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PROLOGUE

Jamie Lin stepped out into the crisp night, the door to her martial arts studio clicking shut behind her. A thin layer of snow, untouched by the city's bustle, coated the sidewalks of downtown Portland. The streetlights cast long shadows that stretched across the pavement, intermittently interrupted by the passing headlights of late-night drivers. Despite the hour, Jamie moved with an assured stride, her breath forming small clouds in the winter air.

She was a silhouette of discipline, her posture erect and her movements purposeful. At 31, Jamie had dedicated a significant portion of her life to mastering the art of combat—walking alone at night might have unsettled others, but not her. She knew these streets well and knew she could handle herself. Why waste money on cab fare?

Jamie reached into her jacket pocket and retrieved her headphones, placing them snugly in her ears. The moment the music started, it formed a bubble around her, isolating her from the city’s silence. The melodies carried her thoughts away from the cooling night and toward the events of the day.

The training session had gone exceedingly well. She replayed each move in her mind, assessing her performance, critiquing her form. The precision of her kicks, the fluidity of her strikes, the controlled breathing—every element had been sharper today, more refined. It was as if the countless hours spent perfecting her craft were finally coalescing into a higher level of skill, one she had been striving towards since she first stepped onto the mat.

With each step homeward, Jamie dissected the session further, mentally cataloging areas for improvement. The focus was almost meditative, the rhythm of her footsteps syncing with the beat of the track playing through her headphones. Her confidence swelled with the recollection of her instructor's approving nod, a simple gesture that meant more to her than any spoken praise.

As she navigated the familiar route, Jamie remained ambivalent to the night around her. Jamie's footsteps slowed as she approached her neighborhood, the soft crunch of snow under her sneakers a gentle punctuation to the evening's stillness. She halted mid-stride, a faint rustling sound catching her attention over the crooning music in her ear.

It was subtle, almost lost beneath the ambient hum of the city, but it was there—an irregularity that set her nerves on edge.

Jamie tugged one headphone free, letting it dangle against her chest. She scanned the dimly lit street, searching for any sign of movement. The street lamps cast long shadows that stretched across the frost-kissed pavement, yet they revealed no lurking figures, no hint of life. A frown creased her brow as she considered the source of the noise. Maybe it was just a stray cat or a loose piece of debris caught in the wind. She stood a moment longer, listening, but the sound did not repeat itself.

Shrugging off the unease, Jamie replaced the headphone and resumed her walk. She made a mental note to stay alert until she reached the safety of her home.

Finally, she arrived at her condo, a three-story townhouse just outside of Portland’s downtown region. After unlocking the door, Jamie stepped inside the familiar confines of her walkway. The warmth of the indoors was a welcome contrast to the chill outside, and she let out a breath.

As she moved to hang up her jacket, her forward motion was abruptly arrested by something unseen. Startled, she stumbled back a step, her hands flying up to her face.

Her fingers met resistance—sticky, tensile strands that clung to her skin with unexpected strength. Panic surged through her veins as she realized what she had encountered: a spider web, and not just any web, but one that spanned the breadth of the hallway. Massive in its construction, it was unlike anything she had seen before, certainly nothing like the delicate threads spun by the common house spiders she occasionally found in the corners of her apartment.

"Damn it!" Jamie muttered, disgust mingling with alarm. Her heart pounded in her chest as she frantically brushed at her hair and face, trying to rid herself of the clinging silk. It was everywhere, enveloping her like a shroud. How had this happened?

Jamie's gaze darted from corner to shadow-draped corner of the hallway, her pulse quickening as she took in the extent of the invasion. Webs of varying sizes and densities hung like eerie tapestries, their gossamer threads shimmering faintly in the dim light that filtered through the slats of the closed blinds. Several large spiders, their legs skittering with a purposeful grace, were busy reinforcing their silken lairs, oblivious to the human intruder who stood frozen in horror.

"Where did they come from?" she whispered under her breath, her mind reeling at the bizarre turn her evening had taken. The logical part of her knew she should call an exterminator first thing in the morning, but the raw disgust churning in her gut urged her to act now—to rid her sanctuary of this nightmarish infestation.

Fighting the urge to flail wildly, Jamie slowly peeled away the remnants of webbing that clung to her jacket. She needed to wash the sticky residue from her hands; the very thought of it made her skin crawl. With cautious steps, she moved toward the kitchen, avoiding the larger webs that stretched across the hallway like tripwires.

As Jamie rounded the corner into the kitchen, her movements became more frantic, less measured. A stray thread of silk brushed against her cheek, and she swatted it away in panic. In her haste, her elbow knocked against the side of her head, dislodging the earbud that had been blaring music into her right ear. The sudden absence of sound was jarring, and in the silence that followed, she heard it—a soft shuffle, a quiet disturbance in the stillness of her apartment.

Her martial arts training kicked in, honing her senses. Jamie turned sharply, her eyes scanning the shadows for the source of the noise. Her heart pounded in her ears, drowning out all other sounds except for the almost imperceptible rustle of movement behind her.

Before she could pivot on the balls of her feet, before she could assume any defensive stance, strong arms encircled her from behind. She felt the cold press of metal against the tender skin of her neck, and a wave of fear unlike any she'd ever known crashed over her. Instinct screamed within her to fight, to break free, but the blade at her throat promised a swift, crimson rebuttal to any such attempt.

"Shh," a voice hissed in her ear, so close she could feel the warmth of the assailant's breath.

Jamie's mouth opened to scream, to call for help, but a sharp pain exploded at the base of her skull, cutting off her cry before it could leave her lips. The world spun, colors bleeding into darkness, and Jamie felt her knees buckle beneath her as she plunged into the void.


CHAPTER ONE

Agent Fiona Red of the FBI paced the sterile confines of the doctor's office, her fingers entwined tightly. The room was suffused with the quiet hum of medical machinery from the adjacent corridors. She halted before the doctor, her eyes pleading.

"Doctor, I heard her," Fiona insisted, her voice a hushed urgency that betrayed her usual resolve. "Joslyn said my name."

Dr. Keller peered at her over the rim of his spectacles, his expression unmoved. His hands clasped together on the desk, an island of calm in the sea of Fiona's desperation.

"Ms. Red," he began, his tone even, "there's been no report of Joslyn speaking. If she did..." He trailed off, skeptical.

"Please, you have to believe me." Fiona's plea hung in the air, a thread of hope she refused to let break. She leaned forward, searching for any sign of credence in his eyes.

Dr. Keller sighed and leaned back in his chair, a gesture that seemed to take up more space than it should in the small office. It had been months now since Fiona had tracked down her older sister, Joslyn, who had been missing for ten years—kidnapped by the monster Daniel Grove, who had murdered many others, and kept in an abandoned house. When Fiona, with the help of the FBI and her partner, Jake, had finally found Joslyn, she’d been a shell of her former self. Ten years in captivity had left Joslyn without speech, without much of anything.

But she was still Joslyn. And just a few nights ago, Fiona had heard Joslyn’s voice. She’d said her name. But she hadn’t spoken since, and Fiona was still having a hard time convincing people that it had even happened. This wasn’t the first time Fiona had talked to this very doctor about this, and it surely wouldn’t be the last.

"Joslyn's condition is precarious," the doctor explained, his voice maintaining its clinical detachment. "Her mental state has suffered significant trauma. It's not unheard of for patients in her situation to find their voice momentarily."

Relief flickered across Fiona’s features. The possibility that she wasn't imagining things—that her sister had indeed broken her silence—was a lifeline.

"However," Dr. Keller continued, tempering the moment, "this doesn't mean she'll return to her former self right away, or even at all. These moments can be transient, isolated incidents."

