuffy here as everywhere else, though. The lone window was covered with an old quilt.

What arrested Hailey’s attention, however, was the vast collection of photos and newspaper clippings on another side table and the wall behind it.

Collection? No. One could only call it a shrine.

A large, high school graduation portrait of Wilkie Vidal’s daughter Sue in a silver frame stood at the center of the table, with a few snapshots of her neatly placed on either side. Around these he had arranged newspaper clippings from the last two days relating to the disappearance of Trisha Palmer and Janice Murphy. More clippings were taped to the walls.

Vidal had collected every article he could find, not only from the local papers, but ones from Springfield, Kansas City, St. Louis, even Little Rock.

This recluse had left the house every day and made the drive to one of the larger towns in order to buy all the big-city papers.

Rita Snyder’s death hadn’t hit the print media yet, otherwise Hailey felt sure there would be articles about her too.

Even more chilling were pages cut from high school yearbooks of both girls. 

High school yearbooks? How the hell did he get those?

“What’s all this?” Hailey asked, trying to keep an eye on the suspect. It was hard not to stare at this grim collection of mementoes.

Sitting hunched in a large armchair, Vidal looked much smaller.

“Something to remember them by,” he mumbled.

“You know these girls?” Alice asked. “Trisha and Janice?”

He hung his head. “I know all of them.”

Hailey’s skin crawled. Now, all her attention was on this man.

“Could you tell us what you mean by that?” Alice demanded.

He shrugged. “Exactly what I said.”

Alice looked like she was going to snap at him. Hailey raised a hand. To her surprise, Alice closed her mouth. A rare act of restraint for her, but then again, she must have been just as creeped out by this place as Hailey was.

Alice moved a bit to the left, so that she and Hailey formed a triangle with Vidal as its apex.

“Have you seen them around lately?” Hailey asked.

His hands gripped the arms of the chair, his head snapped up, and he leapt out of his seat, a look of hatred in his eyes. Hailey stepped back and moved her hand to her shoulder holster.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

“What are you trying to say?” Wilkie Vidal growled, hands bunched into fists. “That I saw my daughter again? That I’ve gone crazy like five years ago?”

“We’re not saying anything, Mr. Vidal,” Hailey said.

“Oh, sure!” He jumped up and down, causing Hailey to take a step back and grip the butt of her gun. He didn’t advance, so she didn’t draw. “You all think I’m crazy, just because I mistook that girl for my own. Put yourself in my shoes and let’s see you not make that mistake.”

“I’m not blaming you for that, and neither is my sister,” Hailey said.

How could she? For a couple of years after Mindy disappeared, Hailey would see her everywhere. Any girl of roughly the same age and size made her turn her head and look twice. Alice did it too. Once, when they were at the mall, Alice had shouted, “Oh my God, there she is!” She had pointed at a girl holding hands with an older man and walking away from them. She shouted so loudly everyone turned, including the girl and man.

It hadn’t been Mindy. Her face was totally different, and there was enough of a resemblance to the man to tell this was a father with his daughter, not an abductor with their sister.

Alice had cried all the way home. It was the only time Hailey could remember when she had comforted her older sister.

Vidal’s laugh was almost a shriek. “Oh yeah, right! You know what I’ve been through. Everyone claims to understand. Crazy old Wilkie, gotta humor him!” He waved his hands over his head, bugged his eyes, and stuck out his tongue. “But does anyone listen to me? Hell, no! The same guy who killed those girls killed my daughter.”

Hailey blinked. “Didn’t your daughter die in a car accident?”

“Oh, right. Accident.” Vidal made air quotes. “It wasn’t an accident. The brake lines were cut. The police didn’t check; they said she took a curve too fast and hit a tree, but I know the truth. Now the killer is getting bolder. Doesn’t even try to hide his killings. I’ve tried to tell you, tried to get you to stop him, but you never fucking listen!”

Vidal launched forward, reaching out to grab Hailey, who stepped to the side, grabbed one arm, tripped him up, and threw him onto the floor. He hit the side table as he went down, causing a cascade of photos of newspaper clippings.

“No!”

Vidal struggled. Hailey got a knee on his back and kept a tight hold of his arm. Alice rushed over to help.

“Don’t step on the collection!” he shrieked.

“Calm down,” Hailey said. He was still struggling even though he was in a painful armlock and pinned to the floor.

While Hailey held him, Alice cuffed him.

“Look what you’ve done! You’ve ruined everything!” he shrieked.

“Calm down.”

“You’ve thrown everything on the floor! What if it was your daughter?”

“Alice, hold him down.”

“Why? You already got him.”

“Just do it!”

Alice held the writhing, screaming man. She was stronger than Hailey and holding him with both hands pressing down on his back with her weight, he had no chance to wriggle free.

Hailey began picking up the photos and newspaper clippings.

“Careful! Don’t rip any!”

“I won’t, Mr. Vidal. You just stay still.”

One by one, she put them back in place.

“You’re not doing it right.”

“You can arrange them yourself once we’ve cleared up what’s going on, OK?”

“You’re messing everything up,” he moaned.

Once everything was back on the shrine, Hailey knelt down beside him.

“Where are they?”

He wouldn’t look at her. “They’ll always be with me.”

Hailey shivered. She had dealt with a lot of serial killers, but talking to one face to face always gave her the creeps. It was like talking to an evil spirit, one that had haunted her since high school.

“Is Rita Snyder here?”

He looked at her, confused. “Rita? Rita’s here too?”

Hailey looked at Alice. “You got him?”

“Yeah. Go.”

Hailey hurried out of the room, hitting the light switch in the hallway to give her light to see by. A quick glance into two side rooms revealed nothing. She ventured further into the house, flicking on lights as she did. Some didn’t work, the bulbs had long since burned out and Wilkie Vidal had not bothered to replace them, but enough worked that she did a quick tour of the whole floor, including a filthy kitchen piled high with restaurant delivery boxes, before ascending the stairs.

Bathroom, master bedroom, home office. Nothing but clutter and neglect. In the bathroom medicine cabinet, she found some antipsychotic and antidepressant medication, both half full and dated by the pharmacist to six months previously. All that remained was one room with a closed door. She didn’t need to be told whose room this had been.

Hailey paused, skin prickling as she stared at the blankness of the closed door. The sweet smell of flowers came to her. A faint light shone from the crack at the bottom.

Cautiously, she gripped the handle, turned, and opened the door …

… and came into a beautiful room that stood in stunning contrast to the rest of the house.

As she suspected, it was Sue’s room. The blinds were up, facing the back yard. The setting sun shone directly into the room, illuminating the floral wallpaper and the white vanity, the stuffed animals, and the colorful quilt. The air was fresh, Vidal obviously opened the window daily, and no surface showed a spot of dust.

And the flowers. Flowers everywhere. On the vanity, the side table, the bureau. Flowers of every description, their wrapping all showing the logo of the Pleasant Flower Shoppe, the nearest florist that made deliveries.

The reference to her hometown made Hailey shudder.

She walked across a carefully vacuumed carpet to the closet and opened it.

The clothing of a teenaged girl, and nothing else.

Hailey walked back to the hallway and turned to look again on this perfectly preserved memorial.

Her shoes had left a few faint marks of dirt on the carpet. Hailey got on her hands and knees and used her fingernails to pick out each speck of dirt, flicking them into the dusty hallway. Then she reverently closed the door.

Hailey’s search downstairs had revealed no basement in this house, but there was a pulldown attic ladder in the hallway. She went over to it, pulled the string, and the hatch came down to reveal a narrow wooden ladder.

“Find anything?” Alice shouted up to her.

“Not yet. You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“How’s Vidal?”

“Still struggling but I got him.”

Hailey opened up the ladder and climbed up into a hot, musty attic. She pulled another string to turn on a light. 

She found herself hemmed in by boxes marked “Sue’s Toys,” “Sue’s Baby Clothes,” “Sue’s Crib.” Climbing over these, she saw other boxes, marked “Christmas Ornaments,” “Tennis Trophies,” and various other labels, pushed to the edges of the attic. All of Sue’s things were clustered around the entrance, within easy reach. 

She opened each box, dreading that she might find body parts, but no, all contained what their labels indicated.

Hailey went back downstairs to find Alice still pinning Vidal down, and the man still struggling and complaining under his breath. When Hailey walked into the room, his head jerked up.

“Did you take anything? You didn’t take anything, did you?”

“I didn’t take anything, Mr. Vidal.” She turned to her older sister. “I’ll check the garage and the grounds. You good here?”

“For the moment. Be quick.”

“I’ll be thorough.”

Hailey went out to the garage and found nothing but a four-door with tinted windows and some tools. Leaning against the wall was a girl’s bicycle, complete with a pink basket in the front. The area around it had been carefully swept.

Next, she checked the grounds. No outbuildings, and nothing in the underbrush. Hailey even ventured a bit into the woods, calling out Rita’s name. Nothing.

She tromped back into the house to where her older sister still had the suspect on the floor.

“Where are you keeping her?” Hailey demanded.

“In my heart,” Vidal replied.

“No, I mean where are you physically keeping her?” Hailey asked, losing patience.

“I don’t own her. She owns me.”

“Jesus,” Alice huffed. “Let’s get this guy back to the station.”

“Agreed. Graham can work on him.”

“You put a lot of store in him, don’t you?”

“He’s the best partner I’ve ever had. A good friend too.”

A good friend who’s now wondering why I never told him about Mindy. That’s a conversation that’s going to have to happen, and it sure won’t be comfortable. 

 

* * *

 

Back at the station, Hailey found Graham still at work on Belner, who looked worn out and exhausted from the FBI agent’s relentless pressure. The older desk sergeant had returned with several evidence bags full of bottles and cans from Belner’s car.

When Graham saw the sisters coming through the front door, he left Belner in the interrogation room, closing the door behind him to shut him off.

“Did you find anything?” he asked. He sounded distant, professional, and he did not meet Hailey’s eye. Her gut twisted. She might have lost the trust of a man she liked and admired.

“We didn’t find Rita Snyder, but we need to book Mr. Vidal on suspicion,” Hailey replied.

“You want to charge him with assaulting you?” Alice asked.

“Not yet. We’ll see.”

They sat Vidal down. On the car ride over, he had become quiet, tears running down his face. The desk sergeant began to process him while Hailey, Alice, and Graham went into a huddle on the other side of the room.

“We found a shrine to his daughter and to the first two victims. No other evidence,” Alice said.

“I’ll get to work on him once he’s processed,” Graham said. “I got a confession from Belner on those pills. He says they’re opioid painkillers he bought up in Columbia. That’s his stated reason to go up there. I think he was also cruising for college girls. He won’t admit to anything else, harassment or otherwise. I don’t think he even sees what he does as harassment. As for the murders, I’m thinking he’s innocent. I’ve been pounding away at him for more than an hour now,” he turned to Alice, “metaphorically speaking, of course, and he hasn’t budged. If those pills turn out to be painkillers, we can bust him on a minor possession charge, but that’s not even enough to keep him in jail.”

“We’ll hold him on suspicion,” Hailey said. “For his own safety and just in case.”

Graham nodded. “Roper reported in. He had to break up a meeting of the vigilante group at a local residence. The crowd is just as big as before. Some have gone home, but they’ve attracted new members. Unit Four, the ones that searched Belner’s residence, actually got harassed by a group of them demanding to know why Belner hasn’t been executed. Then they started throwing rocks at Belner’s house. Unit Four dispersed them.”

“Damn,” Hailey muttered.

“So, do you think Vidal did it?” Graham asked.

“Work your magic and we’ll see,” Hailey said, “but if I had to make a bet, I’d say no. He definitely needs help, but he treasures the memory of his daughter so much that I don’t think he could bring himself to murder a young woman.”

“Then we’re back to square one,” Graham said, suddenly looking very tired. These interrogations were so intense they took almost as much out of him as they did the suspects.

“Maybe. We have two suspects. One of them might turn out to be the right one.” Hailey didn’t feel convinced, and her two colleagues didn’t look convinced either.

“We’re missing something,” her older sister said.

“Yeah, but what?” Graham asked.

No one had an answer. Hailey looked out the window. The sun had set, and the sky was darkening.