The words settled heavily on Fiona, each syllable a weight she hadn't anticipated. She nodded slowly, absorbing the import of his caution. Her sister was still locked in a battle that had no clear end in sight.

Fiona sighed and sat down in the chair. She gripped the armrests, the leather cool under her fingers. "I know you're being cautious," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "But I can't shake this feeling... that I should be here more. If me talking to her, being with her, could help Joslyn find her words again, then I should be at her side. Always."

Dr. Keller regarded Fiona with a softening gaze, his professional demeanor giving way to empathy. He understood the unyielding bond of sisterhood, the silent pleas for recovery that echoed in the sterile walls of the hospital room. "Fiona," he began, folding his hands on the desk, "you're welcome to spend as much time here as visiting hours allow. We've seen how your presence seems to have a calming effect on Joslyn."

Fiona's eyes lit up for a moment, a spark of hope amidst the uncertainty. She edged forward, ready to take any permission as a sign to cling to Joslyn's bedside.

"However," Dr. Keller continued, his tone steady and firm, "it's important not to put your life on hold. You've got responsibilities, and while your dedication is admirable, you need to consider your own well-being." He paused, allowing the gravity of his words to sink in. "Joslyn wouldn't want you to stop living because of her. It could take years for her to recover."

His words were a gentle nudge, reminding Fiona of the world outside the hospital – a world where she was more than just Joslyn's sister, a world that demanded her attention, too. Fiona's resolve wavered, and she nodded slowly, acknowledging the truth in his advice. It was a balancing act, one she was still learning to navigate: the pull of her sister's needs against the demands of her own life. Her life as an agent, her life with Jake. She stood up, feeling the weight of the doctor's counsel settling over her like a mantle she would learn to wear.

“Thank you, Doctor,” she said.

With a heavy heart, Fiona pushed the door open and stepped out of Dr. Keller's office. The sterile scent of antiseptic that always lingered in the hospital halls seemed to sharpen her senses. She knew her duty as an FBI agent awaited her. Yet, the thought of leaving Joslyn's side gnawed at her with the persistence of a moth to flame.

She navigated through the maze of corridors, the click of her heels muffled by the linoleum flooring. Each step took her away from the doctor's words and closer to Joslyn. Work would pile up on her desk—profiles to create, evidence to analyze. But all that paled in comparison to the fragments of hope she clung to since hearing Joslyn speak.

Fiona paused outside Joslyn's room, bracing herself. As she peered through the glass pane in the door, she saw Joslyn, her chest rising and falling rhythmically with each breath. She slipped inside, the door closing behind her with a soft click.

The room was dimly lit, the only light cast by the glow of monitors that kept vigilant watch over Joslyn's vital signs. Fiona approached the bed, her gaze fixed on Joslyn's face, searching for any sign of the sister she once knew.

She recalled the moment vividly—the way Joslyn's lips had moved, forming Fiona's name like a whisper carried on the wind. It had been a fleeting connection, a brief surfacing from the depths of Joslyn's trauma. And yet, since then, silence had reclaimed its dominion.

"Joslyn," Fiona murmured, though she knew there would be no answer. She studied her sister's serene expression, the dark lashes resting against pale cheeks. The contrast between Joslyn's tranquility and the turmoil of Fiona's own emotions was jarring.

It was that very dichotomy which held Fiona captive—a relentless tug-of-war between her professional obligations and the personal vow she'd made to never abandon Joslyn again. If her presence could coax Joslyn back to them, even momentarily, how could she justify stepping away?

Yet the realist within her, the part honed by years of scientific training and recent FBI discipline, understood the precarious balance she must maintain. Life couldn't be placed on indefinite hold, not even for this.

Fiona settled into the chair beside Joslyn’s bed, her posture weary but resolute. The hum of the hospital faded into a distant chorus as she leaned in close to her sister's still form. "I'll be back soon," she whispered, her voice steady despite the weight of her promise. She squeezed Joslyn's hand gently, searching for any sign of response, yearning for another miracle like the one that had given her hope.

A single tear betrayed her composed facade, trailing down her cheek and dropping onto the white linen. It was a silent testament to the years of fear and uncertainty that had culminated in this fragile reunion. Fiona brushed away the moisture with the back of her free hand, steeling herself against the sorrow that threatened to overwhelm her resolve.

"Joslyn, I won't be far," she continued, her lips barely moving. She imagined her words were a lifeline, a beacon to guide her sister back from wherever her mind had retreated. Even in the quiet of the room, there was a palpable sense of connection—a tether forged from shared memories and the unspoken language of siblings.

Her phone's vibration jolted her from the moment, its insistent buzz a reminder of the world beyond these walls. Reluctantly, Fiona released Joslyn's hand and stood up, her movements slow, as if resisting the pull of reality. She bent forward and placed a kiss on Joslyn’s forehead, a silent promise etched in the gesture.

With a final glance at her sister, Fiona stepped out into the hallway, where the light seemed too bright, the sounds too loud. She drew a deep breath, steadying herself before retrieving the vibrating phone from her pocket. Jake's name flashed on the screen.

"Jake?" Her voice sounded foreign in the sterile corridor, echoing off the linoleum floors and painted cinder block walls. She listened, her mind already shifting gears, the mask of Agent Red sliding into place over the concerned sister. But even as she prepared to step back into her role, her heart remained anchored to the bedside, tethered tightly to the hope that Joslyn would find her way back to them.

Fiona’s hand still warm from Joslyn's. The phone felt cold and alien against her ear. She blinked, adjusting to the brightness of the fluorescent lights.

"Red, the chief needs us," Jake's voice cut through the clinical silence, a wave of urgency in his tone. "We've got a new case."

She leaned against the wall, the painted surface cool through her blouse. "What’s the situation?"

"Details are sparse, but Chief Whittaker mentioned your expertise with bugs might come in handy." There was a shuffle on the other end, papers or maybe Jake running a hand through his hair—a nervous habit she’d come to recognize.

"Okay," Fiona replied curtly, pushing off the wall. "I’ll be right there."

"Hey, Fiona," Jake hesitated, and she could almost see him squinting through the phone, trying to read her like he did crime scenes—meticulously, searching for what's hidden. "You okay?"

She paused, hand gripping the phone tighter. "I'm at the hospital. The doctors... they think Joslyn’s condition is too precarious to predict. She hasn’t spoken again. They don’t seem to think she’ll get better for a long time, if at all.”

"Shit, Red," Jake responded after a pause. "I'm sorry." The concern in his voice was palpable, even over the phone. "Stay strong, Red. I'll see you soon." His words carried the weight of a promise, a reminder that she wasn't alone in this.

"Thanks, Jake," she said, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside. She pressed the 'end call' button and slipped the phone into her pocket. Her hand lingered there, clutching the fabric as if it could somehow anchor her to the moment of support he had given her.

She stood still in the hospital hallway, the bustling sounds around her fading into a low hum. Fiona closed her eyes for a brief second, allowing herself the luxury of feeling grateful for Jake. He had seen her at her worst, her moments of doubt and fear, yet he was always there, steadfast.

When she opened her eyes, she took a deep breath, letting the cool air fill her lungs. The gratitude she felt towards Jake mingled with her resolve. Fiona knew she had to pull herself together; there was work to be done, and Joslyn would have wanted her to carry on.

With a final glance back at the door leading to Joslyn's room, Fiona made her way to the exit. Her gait was purposeful, each step taking her further from the place of uncertainty and closer to the familiar realm of her investigative work. As an FBI agent, clarity and order were her allies, and she clung to them now as she navigated through the throngs of people in the hospital.

The sliding doors parted, and she stepped out into the world again, the morning sun bright. Fiona didn't look back. Instead, she focused on the path ahead. With Jake by her side and the memory of Joslyn's voice fueling her determination, she knew what she had to do.