“I don’t know,” she said, “but we’re going to have to figure that out soon, because he always kills at night.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

He would give Rita Snyder one last chance, and if she didn’t confess her love for him, if she rejected him like all the others, he’d have to put her out of her misery.

It wouldn’t come to that, though. It couldn’t come to that.

Rita wasn’t like the others. She was the one. She only held out on him because she was disoriented and confused, plus the other two necessary deaths had made her afraid.

Returning their bodies had been a mistake. He understood that now. When Trisha had rejected him, he had killed her, tattooed his heartbreak on her face, and returned her body with respect to her family.

That had made society label him as a killer. And when he did it twice, it got the whole county looking for him. The five o’clock news had reported there was even a vigilante committee running around and that they had thrown rocks at somebody’s house.

No one had come near him, though. He’d gone through the supermarket just this morning and people had said hello. Nadine, the shift manager who had a daughter at the school, had even stopped him in the produce aisle and talked about the killings with him.

“Thank God our young women are in the hands of good people like you,” she had said.

What would she have said if she knew the truth? Rita was the only person alive who knew who had put Trisha and Janice out of their misery.

So, now Rita thought he was some twisted man who hated women.

She didn’t understand that he had done it out of love not hatred.

He sat in his living room on the love seat, wishing Rita sat by his side. Maybe soon. Yes, soon. He’d make her understand. Good thing she wasn’t seeing all these news reports. They’d terrify her.

He’d protect her from all that. He wouldn’t let anything harm her, none of life’s frustrations or disappointments. Once she had reconciled to her new life, given herself up to love, everything would be all right.

They’d have to move, of course. Otherwise, they couldn’t have a normal life. They could never appear together in public.

He’d been looking into that. While his house wasn’t worth much, he’d paid off the mortgage thanks to his many years working at the school. The principal would be surprised when he quit, but they had a good professional relationship, and he’d get a brilliant letter of recommendation.

With housing prices the way they were, it would have to be another small town. He couldn’t afford a place in a bigger city. That was all right. He liked the sense of community in places like Tampa, and so did Rita. She had mentioned it in ninth grade. “I wouldn’t want to live in one of those big cities.” Maybe they could move to Indiana or somewhere in the South like Georgia.

Somewhere far away, where no one knew them, and they could live free.

He switched off the TV, stood, and took a deep breath. Yes, he’d ask Rita tonight if she preferred Indiana or Georgia. Or she could suggest a place. Whatever she wanted as long as it was far away. They couldn’t run the risk of bumping into someone they knew.

The chicken breast was roasting in the oven, heavily seasoned and salted to hide the flavor of the drugs. He had already mixed up a banana smoothie, Rita’s favorite, and would add the drugs to it later if he needed to.

If Rita came around, he wouldn’t add any drugs to the smoothie and that roast chicken breast would go in the trash, replaced with microwave lasagna. The cook in him hated using the microwave for anything other than reheating, but he wouldn’t have time to prepare anything else. Rita had refused lunch, and the last time he talked to her a couple of hours ago, her stomach had growled constantly. She’d want something to eat no matter which way she decided.

She would decide right, though. He couldn’t be wrong about a third girl. Impossible.

He took a moment to peek out the curtains onto his little residential street. Only two houses were visible from his own, and they both stood far enough away that they couldn’t hear anything.

Not that there was anything to hear through the soundproofing in his basement. Plus, his car had tinted windows, and he had an automatic door opener so he could get into the garage without opening his car door. No one would have the chance to see an unconscious, young woman in his car.

It paid to be careful, and so far, he had fooled them all. That’s why the mob attacked that Rural Rides driver’s house and not his own.

He headed to the basement, opening the heavy wooden door at the top of the stairs, and shutting and locking it behind him with a key he put in his pocket. Rita had been on the track and field team, quite the little star. If she had kept it up since graduation, she could outrun him for sure.

Maybe they could go jogging together once they moved to Indiana or Georgia, he thought with a smile, heading down the wooden steps to the damp cellar. He could stand to lose a few pounds. He’d already gone on a low-carb diet to slim down in anticipation of this moment, but he still needed to lose more. It would be fun to work out together. Work up a sweat. Get the pulse pounding. Increase their energy levels for a different kind of workout.

One thing at a time, he reminded himself. You can’t pressure her on that stuff. It’s her decision when and even if. You’re not some pervert. You’ve never forced a woman to do anything in your life.

Never convinced her to do anything, either.

Those days are over. It’s going to get better from now on.

He crossed the cellar, empty except for a workbench, some tools, and his tattoo gun, and came to the heavy door that led to Rita’s room.

What had she been doing in there the past couple of hours? Has she watched the TV or played video games? Read any of the books he had left on the shelf? He could have installed a camera so he could monitor the girls but had decided against it. Too creepy.

He unbolted the door and stopped short. The light was off. Had she decided to take a nap?

There was a rush of movement, then a blinding light and pain as something hit him in the face. He fell on his rear on the hard concrete, stunned. He heard a crash next to him and something large and flat struck him on the shoulder. Then he heard the sound of running feet.

Blinking, his eyes focused as he struggled to rise. The weight on his shoulder fell away with a bang. He looked down and saw the flat screen TV he had set up in the room. Its screen was shattered near one edge in a circle the size of a softball, with a spiderweb of cracks all along the rest of it. His forehead throbbed. He sat staring at the TV in a daze.

The rattle of a door at the top of the cellar stairs woke him up to the danger.

Rita had hit him and was trying to get away.

He staggered to his feet, head throbbing with pain, holding onto the doorframe for support, and stumbled to the foot of the stairs.

At the top, Rita struggled with the locked door, sobbing, and cursing to herself.

He took one step at a time, holding the railing, not trusting his own balance yet.

Rita heard him on the third step, turned, and screamed.

She turned back to the door and pounded on the door. “Help! Somebody please help!”

“No one’s going to hear you, Rita.” His words came out slurred. Damn, she really hit him hard.

Which meant she didn’t love him.

He had been wrong. Again.

She pounded harder, continuing to scream as he moved up the stairs. He began to feel a bit steadier. 

Rita turned again, her back pressed against the door.

“I … I’m sorry I hit you. Please forgive me. Just don’t kill me. I’ll do anything you want, just don’t kill me.”