As she walked toward her car, the crisp winter air felt like a balm, clearing her mind. Fiona slid behind the wheel, her hands steady on the steering wheel. The engine came to life with a purr, a sound that spoke of movement and progress. She pulled out of the parking lot, her gaze fixed on the road ahead. Dr. Keller had been right—Joslyn wouldn’t want Fiona to wait around. If there was another case, then someone else was in danger, and Fiona had a job to do.


CHAPTER TWO

Jake strode down the sterile FBI corridor, his footsteps purposeful and echoing slightly off the polished floors. The morning light filtered through the blinds, casting long shadows that flickered with his passing. He was eager for distraction, a new case to immerse himself in, something to pull his mind from the tangled web of events from the last week.

His ex-girlfriend, Lauren, a chapter closed with the finality after she had her baby and it looked nothing like him, but like the other man she had been with. Lauren’s baby wasn’t Jake’s. It was a relief, but had left a void he hadn't expected. His thoughts drifted to Fiona and the image of her tenderly caring for Joslyn, her sister whose silence had finally broken after a decade of absence. The yearning for a family of his own gnawed at him—a future with Fiona—yet the timing was wrong. They were not ready.

The urgency of work beckoned, promising solace in duty. He reached Chief Whittaker's office and rapped sharply on the door, his knuckles rapping out his impatience.

"Come in," bellowed a voice from within, weighty with authority.

Jake pushed the door open and stepped inside. Chief Whittaker sat behind his desk, a fortress of paperwork and responsibility, his handlebar mustache twitching as he glanced up.

"Morning, Chief," Jake said, his tone even, betraying none of the turmoil within.

"Morning, Tucker," Whittaker replied, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Sit down."

Jake noted the empty chair beside him, Fiona's usual spot. "Red's not in yet?" he asked, an undercurrent of concern threading through the words.

"Should be any minute now," the chief said, dismissing the inquiry with a wave of his hand. "Got something big on our hands."

Jake nodded, taking a seat. He leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, ready to dive into whatever the chief had in store. Work was the anchor he needed right now, and he was more than willing to cast away from the shores of his personal life to lose himself in the depths of a new investigation.

Whittaker extended a manila folder across the desk. The words were clipped, "Jamie Lin, 31."

Jake's fingers brushed against the file, the touch like static as he opened it. Inside, a life reduced to official reports and glossy prints of a final, brutal scene. Jamie Lin's dark eyes stared up from the photos, her lifeless body sprawled on the kitchen floor. Sunlight streamed through a window, casting an eerie glow on the blood that pooled around her.

A familiar coldness settled in Jake's chest. He'd seen this before—not just in the field, but in the cradle of his own past. His mother's face flashed in his mind, lying in their kitchen, throat slit, her blood a stark contrast against the tile. He had been fifteen. The memory jolted through him, raw and uninvited. The man who killed Jake's mother had never been caught, but that had pushed him to become an FBI agent, breaking the trend of firefighters in his family. His mother had been one, too, a hero.

Jake swallowed hard, forcing the ghost back into the shadows of his mind. He said nothing.

"Lin isn't the first," Whittaker continued, unaware of the private storm raging inside Jake.

Another file landed with a soft thud next to the first. Lena Chase, 29, another woman, another kitchen painted in shades of crimson despair. Jake flipped it open. The similarities were glaring—another throat cut, another life stolen where comfort should have been found.

"Both left to bleed out," Jake murmured, his voice steady despite the tremor of rekindled grief.

"Identical M.O.," Whittaker confirmed. His eyes stayed on Jake, missing nothing.

The chief waited for a reaction, perhaps a sign of weakness, but Jake was an agent trained to compartmentalize, to lock away personal demons behind a facade of professionalism. He focused on the details, on the patterns emerging from the chaos. Two women, two lives brutally ended within the sanctity of their homes, within a week of each other.

"Any connections between them?" Jake asked, his brain now latching onto the puzzle, seeking the thread that bound these victims together.

"Well, they were both young women, and both physically fit—Jamie was a martial artist, with Lena was a bodybuilder by profession." Whittaker leaned back, his chair creaking under the shift. "But they didn’t seem to know each other, at least not at first glance. I have a feeling that's where you come in."

Jake nodded, accepting the unspoken challenge. This case wasn't just a distraction; it was a calling. Somewhere in these files lay the key to stopping a killer, and maybe, just maybe, a chance to quiet the echoes of his own loss.

Jake swallowed the lump forming in his throat, the images before him blurring into a memory he wished to forget. He forced himself to speak, his voice a blade cutting through the silence. "Chief, why'd you say Fiona's entomology expertise would be relevant to this?" The question hung between them, sharp and urgent.

Before Chief Whittaker could answer, the door swung open with a burst of energy that only Fiona could muster on such a grim morning. Her breaths came in quick succession, her curly red hair escaping the confines of her ponytail as she hurried into the office.

Jake caught her eye immediately, reading the distress etched into her pale features. His heart clenched; Fiona had been at the hospital, reeling from another round of bad news about Joslyn. In an instant, their professional barriers crumbled under the weight of shared hardships.

"Sorry I'm late, traffic was a nightmare," Fiona apologized, her voice barely above a whisper.

"No problem, Red," Jake said, giving her a tight smile that didn't reach his eyes. The room felt smaller with the both of them in it, each carrying their own brand of sorrow like heavy cloaks draped over their shoulders.

Fiona moved closer to the desk, her eyes meeting Jake's brown ones. They exchanged a tense look, a silent conversation passing between them. She knows, Jake thought. She can see right through me. He didn't need to explain the shadows haunting his gaze; Fiona understood grief, its cold fingers wrapped around her heart just as tightly.

Chief Whittaker extended a folder to Fiona as she settled uneasily into the chair next to Jake.

"Red, I was just explaining to Tucker here how your expertise might come into play," the chief said gruffly. "Both of you, turn to page six."

Fiona flipped through the file with clinical precision, her fingers pausing as she reached the designated page. Jake leaned forward, peering over her shoulder, his heart thudding heavily in his chest. The photos pinned to the report were gruesome, white paper framing the macabre dance of death and nature.

Spiderwebs stretched across corners of the kitchen where Jamie Lin had breathed her last. They weren't the dusty, forgotten threads one might find in an abandoned house—they seemed almost intentional, purposeful. Spiders crouched at the centers of their silken traps, appearing as if they were waiting.

Jake felt Fiona stiffen beside him, her sharp intake of breath mirroring his own. He saw his mother's face for a moment, overlaid on the victim's, and he had to close his eyes to banish the image. When he looked again, he focused on the close-ups—the victims, their skin pale and lifeless, with spider webs clinging to them like shrouds.

"Looks like they walked right into a web," Jake murmured, his voice steadier than he felt. His mind raced, trying to piece together the incongruity of it all. Who would stage such a scene?

Fiona's gaze remained locked on the photographs, scanning every detail with the meticulousness that came from years of studying the smallest creatures. Jake admired her ability to shut out the world, to lose herself in the pursuit of answers. It was an escape he desperately needed now, a distraction from the turmoil threatening to spill over from his personal life.

Jake watched Fiona narrow her eyes at the photos, her lips moving almost imperceptibly as she counted. "Orb-weaver spiders," she said finally, pointing to the glossy images with a slender finger. "They're usually dead by winter. And even if they weren't, you wouldn't find this many inside a house."

Chief leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. His mustache twitched slightly as he spoke. "Exactly. At first, we thought it might be some strange coincidence, but now..." He tapped the corner of the file, and his voice trailed off.

"Pattern," Jake finished for him, the word tasting like copper on his tongue. The second victim's kitchen had been a carbon copy of the first: the same eerie webs draped like curtains, the same lifeless bodies ensnared within them. Two women, two houses, too similar to ignore.