“What I want you can’t give me,” he said, his voice breaking. “You just proved that.”

“I’m sorry! I’m—”

He grabbed Rita by the arm and, gently yet firmly, led her back downstairs. She stumbled and nearly fell, and he found himself catching her. Even now, after this bitter disappointment, he couldn’t be too rough with her. His heart wasn’t in it. Why didn’t these girls understand that he did everything out of love? Why did they never understand?

By the time he got to the lockup, he was sobbing as much as she was.

“What are you going to do?” she whispered.

“Don’t worry, Rita, I’m not going to hurt you, not even after this. I was never going to hurt you. Get inside.”

Meekly, she stepped inside the door. He flicked on the light just to make sure she didn’t have any more nasty surprises waiting. She took a step back and to the left, away from him and away from the bed. He looked at her and sighed.

“I’m going to go upstairs and cook dinner. We’re going to eat it and then we’re going to sleep.” Her eyes widened. “Me upstairs, you down here.”

With that, he slammed the door shut and bolted it.

Yes, we’re going to go to sleep, he thought, going over to his workbench, and picking up his tattoo gun, but you’re not going to wake up.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Hailey stared at the window. It was fully night now, and with the lights on inside, the outside of the police station looked like nothing but an illuminated parking lot and pitch darkness beyond. The world had shrunk down to a few yards of warmth, light, and humanity. But beyond that circle of light, in the outer darkness, there lurked a vigilante gang, and the killer they hunted, and the victim still at his mercy.

She and her sister had been mulling over possible suspects and had come up with nothing.

Graham was in the interrogation room with Vidal, but besides hearing an elaborate conspiracy theory of how someone had killed his daughter, then the other girls, and half the missing women in the United States, he had come up with nothing. Hailey had listened in for a while and had become increasingly convinced that while Vidal was mentally unstable and in desperate need of psychological assistance, he was not the murderer.

Belner was looking increasingly unlikely too.

Sheriff Roper and some of the officers from this station were still out trying to calm down the town. The vigilantes still threatened action, hyped up by the arrival of a couple of news vans hungry for a story. Some had just shown up at the station, and Alice and the desk sergeant were at the front door now, trying to get them to go away.

Hailey kept staring at the darkness, hoping it would yield a clue. Somewhere out there, a local figure, a familiar figure, had Rita Snyder in his clutches.

Who? What was the common link between all three victims?

Too many common links in a small town like this.

Alice and the desk sergeant strolled back into the office just as something clicked. Hailey stood.

“I think we shouldn’t have overlooked the school,” she said. “We passed over teachers as suspects since everyone here goes to the same school, but it’s the teachers who have the longest exposure to all the girls in town over the course of several years. The perfect opportunity to build up an obsession.”

Alice snapped her fingers. “Maybe you’re right! And that comes back to what you were saying before. He might have developed the obsession when they were underage and restrained himself until they reached eighteen or nineteen.”

The desk sergeant pulled out his phone. “I got the principal’s home number. His name is Peter Irving. We play cards on Friday nights.”

He held up his phone, and Hailey punched in the number, putting it on speaker so her sister and the desk sergeant could listen in. She fidgeted through five rings before Irving finally picked up.

“Mr. Irving, this is Special Agent Hailey Rock with the FBI. I’m down here investigating the murders, and I was wondering if you have had any disturbances or anything unusual at the school in the past few years involving the three missing girls.”

The principal’s voice sounded nervous. “No, Bud already talked to me about that. None of the three were in any sort of trouble. I mean, Janice was always a bit wild, but nothing serious. And the other two have always been very well behaved.”

“I don’t meant trouble from them, Mr. Irving. I mean trouble from the teachers. Anything unusual or unprofessional? Any teachers spending an inordinate amount of time with the students?”

“While we are a small, rural school, we maintain the highest level of professionalism and have won several state awards. We aim to—”

“Spare me the graduation speech and answer the question.”

There was a pause on the line.

“I couldn’t imagine any of our staff being involved in this.”

“But you could imagine some likely suspects, or you wouldn’t be stalling.”

Another pause, followed by a sigh.

“In any institution there are bound to be incidents, but I can’t imagine that any of our staff would do such a thing. They’re all psychologically stable. I work with them every day.”

“You have a name in mind, or maybe more than one name. Time is of the essence here, Mr. Irving.”

His voice came back quieter. “We did have to ask someone to leave a year ago.”

“Who? Why?”

Another sigh, deeper this time.

“We’re a trusted institution, a cornerstone of a small community. If we lose public trust—”

“Stop wasting my time! Tell me everything you know, or I’ll charge you with obstruction of justice!”

A flimsy threat, given that Hailey had no evidence of any wrongdoing, but it worked.

“Greg Winsor, a math teacher. He didn’t do anything, never touched anyone, but he made some inappropriate comments, and at a football game, we caught him under the bleachers drinking beer with a couple of freshmen students. He always acted a little immature, like he wanted to be a part of the high school scene.”

“By drinking beer with fourteen-year-olds? Girls or boys?”

Pause. “Both.”

“What kind of complaints did you get from the female students?”

“Nothing that would lead to any charges, otherwise we would have called the authorities.”

No, you wouldn’t. You’re too worried about your own reputation and position.

Hailey bit her tongue. Much as she’d like to bawl this guy out, she needed him to cooperate.

The principal continued, “A number of girls in the high school complained that he would stare at them or say how nice they looked. A female coach overheard some of the girls complaining about it to each other in the locker room and informed me. I had a meeting with Greg and gave him a verbal warning. When the drinking incident occurred, I decided to fire him.”

You used that as an excuse. You didn’t want the real reason to become public.

Out loud she said, “Does this individual still live in Tampa?”

“Yes, at number six Birch Drive.”

“Thank you. We’ll look into it.”

“He’s not a violent man, a bit more like an adult who has never entirely grown up. We get them sometimes in the teaching profession. I really don’t think he did this.”

“We’ll check on him anyway, Mr. Irving.”

“Good. Um … there’s another issue, but I don’t think it’s relevant.”

Jesus. What’s with this guy?

“And what’s that, Mr. Irving?”