Fiona glanced up from the files, her expression solemn. "The killer is planting these spiders," she stated, her tone carrying no hint of doubt. Her fingers traced the edges of the photographs as though she could feel the silk threads through the paper. "But why? Orb-weavers are harmless, their venom not potent enough to concern a human. What message is the killer trying to send?" Fiona shook her head, her red curls brushing against her cheeks. "It's symbolic, maybe," she suggested. "Spiders are predators, after all, albeit not dangerous ones.

“It's theatrical, deliberate,” Jake said, trying to see the logic behind the madness. A statement of power, of control; the killer weaving their own narrative with each victim caught in their web. It was twisted, but it made a kind of sense.

Chief Whittaker leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. With a dismissive gesture, he handed the last of the files to Fiona. "Save the theorizing for your reports," he said curtly. "Jamie Lin's crime scene has been frozen. I want you two there as soon as possible."

Fiona nodded, her amber eyes darting between Jake and the chief, the gravity of the situation pressing upon her features. She closed the file with a soft thud, a silent agreement to the chief's orders.

Jake stood up, feeling the stiffness in his limbs from sitting too long, his mind already transitioning from the chaos of personal life to the methodical focus required on the field. He glanced at Fiona, noting the paleness of her skin that spoke of the hospital visit she'd just come from. Her concern mirrored his own; they were both looking for an escape into the work that lay ahead.

"Let's go, Red," Jake said, his voice steady, despite the turmoil inside him. He’d seen many crime scenes in his career as an FBI agent, but few had reminded him so deeply of what had happened to his mother. It was almost an exact mirror—minus the spiders. Jake pushed that aside, reminding himself to stay focused on the present. He’d handled everything this career had thrown at him so far—he could handle this too.


CHAPTER THREE

Fiona stepped out of the car and into the gray Portland morning. The air was crisp, biting at her cheeks as she approached Jamie Lin's townhouse, a three-story structure with a modern facade that stood against the somber mood enveloping the scene. Yellow tape fluttered like morbid streamers, cordoning off a perimeter swarming with uniformed officers.

"Agents Red and Tucker," Fiona announced crisply as they ducked under the tape. Her voice carried authority, a trait she had honed since becoming an FBI agent, yet her heart raced with each new crime scene, an echo of the mystery that still haunted her own past.

"Forensics is waiting for your go-ahead," an officer said, gesturing toward the open front door where techs in white suits lingered, poised to resume their meticulous work.

"Thank you," Jake replied, his tone all business, a far cry from the playful banter he reserved for moments alone with Fiona. Together, they stepped inside, their shoes silent on the polished wood floor.

The entryway was untouched by the chaos that surely unfolded within; the only testament to the tragedy was the delicate webbing that draped over a nearby coat rack and extended to the ceiling. Fiona's gaze locked onto the orb-weaver webs, their intricate patterns glistening faintly in the light filtering through the foyer window. This specific spider was known to spin webs quite quickly.

"Looks like Jamie might've walked right into these when she came home," Fiona mused aloud, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. She could almost picture it: Jamie Lin, unsuspecting, brushing against the silk threads, her attention hijacked just long enough for the killer to make a move.

Fiona knelt closer to the web, its delicate strands catching the light. The orb-weavers were a peculiar detail, too specific to be a coincidence. She rose, dusting off her knees, and caught Jake's eye.

"Both victims lived alone," Jake said, his brow furrowed as he considered the scene. "It's personal. He's picking them, watching them."

"Learning their patterns," Fiona added, her mind racing with possibilities. She recalled the files they'd studied, each woman's life reduced to reports and photographs. "Jamie was at her martial arts studio, Lena at the gym. Their routines gave him windows of opportunity."

"Right." Jake nodded. "He needed time to set this up." His voice was steady, but Fiona knew the gears were turning, piecing together the profile of their killer. Strong, disciplined women—both met the same brutal end in their own homes.

The condo felt smaller now, claustrophobic with the weight of what had transpired. Fiona glanced around once more, the walls seeming to close in with secrets just out of reach. They were dealing with someone methodical, patient—a hunter stalking prey.

"Definitely not random," she confirmed, her tone even. It was a calculated choice, the killer displaying an intimate knowledge of their lives. The spiders, the murders—it was a macabre dance choreographed down to the smallest detail.

Jake's eyes met hers, a silent agreement passing between them. They were both thinking it: This was only the beginning. Whoever was behind this had a message, and they were going to keep killing until it was heard loud and clear.

Fiona stepped carefully over the threshold, her eyes scanning the condo's entryway one more time. She moved with purpose, the weight of her badge a constant reminder of the responsibility she now shouldered. They needed to find something the local cops had missed.

"Back here," she called out to Jake, her voice low and steady.

Jake followed her lead, his gaze sweeping across the room before settling on Fiona. She pointed towards the front of the townhouse where a window stood ajar, the curtains fluttering slightly in the breeze of the otherwise still home.

"Second floor," Fiona said, gesturing upward. "It's open."

"Common mistake," Jake noted as he joined her, peering at the gap that invited the chilly Portland air inside. "People forget to lock their second-floor windows. It's easy to think you're safe that high up."

"Easy for someone to climb up when they know nobody's home," Fiona added, her mind racing with the possibilities. The killer had been here, in this space, weaving a deadly trap. She felt her pulse quicken at the thought.

"Let's go upstairs," Jake said, his voice steady. He led the way, taking the steps two at a time. Fiona followed, her hand skimming the banister.

Upstairs, they found the window in question. A small balcony overlooked the street below, providing easy access from outside. The room was neat, almost sterile. A home gym laid out with precision. A foldable yoga mat on one side and a kettlebell on another. Two water bottles sat on a shelf by a small stereo.

Fiona moved to the window, peering over the edge of the balcony. "Not easy, but not impossible either." She looked back at Jake, her brow furrowed in thought.

Jake nodded slowly. He crouched down near the window sill, his fingers tracing over something that Fiona couldn't see from where she stood.

"There," he said, standing up and pointing to a faint scrape mark on the window sill. It was barely visible against the dark paintwork. "He used something to get up here."

The trace of evidence was chilling in its simplicity: a small piece of reality that confirmed their theories about this methodical killer.

Both of them scanned through the room once more before exiting it.

In silence, they made their way down to Jamie's bedroom. The room was decorated with personal mementos: photos on her dresser showed Jamie with friends and family; posters of martial arts idols adorned the walls; a pile of trophies glistened from a corner shelf.

"The second victim lived in her own fortress," Fiona observed quietly. "Strong women... living alone... targeted in their homes."

Jake joined her by the bed, where an open book lay beside a reading lamp, marking Jamie's last moments before tragedy struck.

"Third victim could be next," he said grimly.

Fiona looked at him sharply. They both knew what was at stake. They had a killer to catch before someone else ended up like Lena and Jamie.

The rest of the condo was meticulously organized. It spoke volumes about Jamie Lin, the kind of discipline she lived by. Everything had its place: martial arts trophies lined a shelf, books were arranged by height, and not a single dish was out of place in the kitchen cabinets.

Fiona stood in the middle of the living room, her gaze following the delicate webs that stretched across the entryway. Jake's voice pulled her attention back. "He's not just killing; he's staging a show with these spiders," he said, his tone grim.

"Diversion tactics," Fiona agreed, adjusting her glasses as she considered what this meant. The killer was cunning, using fear and confusion to his advantage. "Maybe he enjoys the power, the chaos he creates."

"Could be a deep-seated resentment towards women who can handle themselves," Jake added, his jaw set tight. "Someone who feels overpowered by strong women."

"Or threatened by them," Fiona replied, the words leaving a sour taste. She looked around the condo once more, her eyes scrutinizing every corner for something they might have missed. The orb-weavers seemed almost like a signature, a taunt from the killer.

"Let's wrap it up here," Jake decided. He gestured to the forensics team who had been standing by patiently. "Go over everything. We need all the DNA and evidence you can find."

"Be thorough," Fiona called out to the forensic analysts. Her mind raced with possibilities, but she knew the importance of concrete evidence. They needed something tangible to lead them to the killer’s doorstep.

With their part done, Fiona followed Jake through the front door. They stepped into the chill of the morning, the sky pale and the air crisp. She pulled her jacket tighter around her, trying to ward off the cold and the unease that clung to her after being inside Jamie's home. She stood in silence with Jake for a few moments before she noticed him looking back at the condo with something like nostalgia in his warm brown eyes.

"Reminds me of where I grew up," Jake said, his voice more subdued than usual. "Family dinners, game nights... until it wasn't."

The memory of Jake's revelation hit Fiona afresh. His mother, lifeless in their kitchen, a scene that now lay imprinted on his career and drive. It was a wound that never fully healed, a private agony she'd seen flare with cases like these. This one, especially, must have been a trigger for him; each victim was found left in their kitchen, after all.

"This case… it must remind you of that," she ventured cautiously.

Jake's eyes met hers, a flicker of vulnerability before the shutters came down. "Yeah, it stirs things up. But I'm fine, Red. We've got work to do." His tone left no room for debate, yet it couldn't mask the shadow that crossed his features.

Fiona nodded, though concern knotted her stomach. She knew better than to push; Jake had walls that weren't easily scaled. Instead, she shifted focus back to the case at hand.

"Jamie's colleagues might know something about her final days," Jake suggested, starting toward their vehicle.

"Could give us insight into any irregularities in her routine, someone taking undue interest," Fiona agreed. They needed to understand Jamie Lin beyond the crime scene tape and silent walls of her condo.

"Let's head to her martial arts studio," Jake said, his stride purposeful.

Fiona fell in step beside him, her mind already cataloging questions for Jamie's associates. Patterns, behaviors, anything that could lead them closer to understanding the predator they hunted—one who seemed to prey on women of strength and discipline.


CHAPTER FOUR

Fiona stepped into the martial arts studio, the scent of clean sweat and polished wood filling her senses. Mid-morning light spilled across the array of mats that lay disciplined in rows on the floor. She could almost hear the echo of a class in session, the sharp kiai shouts punctuating the air. This was where Jamie Lin had honed her craft, where she had last been alive before the night turned murderous.

"Can I help you?" the receptionist asked, pulling Fiona from her thoughts.

"Agent Red, FBI," she introduced herself succinctly, flashing her badge. Beside her, Jake did the same, his movements certain and quick.

"Agent Tucker," he said, his voice carrying an undercurrent of urgency.

The young man behind the counter paled slightly. He nodded, eager to assist. "I heard about Jamie," he said, his voice tinged with disbelief. "She was...one of our best." The words seemed inadequate, hanging heavy between them. “She was amazing as both a student and a teacher.”

"Did she teach here often?" Fiona asked, her mind cataloging every detail.

"Sometimes, the kids' classes" – the receptionist gestured vaguely toward the mats – "she was great with them."

Fiona absorbed the information, her gaze lingering on the open space where Jamie Lin's presence was now just a memory. The silence of the studio was a contrast to the violent end she met, alone in her home. Fiona thought of the orb-weaver spiders left behind, their webs an eerie testament to the killer's signature.

"Is there anything else you can tell us about her time here?" Jake inquired, his tone gentle yet probing.

The receptionist shook his head, his earnestness clear. "She was dedicated, always the first one in. It’s hard to believe she’s gone," he added, his voice dropping.

Fiona noted the slight tremor in his words, the way his eyes didn't quite meet theirs. Jamie Lin's death hadn't just taken a life; it had cast a shadow over this place of strength and discipline. The stark reality of mortality had breached these walls. And somewhere out there, a killer was weaving a web of violence that they had to unravel.

Fiona watched the receptionist, noting the way his hands fidgeted on the counter. "Can you describe Jamie? Her habits, her demeanor?" she asked.

"Sure." He paused, collecting his thoughts. "Jamie was... intense. She took training seriously, and I mean beyond the physical stuff. It was like a philosophy for her," he said with a reverence that bordered on admiration. "Discipline, respect, all that. She lived it."

"Independent?" Jake chimed in, leaning closer.

"Absolutely. Handled everything herself, never asked for help unless she really needed it." The receptionist straightened a stack of flyers, avoiding their gaze. "She had this aura, y'know? Strong, unshakeable. A lot of us admired her for that."

Fiona nodded, picturing Jamie moving across the mats with purpose, the embodiment of controlled power. She could almost see her there—a specter of resilience—leaving imprints on the hearts and minds she'd touched.

"Did she have many friends here?" Fiona probed further, seeking connections, threads to follow in the tangled web of the investigation.

"Some," he replied. "Mostly just acquaintances, though. She was friendly but private. It was hard to really get close to her."

"Thank you," Fiona said, offering a small smile. She sensed the unease behind his words, the mix of respect and distance Jamie had commanded even in life.

Jake pulled out a photograph, its edges creased from handling. "Ever seen this woman around? Lara Chase," he asked, placing the photo on the counter.

The young man peered at the image, then shook his head. "Nope, doesn’t ring a bell. Sorry."

"Are you sure?" Fiona pressed, hoping for a flicker of recognition.

"Positive. I know most of the regulars by face, and she's not one of them."

"Okay, thanks." Jake retrieved the photo, tucking it back into his jacket. Lara's absence from the studio narrowed their scope, but it didn't close any doors—not yet.

Fiona shifted her weight, the soles of her boots gripping the polished floor of the martial arts studio. Her gaze lingered on the receptionist's face, seeking the truth in his eyes. "Did Jamie ever mention feeling like she was being watched or followed?" she asked, her voice steady.

The receptionist hesitated for a moment, then shook his head. "No, nothing like that," he said, his words quick and certain. But then he paused, a crease forming between his brows as if he were sifting through his memories. "There was this guy though, came in a few weeks back. He was... off."

"Off how?" Fiona probed, leaning in slightly.

"Obsessed, kinda," the receptionist replied, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting the man to appear. "He wanted Jamie to train him specifically, but she didn't do private sessions with adults. Only kids." He swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing. "When we told him 'no,' he got all worked up about it. We had to ask him to leave and not come back."

"Sounds like he could be important," Jake interjected, his brow furrowing. "Who was this guy?"

"Let me pull up his membership details," the receptionist offered, turning to the desktop computer beside him. His fingers danced across the keyboard, the clicks echoing faintly in the quiet studio.

Fiona watched the screen flicker as the receptionist navigated through the system. A picture materialized—a man with a hard-set jaw and a gaze that didn't quite meet the camera's lens. Victor Harmon, read the bold letters beneath the photo. He appeared to be in his forties, his hair more salt than pepper.

"Victor Harmon," the receptionist announced, as if confirming the name for himself as well.

"Thank you," Fiona said, her mind already racing through the possibilities. She noted the lines etched around the man's eyes, the tightness of his lips—a visage that spoke of frustration and unyielding intent.

Jake leaned closer, his eyes scanning the image. "Can you print that out for us?"

"Sure thing," the receptionist replied, hitting a key. The printer hummed to life, disgorging a sheet with Victor Harmon's details into the physical world.

"Anything else you can tell us about this guy?" Jake asked, accepting the printout from the receptionist.

"Only that Jamie didn't seem scared, just annoyed. Like he was a fly buzzing too close to her food," he answered, offering a weak smile. "She was tough as nails, you know?"