“Donald Miller. Our guidance counselor. He also subs and edits the school yearbook. He called in sick with the flu last week. I mean, that’s not exactly suspicious, but I can’t recall him ever calling in sick before, and given the timing, well …”

“What’s his address?”

“Number eight Forest Grove.”

“Anything else you can think of?”

“No. Nothing.”

At least you didn’t pause this time.

“Thank you, Principal Irving. We’ll be in touch.”

She hung up and looked at her companions. “Un. Believable.”

“Birch Drive is hard to find if you don’t live here,” the desk sergeant said. “I’ll show you.”

“We have to check out both immediately,” Hailey replied. “Take Agent Vance with you. He’s not getting much out of that interrogation, anyway. Alice and I will check out Forest Grove. We passed along it yesterday, so I know where that is. We’ll be in Alice’s sheriff’s vehicle. Keep in touch by radio.”

The desk sergeant nodded and hurried to fetch Graham from the interrogation room. She and Alice rushed out to the parking lot.

A couple of the TV vans were still in the parking lot.

A woman in a fashionable red dress and elaborately styled hair grabbed a microphone and hurried over.

“We can’t talk now,” Hailey said.

“Are you—”

“We can’t talk now, and if you follow us, I’ll charge you with interfering with a police investigation,” Hailey snapped.

They got in the sheriff’s vehicle and pulled away. In the rearview mirror, Hailey could see the journalists conferring. One stared at their vehicle and started dialing a number.

 

* * *

 

Graham sat in the passenger’s seat of the police car as the desk sergeant drove as fast as he could. He didn’t put on the lights or siren, not wanting to alert the math teacher to their approach.

“So, tell me what you know about this guy,” Graham said.

“Don’t know him well. He only started working here five years ago. My kids were all grown and graduated before he came to town. I’ve seen him around, of course. Youngish, early thirties. In good shape. The kind of teacher some girls might get a crush on. Maybe he took advantage of that.”

“Is he a gun owner?”

“I was about to check the computer, not that it will tell us much. You know about Missouri gun laws?”

“Yeah, I’ll check anyway.”

Graham got on the police computer and checked the database of registered firearm owners. It didn’t show Greg Winsor as having registered a firearm with the state, but then again, that was entirely voluntary in Missouri so, as the desk sergeant had said, it didn’t tell them much. Some people did it in case their guns got stolen, but most didn’t bother.

He got on the radio. “Sheriff Rock, you copy?”

It was Hailey’s voice that answered. “Yes. We’re approaching Donald Miller’s home now. You at the Winsor residence?”

Graham looked to the desk sergeant, who nodded. “Almost there. Keep in touch.”

Graham thought about what Hailey had said to ward off that lynch mob. She had lost a sister to an abduction. That made him feel terrible for her, and more than a little hurt. He had poured his heart out to her about his divorce, and she had never told him anything about such a big part of her life.

They’d been partners for years, and now he finds out she’s a complete stranger.

And that made him feel even more alone than before.

The police officer parked his patrol car next to a cluster of trees at a four-way intersection, bringing Graham back to the task at hand. A couple of houses stood nearby. Graham looked for the street numbers.

“He lives right around the corner. Didn’t want him to see us,” the desk sergeant said.

“Good man. Let’s go.”

They got out, and the police officer led him around the corner. They stuck close to the cover of the trees for as long as they could, until the cover opened up and Graham saw a modest, one-story house with a small lawn. An old Camaro was parked in the driveway, its fresh coat of wax gleaming in the streetlight.

“Looks a bit banged up, but he still must be in a lot of debt buying that on a teacher’s salary,” Graham said.

“Especially since he got canned. I don’t think he’s got a job right now.”

“If he’s flirting with high schoolers, he doesn’t deserve a job,” Graham said.

They walked up to the front door and rang the bell. Graham kept his ears perked to hear if a back door opened.

He heard footsteps approach, although they sounded strange somehow. Uneven. He kept his hand close to his shoulder holster, his other hand holding out his ID.

The door opened to reveal a handsome man in his early thirties, well-dressed in a fashionable shirt and slacks even though he was at home. On his left foot was a foot brace. He looked from the desk sergeant to Graham’s ID and snorted.

“Irving narced on me, eh?” He didn’t sound nervous, only contemptuous.

“I’m Special Agent Vance with the FBI. We wanted to speak to you about the recent abductions.”

“I didn’t do anything,” he grumbled. “Come on in. Search the house if you want to. Irving is a piece of shit, thinking I had anything to do with it. I could kill him for pointing the finger at me.” He looked at Graham. “Um, poor choice of words.”

He turned and thumped over to the sofa. Graham followed him. He had no obvious weapons.

“Do you have any firearms in the house?”

“No.”

Graham patted him down. The former math teacher rolled his eyes.

The desk sergeant began to search the house while Graham stayed with the suspect.

“I figured you guys would come. I never did anything inappropriate with any students.”

“That’s not what I heard,” Graham said, keeping an eye on him.

“I’m not a psycho.”

“What happened to your foot?”

“Bad sprain while playing tennis.”

“Show me.”

The math teacher stared at him for a moment, shrugged, and pulled off his foot brace.

“Finding anything?” Graham called out to the desk sergeant.

“Nope. Still looking.”

Greg Winsor rolled down his sock to reveal a swollen ankle. The skin was bluish-purple. It looked painful. Graham sure hoped it was.

“You think I could kidnap someone when I can’t even walk right?”

“When did you get this injury?”

“Three days ago. The hospital receipt is on my dresser.”

“Check on the dresser for a hospital receipt,” Graham called out to the police officer.

The old cop came out a moment later with the receipt in hand. It confirmed everything Winsor said.

“I didn’t find anything,” the officer said.

“Did you search every room?”

“Every room and every closet.”

“Let’s check the vehicle.”

Winsor clicked his tongue. “Keys are on the coffee table.”

Graham grabbed them. Winsor got up and hobbled behind him outside, the desk sergeant walking right behind the suspect.

They got to the Camaro, and Graham searched it. Nothing inside or in the trunk.

As he was shutting the trunk, he saw one of the neighbors peering out the window at them. The guy was talking on his phone.

“Uh-oh,” the desk sergeant said.

Graham turned to Winsor. “Lock up your house and come with us.”