Fiona nodded, taking one last glance over the room. She could imagine Jamie Lin moving among the young students, a force of intensity and dedication. Despite the violence of her end, in this studio, she was remembered as strong, disciplined. A figure to be admired.

"Thank you for your help," Jake said, folding up the printout and tucking it into his pocket. "We'll be in touch if we have any other questions."

"Of course," the receptionist replied, his gaze somber. "Anything to help find who did this to Jamie."

As they left the studio, Fiona and Jake shared a look. Victor Harmon was the closest thing they had to a lead so far—and they had to dig up everything they could on him.

***

Fiona tapped at the screen of her tablet, the glare from the morning sun reflecting off the glass and momentarily blinding her. She angled the device away, shading it with her body as she accessed the FBI database. Beside her, Jake sat motionless, his hands resting on the steering wheel, eyes fixed on the martial arts studio's entrance across the parking lot.

"Got something?" he asked, not turning his head, but his tone was expectant, hopeful for a lead.

Fiona didn't respond immediately, her focus narrowing as she sifted through Victor Harmon's digital footprint. It wasn't long before her search yielded results, and what she found sent a jolt through her. "He's an entomologist," she murmured, more to herself than to Jake.

"Like you?" Jake's voice cracked with a mixture of surprise and curiosity.

"Was," Fiona corrected without looking up, her fingers swiping across the screen. Her eyes widened behind her glasses as she read further. "He worked at the butterfly conservatory. But..." Her voice trailed off, a knot forming in her stomach.

"But what?" Jake prompted, concern etching his features as he finally glanced at her.

She hesitated, feeling a strange sense of betrayal. One of her own—a man devoted to the study of insects—had fallen so far from grace. "He was fired," she said, her voice tight. "For sexually harassing a coworker."

Jake's jaw clenched visibly, a muscle ticking in his cheek. "That could be our guy then." His voice was low, a growl of anger at the injustice. "Gets fixated on women, can't handle rejection."

"Seems like it," Fiona agreed, though she knew they needed more than just a troubled past to make a case. She kept scrolling, seeking any fact that could tie Victor Harmon to Jamie Lin beyond the walls of the martial arts studio. Each swipe felt heavier than the last, each detail adding weight to the shadow that now loomed over their investigation.

"Anything else?" Jake asked, reaching out to start the car. The engine hummed to life, a soft vibration under their seats.

"Nothing yet," Fiona replied, her determination hardening. She wouldn't rest until every piece of Victor Harmon's life was laid bare, until they had enough evidence to put him behind bars—or clear his name. She owed that much to Jamie Lin, to Lena Chase, and to the silent plea for justice that echoed from every corner of the morgue back home.

Fiona scrolled past the termination notice, her eyes scanning for any hints of Victor's interests that might be relevant.

"Did he have a thing for spiders, maybe?" Jake asked, his fingers drumming on the steering wheel.

"Let me check." She tapped and swiped, the soft glow of the tablet screen illuminating her focused expression. Every article, every publication she found only reinforced what they already knew; Victor was fixated on butterflies, not spiders. "Nope, just butterflies," Fiona finally said. "He even published a paper on the migration patterns of Monarchs."

"Too bad," Jake muttered. "Would've been a nice link to the orb-weavers at our crime scenes."

"Maybe too neat," Fiona considered. The complexity of human nature rarely fit into tidy boxes, especially when it came to the tangled web of a killer's mind.

"Where's he working now?" Jake's question pulled Fiona back to the task at hand.

"Here we go," Fiona murmured as she located the current employment section in Victor's file. "He's managing a smoothie bar, just up the road from Jamie's studio."

"Healthy drinks, huh?" Jake's tone was speculative. "Jamie was fit, probably liked to grab a smoothie after training."

"Could be," Fiona conceded. The proximity wasn't proof, but it was a connection, another thread that could draw them closer to their suspect. "Lena might have been a customer there, too."

"Let’s pay this butterfly enthusiast a visit then." Jake shifted the car into drive, the engine responding with a low purr.

"Agreed." Fiona powered down the tablet, her mind already racing ahead. They needed to tread carefully, to observe Victor Harmon in his natural habitat. It was time to see if the former entomologist still had a taste for the predatory.


CHAPTER FIVE

Jake could feel the palpable shift as he and Fiona crossed the threshold of the smoothie bar. He glanced at her, noting the steely resolve that tightened her features. The air was thick with the scent of fresh fruit and buzzing conversation, a veneer of normalcy that didn't quite reach his senses. Patrons in workout gear lounged on brightly colored stools, their laughter hanging in the air like confetti.

They moved through the space, each step deliberate, a silent communication passing between them. This was it—their chance to corner a suspect, to peel back the layers of deceit. Jake's gaze fell upon Harmon, who stood behind the counter, a model of efficiency and poise. His hands deftly blended and poured a dance of muscle memory and practiced charm. It was almost hypnotic, the way his calm presence commanded the space.

Harmon's facade gave nothing away, each smile measured, every gesture controlled. But Jake knew better. Beneath that polished exterior could lurk a darkness they had seen too often—violence masquerading as tranquility. The juxtaposition gnawed at him, a reminder of his mother's unsolved murder, the injustice that fueled his relentless pursuit of the truth.

The sight of Harmon, so serene amid his blenders and organic produce, grated against the images imprinted in Jake's mind: two women, their lives brutally snatched away, surrounded by the delicate webs of spiders. The creatures had been out of place in those domestic scenes, just as this man seemed out of place here, behind the counter of a health oasis.

A tension began to build in Jake's chest, coiling tight like a spring. He felt an instinctive urge to confront, to shatter the peace with hard questions and demands for answers. Yet, he held back, allowing Fiona to take point, trusting her keen eye and sharper mind to guide them through this precarious engagement.

Their presence hadn't gone unnoticed. Whispers swirled around them, curiosity piqued by their determined approach, looking out of place in their professional attire. Jake's focus remained undivided, locked on Harmon, waiting for the moment when the façade would slip, when the suspect would reveal his true nature.

Jake watched as Fiona strode ahead, her red curls a fiery contrast to the sterile whites and greens of the smoothie bar. Her confidence was palpable, even from behind; she moved with an ease that belied her recent transition to fieldwork. He admired her for it—the way she could blend authority with a casual grace. It was a talent he recognized but had never quite mastered himself.

He followed, keeping his distance just enough to allow Fiona to command the space. His eyes remained fixed on Harmon, gauging the man's every twitch and turn. Jake's hand rested subtly near his badge, ready to present it at the right moment. The buzz of conversation around them began to quiet as they approached the counter.

"Victor Harmon?" Fiona's voice cut through the hum of blenders.

Harmon looked up, his professional smile faltering for just a second. "Yes, can I help you?"

"We're with the FBI," Fiona said, presenting her badge with a practiced flip.

Jake did the same, feeling the weight of the room shift. Eyes darted towards them, then quickly away, as if contact might draw unwanted attention.

"Perhaps we could talk in private?" Fiona suggested, her tone polite yet firm.

A flicker of surprise crossed Harmon's face—eyes widening, body stilling—as if the reality of the situation had only just hit him. Then, as though someone had pressed play again, he resumed motion, a smile returning to his lips. "Of course," he replied, though the strain was evident in his smile. "Please, follow me."

They moved toward the break room, leaving the colorful bustle of the bar behind. Fiona walked with purpose, each step measured and assured. Jake took one last glance over his shoulder at the patrons, now engrossed once more in their fruit blends and fitness conversations. The sharp scent of citrus and ginger lingered in the air as the door closed behind them, sealing off the outside world.

Jake watched as Fiona squared her shoulders, the lines of her face set in determination. They stood in the sterile light of the break room, the door clicking shut behind them, sealing off the lively chatter of the smoothie bar. The space was small, cramped with a single table and two chairs. Harmon perched on the edge of one seat, his posture rigid and alert.