“What? You’re arresting me?”

“No, I’m taking you into protective custody.”

The math teacher went pale. “Oh, crap. I saw the evening news.”

“Come on.”

Winsor needed no further encouragement. He hobbled into the back of the police car while Graham and the desk sergeant got in front.

“Head over to Donald Miller’s house,” Graham told him.

He took out the radio and tried to call the sisters. They didn’t reply.

After several tries, their car speeding down the road, Graham cursed and got out his phone. He called Hailey.

No response.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

The smell of roast chicken wafted out the door.

Hailey studied the man who had opened the door to greet them.

Donald Miller was a bit short, a bit pudgy, and poorly dressed in a shapeless, brown pullover and baggy sweatpants. For some reason, he wore a yellow bucket hat even though he was indoors.

“How can I help you?” he asked after she and Alice had introduced themselves. “It’s terrible what’s happened. I’m a guidance counselor at the high school and helped all three of them plan their futures.”

“Sorry to interrupt your dinner, Mr. Miller. Can we come in?” Hailey asked.

“Of course. Whatever I can tell you about Trisha, Janice, and Rita, please ask. Anything to help find Rita.” He got a worried look on his face. “You haven’t found her body, have you?”

“No, we haven’t.”

Hailey scanned the living room. Tastefully decorated if a bit sparse, with homemade bookshelves full of novels. The TV stand was homemade, too, and nicely done. Hailey wondered if he had done them himself.

“Take a seat. I was the one who convinced Janice to go to Forsyth Community College. She wanted to remain living at home, but I figured she might change her mind when she got older, many young people do, and it’s a good stepping stone to the state university. I’m still stunned she got abducted from there.”

He plopped down in an armchair and shivered. He took a comforter and placed it over his legs. “Best not to get too close to me. I have the flu. I’m either burning up or freezing cold.”

“Please stand up, Mr. Miller,” Hailey said. “We need to search you.”

Donald Miller blinked, obviously confused. Nevertheless, he stood.

“Search me? You’re not saying I’m a suspect? I love my students.”

“Strictly routine, Mr. Miller.”

Alice frisked him. “He’s clean.”

He sat back down and put the comforter over him. “I suppose you’re checking everyone. What can I do to help?” he asked.

Hailey studied him a moment. The guidance counselor didn’t seem nervous or uncooperative, and being home with the flu wasn’t exactly a suspicious occurrence. Graham was probably making more progress than she was. Still, she needed to check all possibilities.

“Would you mind if we took a look around the house? Strictly routine,” Hailey said.

“Oh, um. Sure. I guess you’re checking all the teachers, right?”

“Yes.”

“Would you like some banana smoothie? Very healthy. I just made it.”

“Maybe after we’re done. Alice?”

Her older sister nodded and headed out of the room to search the house while Hailey stayed with him. Hailey could hear Alice’s boots clomp around the house. Miller stayed put, not saying anything. He made no sudden moves and didn’t look nervous.

“It’s terrible those girls had to die,” he whispered. “They were all great students. My best.”

“Do you have any idea who might have done this?”

He shook his head. “If I did, I would have called the police.”

Alice returned after a minute. “Most of the house checks out, but there’s a door in the kitchen that’s locked.”

“Oh. That’s the basement door. It’s badly fitted, and I’ve had a problem with rats. Disgusting things. The door is so loose, they can actually bump it open. Ridiculous! So, I keep it locked. I called the exterminators, and they got rid of the rats, but a month later, they came back. Shall I unlock it for you?”

“Please.”

Donald Miller got up and followed Alice into the kitchen. “I left the key in one of the kitchen drawers. Hold on.”

Alice stood in the middle of the kitchen as the guidance counselor pulled open a drawer. Hailey was just entering the kitchen when something made her turn. It was something that had been in sight the entire time she had been in the living room, and yet searching as she had been for evidence of the girls or weapons or any suspicious moves by the homeowner, she hadn’t noticed.

The books.

They were romance novels. Dozens and dozens of romance novels.

Under Alice’s watchful eye, Miller had opened a drawer, looked inside, and shut it.

“I think it’s in that drawer over there,” he said, pointing to a counter on the opposite wall.

Alice turned.

Acting on impulse, Hailey shouted, “Stop right there!”

Too late. Miller had grabbed a frying pan off the stovetop. Just as Alice turned back at the shout, he swung it full force and struck Hailey’s sister upside the head with a loud bang.

Alice went down.

Hailey pulled out her gun, but before she could flick off the safety, a backhand swing from the frying pan knocked it out of her grasp. It flew away to hit the far wall of the kitchen.

Hailey backpedaled as Miller advanced and swung again. They ended up in the living room. Hailey got an armchair between them, and they both hesitated, Hailey trying to maneuver around him, and Miller feinting to the left and right, looking for a chance to close in on her.

“Alice! You OK?” she shouted.

No response.

Miller rushed around the armchair, swinging the frying pan over it. Hailey ducked to the side and circled around. They ended up in the same impasse as before.

Hailey felt tempted to rush him. He already looked flustered and a bit tired, obviously out of shape. If she could dodge his swing and get in under his guard, she felt sure she could bring him down.

But if she miscalculated, if she got hit, there was no one to save her. She and her sister would die.

The guidance counselor circled around a bit more, then did something unexpected.

He rushed back toward the kitchen.

He’s going for my gun!

Throwing caution to the wind, Hailey ran after him. Just as Miller ducked through the doorway, he threw the frying pan at her. Hailey got her arm up in time and the flat part hit her forearm. She winced in pain and kept on running, rounding the corner …

… and stopping short. 

Miller already had her gun. The way he held it showed he had little or no experience with firearms, but he stood only three yards away, and his hand did not tremble. He couldn’t miss.

“Wait,” she said, her body coiled to spring. “I’m a federal agent. If you kill me, they’ll execute you.”

“My life is over anyway,” he sobbed.

Hailey glanced at Alice, who lay groaning and barely moving a couple of paces away. Her gun was still in her holster.

“Don’t even think about it!” Miller snapped.

Hailey studied the gun in his hand. The safety had been on when she got disarmed. Had he taken it off? She couldn’t see.

“Your life isn’t over, Donald. You need help. Yes, you’ll go to prison, probably for the rest of your life, but you can get help there.”

“I don’t need help. I need …” his face clouded, then brightened. “Maybe my life isn’t over, after all. Maybe there’s still hope.”

“Yes. There’s hope. Prisons have therapists. Chaplains. You can—”

“Not that, you idiot! You don’t understand. Move that way.”

He gestured with his gun back toward the living room. As he did so, she caught a glimpse of the safety. Yes, he had flicked it off.

Hailey backed slowly away until she stood in the doorway.

“I don’t want to kill you,” he said. “But if you try to stop us, I will.”

He moved over Alice, bent down, and took her gun, stuffing it in his belt. Then he moved over to the basement door, pulled a key from his pocket, and opened it.

“Is Rita down there?” Hailey asked.

“Yes. Alive and well. For now. I’m going to give her one last chance.”

“Donald. Don’t do this.”

He grinned. “It’s going to be all right. As a matter of fact, come on down with me. I want you to see this.”

He moved away from the door and gestured for her to go down. Slowly, giving time for Alice to wake up, she moved to the basement doorway. She didn’t dare look at her sister, didn’t dare give away that Alice’s movements had become more coordinated, and that her groans had stopped.

Alice was waking up and becoming more aware of the situation. If Hailey played this right, maybe she could keep Miller distracted, and Alice could jump him.

“Go down the stairs,” he ordered.

She descended the wooden steps into a dank, cool cellar. The steps didn’t creak much. Good.

Miller followed, the gun trained on her back.

Once at the bottom of the stairs, Hailey saw a workbench with various tools as well as a tattoo gun. She also saw a heavy, steel door with a bolt on the outside. Beside it, on the floor, lay a broken TV.

“She’s in there?”

“Yeah. She hit me with that TV.” Miller pulled off his bucket hat to reveal a livid red mark on his forehead. “She’s quite the little firecracker.”

“Have you hurt her?”

“Of course not. I’d never hurt someone I love.”

Hailey faced him. At the edge of her vision, she thought she detected movement at the top of the stairs. It took all her self-control not to look.

“You killed Trisha and Janice.”

His face fell. “They didn’t love me.”

“You have no right to kill people just because they reject you.”

Yes, there was definitely movement at the top of the stairs. Alice was getting up.

Miller looked forlorn. “They lost their one chance at love. I was devoted to them. I knew everything about them, would have sacrificed anything to help them. True love only comes once in a lifetime. They would have never been happy without me.”

Alice slowly moved to put her foot on the top step. Hailey spoke louder in order to cover her sister’s movements.

“And now you’re going to do the same thing to Rita? She’s already rejected you. And now you’re going to kill her and make me watch? That’s not going to happen.”

“Quiet!” Miller snapped.

Alice stopped. She had made it down three or four steps. Hailey didn’t dare turn to get a clear look.

“Go over to that door and open it,” he ordered.

“I’m not going to let you kill her.”

Alice had moved down another step.

Miller grinned. “I won’t have to. You’ll see. You’ll see you were wrong about me. Now open that door, or I’ll shoot you where you stand.”

“You can’t get away with this. You can’t get away with this,” she kept repeating in order to hide the soft creaks as Alice slowly and carefully descended the steps. Hailey went to the door, snapped the bolt open, and pulled.

A terrified girl in her late teens stood at the far side of the room, a desk lamp clutched in her hand.

“Rita Snyder?” The girl nodded. “I’m Special Agent Hailey Rock of the FBI. We’re going to get you out of this, OK?”

Rita looked at her, then at the gun in Miller’s hand.

“How?”

Damn good question.

“Come on out, Rita,” Miller said. “And put down the lamp, please.”

She shivered and did as she was told. As she slowly came out, Miller edged away, turning so that his back was no longer to the stairway. Hailey caught a glimpse of Alice ducking behind the stairs and out of sight.

Alice had made it to the cellar, but could she get to this madman without any of them getting shot?

Then Hailey saw what she was trying to do. She’d sneak around the staircase, hoping Miller was too distracted to look around, and come at him from behind. It was essential that Hailey keep him from turning.

The guidance counselor spoke to his captive. “We got off to a bad start, Rita. You got scared by what I did to the other two, and I’m sorry. You probably doubted my love since I picked them first. I was confused. I see that now. My car is out front. I have the officers’ guns. We can get out of here. If you just admit you love me, we can escape and start a new life somewhere else.”

Rita struggled to speak. “If you let them go, I’ll go with you.”

“No! That’s not what I want. I want you to want to come with me!”

A shadow behind Miller. Alice had made it around the stairs, but that meant she had ended up on the opposite end of the cellar. She’d have to take several steps to get behind him.

“I’ll go with you. I promise!” Rita shouted.

Miller’s face contorted in pain. “No. You have to say you love me!” 

“I …” the teenager went pale. She couldn’t force herself to say the words.

The guidance counselor slumped. Alice took a step toward him, still well out of reach.

“Then there’s only one thing left to do,” he said in a soft voice.

He raised the gun …

“No!” Hailey and Rita shouted at the same time.

… and put it in his own mouth.

The shot echoed loudly in the concrete cellar.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

On the road to Pleasant, Missouri

The next morning

 

“So that’s it. That’s how my sister disappeared.” Hailey let out a breath and glanced at Graham as he sat at the wheel. His face was set. He had listened to the whole story without comment.

“I’m sorry you went through that so young,” he said after a moment. “I’ve had to deal with victims’ families for years in this job, but I can never understand just what it’s like. Never.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before.”

She really was sorry, not just for the lack of faith in their friendship, but because unburdening herself made her feel so much better. The weight that had been crushing her down all these years hadn’t lifted, but it had grown a little lighter.

“It’s got to be hard to talk about.” He looked at her sidelong. “Have you told Alice about this new information you learned?”

Alice had recovered from the attack with nothing worse than a big bruise and a terrible headache. She had invited them over to a cookout before they headed back to D.C. Now that the killer was dead and the last victim was freed, the tiny town of Tampa and its surrounding area could start to heal.

Maybe she could too. Maybe.

“I can’t tell her,” Hailey said. “If I do, I’ll have to tell her my sources, and if I do that, she’ll find out Bob cheated on her with Belinda.”