"We need to ask you about Jamie Lin," Fiona said, her voice steady, but Jake could hear the undercurrent of steel.

Harmon's face twitched, the corners of his mouth tightening for a split second before he regained control. "Jamie?" he echoed, his hands betraying him as they gave a subtle tremble. "What about her?"

Fiona leaned forward slightly, her eyes never leaving Harmon's face. "When was the last time you saw her?"

"Last... last week," Harmon stammered, the pulse visible at his throat. "She comes in sometimes, for a smoothie."

A jolt of adrenaline hit Jake. He remained silent, observing. He noted every shift in Harmon's demeanor, the nervous flicker in his eyes, the way his jaw clenched then released. It was like watching an insect caught in a jar – fluttering wings against glass, desperate for escape.

"Your interactions with Jamie," Fiona pressed on, "were they friendly?"

"Of course," Harmon snapped, a hint of defensiveness creeping into his tone. His shoulders tensed, and he folded his arms across his chest as if shielding himself from their scrutiny.

"Did she ever refuse you anything? Martial arts lessons, perhaps?" Her question was casual, yet it cut through the air like a blade.

"I don't see how that's relevant," Harmon retorted, his words clipped, his previous calm facade now fractured by irritation.

A silent exchange passed between Fiona and Jake, a shared recognition of truth amid lies. He admired Fiona's composure, the way she navigated the interrogation with precision, a testament to her recent training and innate understanding of human behavior.

"Are you sure there was nothing unusual about your last encounter?" Jake finally interjected, his voice low and controlled.

"Nothing," Harmon insisted, though his gaze darted away, unable to hold Jake's stare.

Jake reached for the laminated photograph in his coat pocket as Harmon's hands steadied on the countertop, the tremble now a distant memory. He slid the photo across the smooth surface towards him, and it skidded to a halt under Harmon's tentative grip.

"Ever seen this woman before?" Jake asked, his tone even, eyes locked onto Harmon's face for any telltale sign of recognition or deceit.

Harmon's eyes flickered down to the image—Lena Chase, muscles defined, her gaze strong and unwavering even in stillness. He hesitated, then nodded almost imperceptibly. "She's come in before, maybe," he said, his voice betraying nothing but a hint of uncertainty.

"Maybe?" Jake pressed, sensing the vagueness was a thin veil over something more substantial.

"Yeah, maybe," Harmon repeated, placing the photo back down with a careful indifference that felt rehearsed.

Jake's observation was cut short by Fiona's subtle shift in stance—a signal that she was taking the lead. She leaned in slightly, her eyes intent behind the reflective surface of her glasses. Her next line of questioning seemed to catch Harmon off guard, a tactic honed from their many cases together.

"Victor, let's talk about orb-weaver spiders," she began, her words weaving a web of curiosity around Harmon. "I understand you were an entomologist at one point?"

"Ah, yes," Harmon responded, his confusion evident as he adjusted his apron. "In a past life, I suppose."

"Did your work involve arachnids?" Fiona prodded gently, yet firmly, her knowledge as an entomologist lending authority to her questions.

"Arachnids?" Harmon echoed, almost laughing. "No, no, I never liked those creatures. Too many legs. My focus was on butterflies. Lepidoptera—their beauty, their metamorphosis." His hands, once trembling, now animatedly described the gentle flutter of wings, and for a moment, his passion shone through the veneer of calm.

"Interesting," Fiona mused, jotting down a note in her small, leather-bound pad. "So no interest in spiders, then? Not even the orb-weavers?"

"Definitely not," Harmon asserted, a shadow crossing his face. "I prefer my insects colorful and harmless."

Jake watched the exchange intently, his analytical mind cataloging Harmon's reactions—the way his nose wrinkled at the mention of spiders, the sincerity that seemed to infuse his words when he spoke of butterflies. The dissonance between the man who stood before them and the one suspected of harboring dark secrets was jarring.

“I understand you were let go from your job at the butterfly conservatory,” Jake said.

“It was a misunderstanding," Victor spat out, the words tight with anger. "They fired me over nothing, over some infatuation that wasn't even my doing!"

Jake watched him closely, noting the way Victor's hands clenched and unclenched, the agitation rippling through him like waves in a disturbed pool. The man was unraveling, the threads of his composure coming undone with each heated word.

"An ex-colleague, she...she made it seem like there was something more. I never initiated anything," Victor continued, a sneer twisting his lips. "She led me on, and when things didn't go her way, she turned it around on me."

Skeptical, Jake shifted his weight, feeling a familiar heat coil in his stomach. He knew this pattern all too well—the shifting of blame, the portrayal of oneself as the victim when it was convenient. It was a dance he'd seen before, one that left a sour taste in his mouth.

"Did you think Jamie Lin owed you something, too?" Jake cut in sharply, barely containing the edge in his voice. "Martial arts lessons—was she another person who led you on?"

"No, no," Victor stammered, his eyes darting to Fiona and then back to Jake, the anxiety returning to his features like unwelcome shadows at dusk. "I just wanted to learn from her, that's all. She was skilled, and I...I respected that."

"Respected," Jake echoed dryly, the word feeling hollow in his mouth. He could see the flicker of fear in Victor's eyes, the way his story stumbled over itself in an effort to avoid traps. Respect wasn't what Jake saw in those eyes; it was something hungrier, something that had little to do with admiration.

“What’s this all about, anyway?” Victor asked.

Jake watched the veneer of calm on Victor's face crack as Fiona delivered the news. "Jamie Lin has been found dead," she said, her voice steady but carrying an unmistakable gravity. "Left at the scene were orb-weaver spiders." She paused, letting that sink in. "As a fellow entomologist, you'd know those aren't common house spiders."

"Dead?" Victor's voice was a whisper, a mix of genuine shock and something else Jake couldn't quite place. "I had nothing to do with this. I swear."

"Can you tell us where you were last night, Victor?" Jake asked, his gaze fixed on the man before him.

"Last night?" Victor echoed, his eyes suddenly brightening as if a switch had been flipped. "I was at bingo with my coworkers. You can ask any of them."

"Let's do that," said Jake, nodding towards one of the younger employees milling around the counter, who had been watching their exchange with cautious curiosity.

"Hey, Marcus!" Victor called out, beckoning the young man over with a wave. "Tell these agents where we were last night."

The coworker sauntered over, his expression one of mild annoyance at being pulled into the conversation. "Yeah, we were at this bar up the street 'til like, two a.m.," he grumbled, his words clipped and brusque. "After that, we went back to my place for more drinks."

"Until what time?" Jake pressed.

"Pretty late," Marcus replied with a shrug. "Then we crashed at my place for a bit after."

Victor stood taller, almost proud, as if the alibi were a shield that could deflect any suspicion. But Jake wasn't convinced. Alibis could be faked, memories could falter under pressure. Yet, despite his reservations, he knew they needed more than just a gut feeling to tie Victor to the crimes. They needed evidence—and so far, all they had were spiders and coincidences.

Fiona's brow furrowed slightly in concentration, her eyes locked on Marcus as if searching for any hint of deception.

"Victor was zonked out on my couch when I woke up," Marcus continued, evidently peeved by the interruption to his workday. "Didn't even stir until what must've been nine in the morning."

Jake glanced over at Fiona, whose amber eyes met his own. They shared a silent conversation in that moment, both seasoned enough to recognize the frustration of chasing down false leads. The tension in Fiona's shoulders relaxed ever so slightly, a subtle admission of the dead end they had hit.

Maybe it was a longshot, but Jake showed the photo of Lena to Marcus as well and asked, “Have you seen this woman in here before?”