“That was years ago, before they were married and had kids.”

“Cheaters cheat. If they do it once, they do it again.”

Graham bit his lip and watched the road. “Not always, but yeah, probably.”

Hailey looked out at the thick foliage crowding the side of the road. She opened the window to breathe in the fresh, humid air. It had become a habit since she had come back. For a couple of minutes, she allowed the warm breeze and greenery lull her into relaxation. She didn’t get enough of this.

“I’ll help you,” Graham said.

“What?”

“I’ll help you work on your sister’s case. If you can’t have Alice’s help, then you need somebody. I mean if you don’t mind.”

“Thank you,” she said and meant it.

What a good man. But do I really want him seeing all those files? Reading all those reports? Seeing the photos?

She wasn’t sure. Even if she declined the help, it made her feel better that he had offered.

I really should have told him long ago.

And with that realization, she knew he deserved an explanation. “I didn’t tell you because I thought by moving to the East, I’d be able to put it all behind me. No one in D.C. knows, and I like it that way. Plus … I was ashamed I didn’t go with her that day. I’m still ashamed about that.”

Graham took a hand off of the wheel and squeezed hers. “You were a kid. It wasn’t your fault.”

Hailey hung her head. “I know that. I just don’t feel that.”

They drove in silence for a time.

“What are you going to tell her about visiting West Creek?” Graham asked.

“I won’t tell her anything.”

“She’s going to bug you about it.”

“Not in front of you, and not in front of the kids.”

Graham nudged her. “So, stick close to me and the kids then.”

“Yeah,” she said and laughed. 

The trees opened up to reveal a meadow with a spray of yellow, blue, and red wildflowers. In the distance stood a red barn and an old farmhouse, and beyond that several of the rocky hills of the Ozarks. Hailey stared.

“Nice view, isn’t it?” Graham said.

Hailey nodded. “It is.”

“Do you ever miss it? I mean, Missouri has a lot of bad memories for you, but it’s where you grew up.”

“I never missed it before. Now, I’m not so sure.”

She was about to say more, then stopped herself. She was about to say that besides her nieces, she didn’t have anyone here she wanted to see, but then she realized that wasn’t true.

“Do you mind dropping me off at the diner?” she asked.

“The diner? The way your sister and brother-in-law lay out a meal, you don’t need a snack beforehand.”

“No, I wanted to speak to someone there. A friend.”

Friend?

“OK.”

“How about you go down the street and check out the historical society. They got some nice displays. I’ll meet you there.”

Graham glanced at her, looking serious. “All right. But if you need any help, you can always ask.”

“It’s not about the case. I just need to talk to someone I haven’t seen for a long time.”

Graham nodded. “OK.”

The way he respects my privacy, why the hell didn’t I tell him everything before?

Graham pulled up in front of Arnold’s Diner. Hailey got out.

“The historical society is that little white building over there. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

Graham smiled. “I’ll bone up on that Civil War battle. I noticed Bob is a Civil War nut. It’ll give us something to talk about.”

“Thank you.”

Graham looked at her, his eyes searching. “Anything.”

He turned the car around and headed for the historical society. Hailey walked into the diner.

It was a typical day, with a few older folks sitting drinking coffee or eating pie, and thankfully no reporters. In fact, Arnold’s Diner looked like it always looked, with its original chrome fittings and stools of imitation red leather from the seventies, and the yellowing, framed articles from the local newspaper cheering the high school football victories of the proprietor, Arnold McDonald.

Arnold himself sat at the end of the counter, sipping coffee with a pair of farmers. When he saw Hailey come in, he raised his hand in greeting and looked about to say something when his son Kent gave her an enthusiastic hello from behind the counter. Hailey hurried over to stand opposite him across the counter. Arnold smiled and went back to speaking with the farmers. He had run the diner for decades and knew when to talk to a customer and when to leave that customer alone.

“Hey, Hailey,” Kent said, treating her to a warm smile. “Congratulations on solving the case.”

“Well, I didn’t do it alone. We work as a team.”

Those sparkling blue eyes flicked to the left and right, and his voice lowered. “We were a good team once.”

Hailey smiled and sat down on the stool. “Yeah, we were.”

“You still like strawberry milkshakes?”

“Oh, my God,” Hailey laughed. “I haven’t had a strawberry milkshake here in years!”

Back when they were dating in high school, she and Kent used to hang out here because Kent was already working at the family business part-time. His dad looked the other way when he prepared freebies for Hailey.

“They were your favorite, and I still make them as good as I always did. My treat, as usual.”

“Sounds great. Your dad was always so nice about you making me stuff.”

Kent blushed, which made the crystalline blue of his eyes stand out even more. “Oh, he took that out of my allowance.”

“Cheapskate,” Hailey chuckled.

“Big time.” Kent opened a fridge and pulled out a Tupperware full of strawberries. 

“So … you staying long?” he asked.

“We’re here for a couple more days to do paperwork.”

Kent’s face fell. “Just a couple more days?”

Hailey leaned forward. “Yeah. I got a cookout at Alice’s right now, but tonight maybe we could catch whatever’s playing at the movie theater. And tomorrow we could go get something to eat.”

He smiled but a sad smile. “And then you’re back to D.C.”

“And then back here as soon as I can.”

His face lit up. “Really?”

“Yeah. The FBI owes me some vacation time. I think I’ll take it down here.”

Yeah, vacation time that got cut short by this new case. But now that that’s over, I need to get down here and start tracking down these new leads on Mindy’s disappearance. 

Kent sauntered over to the counter, leaning his muscular arms on the top. “And what do you plan to do with your vacation?”

Hailey looked him in the eye. “That’s something you and I will have to figure out together. And after my vacation is up, I’ll be coming back for the next one. I’m going to be spending a lot more time in Missouri, Kent McDonald. Now how about you make me that strawberry milkshake.”

“One strawberry milkshake coming up!”

Yeah. I’ll be spending more time in Missouri. For my own sanity, for Mindy, and for you.

And for justice. I have a lead now, something the original investigation didn’t take seriously. I will. I’m going to follow that lead until I track down the bastard that took my little sister, and I’m going to make him pay.
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