Marcus nodded. “Yeah, she comes in here a lot. Haven’t seen her for a week or so, which is odd.”

“That’s because she’s dead,” Victor said, and Marcus went pale. “That’s why they’re here. But I never touched either of these people.”

“Did anyone ever come in who did?” Fiona asked. “Did you ever see them talking to any strange men?”

Marcus shrugged. Victor, however, had a perplexed look on his face.

“What is it, Victor?” Jake pressed.

“Well, you mentioned arachnids,” Victor said. “There’s this one guy who comes in here sometimes… stands out, because he has a bunch of spider tattoos. Webs, spiders, you name it. Weird guy.”

“Oh yeah, that guy,” Marcus said. “He does come in here a lot.”

“Do you have a name?” Jake asked. It wasn’t much, but a man obsessed with spiders, attending the same smoothie bar both Jamie and Lena went to, could be a lead.

“No,” Victor said, “but we’ve got security footage that’ll show him, I’m sure of it. You can’t miss him, with how many tats he has.”

Jake exchanged a glance with Fiona before nodding. "That's something we'd like to take a look at," he said, the edge of excitement flitting in his intense gaze.

Victor gestured towards the back office, a room dominated by monitors that showed various sections of the establishment. "The footage should be saved on the system," he explained, leading them towards a desk cluttered with papers and coffee cups.

Marcus followed them into the office, pulling up the footage from the past week. His fingers flew over the keyboard as he fast-forwarded through hours of customers coming and going from the smoothie bar.

"There," Victor pointed at one of the screens. A man covered in inked spiderwebs and spiders appeared in view, his cold eyes scanning the room before settling on a spot at the counter.

"Marcus, stop right there," Jake directed. He moved closer to the monitor, scrutinizing the man in question. He was tall, burly with a gruff demeanor that seemed out of place for such a vibrant establishment.

"Do you know anything else about this man?" Fiona asked Victor, her eyes locked on the screen as she took in every detail of their potential suspect.

"He ordered an unusual smoothie... beets, broccoli, and kelp or something," Victor shrugged, looking uncomfortable. "He came across as really tough. Sometimes, he just sits there and watches people."

Jake had a bad feeling about this. But without the man’s identity, they couldn’t do much. “Victor, we’re gonna need copies of this footage.”


CHAPTER SIX

He stood in the shadows, an observer invisible to the world. His gaze was fixed on Erica through the window of the kickboxing studio. She moved like a warrior, each pivot and kick a testament to her strength. Her students surrounded her, mirrors trying to reflect her precision, but none matched her vitality. He had learned her routines, the rhythm of her day-to-day life, noting it all with a predator's meticulous attention.

The sun had yet to reach its zenith when Erica began her midday class. He watched how the light played on her form, casting shadows that danced upon the floor as she moved. She exuded an aura of confidence, an unspoken challenge to anyone who dared underestimate her. This was what drew him to her—this resilience, this power. It was why she had become his target.

For weeks, he had been patient, cataloging her every habit. Dawn found her running along the riverfront, where the mist clung to her like a lover's caress. By midday, she would be here, at the gym, a queen among her subjects. Afternoons took her to a local coffee shop, a brief interlude of normalcy before she retreated to the solitude of her home. He knew the exact minute she'd lock her door behind her, shutting out the world for the day.

His heart thrummed in his chest as he watched her laugh, the sound muted by the barrier between them. The students laughed with her, oblivious to the shadow beyond the glass, to the eyes that dissected their every interaction. He saw the moments when her laughter reached her eyes and when it didn't, storing away each observation like a spider tucking insects into the silken threads of its web.

She paused, a momentary lapse in her constant motion, and those were the moments he cherished most. When her guard dropped, and she looked out the window, not seeing him, but looking at the world with a softness that belied her strength. In those seconds, he could imagine her as vulnerable, unaware of the danger that stalked her. But it was a fleeting vulnerability, one that vanished as quickly as it appeared, for Erica was never truly defenseless.

These glimpses into her unguarded self fed his dark obsession, nourished the plans that took root in the twisted garden of his mind. Each detail was a piece of the puzzle, a step towards the inevitable conclusion he had crafted for her. Erica represented a challenge, a worthy opponent for the hunt he relished so deeply. Taking her down would not be easy, but the difficulty only heightened the thrill.

He was the hunter, and she, unknowingly, had become his prey. Soon, he would make his move, but not yet. Patience was part of the game, and he was nothing if not patient. He shifted in the shadows, anticipation coiling within him like a spring, ready to unleash at the perfect moment. For now, he watched, waited, and planned. Erica continued her class, unaware of the eyes that followed her every step, of the predator who had marked her as his next prize.

He lingered in the penumbra of the alleyway, his gaze piercing through the fading light as it caressed the kickboxing studio's glass facade. Inside, Erica's silhouette danced a violent ballet of strikes and kicks, her body weaving an intricate tapestry of strength and precision. The killer's breath was a whisper lost in the hum of the city, his heart a metronome ticking towards the inevitable crescendo.

Within his twisted mind, thoughts scuttled like spiders across a web, each thread vibrating with anticipation. He envisioned himself the arachnid at the center, Erica unwittingly ensnared. Every moment he had observed her, every minute detail he had garnered, spun into the silk of his trap. He smiled, and it was the curve of a blade, hidden in shadow. She was strong, yes, but to him, that only sweetened the victory. His prey was not some fragile creature; she was a fortress to be besieged, a testament to his prowess when finally conquered.

The spiders were his acolytes, his silent partners in this macabre ritual. They were more than symbols; they were extensions of his will, left to watch over those he claimed. With their eight-legged grace, they stood guard, ensuring his presence lingered long after he retreated into the night. No trace of him would remain, save for these delicate sentinels. In them, he found kinship—an understanding of what it meant to be patient, to be perfect.

Tonight, he would not follow her. No, tonight he would invade the sanctuary of her home. As she expended her energy along the river, he would place his eight-legged sentinels within her walls. They were not mere insects to him; they were extensions of his will, silent watchers that would lie in wait for her return.

His anticipation swelled, a crescendo of dark excitement that threatened to overwhelm his usually impassive demeanor. He imagined her returning, fatigued from her run, unaware that she was crossing the threshold into his domain. The thought sent a thrill through him, the power of knowing that he controlled the outcome of this deadly game.

He pictured her movements, the casual way she would drop her keys on the table, kick off her shoes, and perhaps pour herself a glass of water. All the while, his silent predators would watch, their presence undetected until he decided it was time for the grand reveal.

The hunt was nearly complete. Soon, he would add another trophy to his collection, another testament to his prowess. With each step Erica took, she drew closer to the snare he had laid out for her. Unseen, he tracked her progress, a ghostly sentinel biding his time.

The spider was ready to claim its prey, and he, the master of this deadly game, was ready to savor the victory. The threads of destiny were pulled taut, and soon they would ensnare another victim. The killer waited, the darkness his ally, as the inevitable end drew near.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Fiona hovered over the grainy footage on her laptop, her fingers poised above the keyboard. She squinted behind her glasses, focusing on the man moving across the screen. He was there again, his bulky frame clad in a nondescript hoodie, but it was the spider tattoos crawling up his arms and neck that caught her attention every time. Fiona's heart thrummed with a mix of excitement and dread. With each appearance, he bought a smoothie, exchanged a few words with the cashier, and left. His presence felt like a shadow passing through, but shadows didn't have tattoos that matched murder scenes.

"Let's see what facial rec can pull up," Jake suggested, tapping the spacebar with a sense of urgency. The program whirred to life, slicing through the silence of the room.

They waited, the tension thickening around them like a cocoon. Fiona ran her thumb over her nail, a habit she had when nerves crept in. Images flickered across the screen, algorithms dissecting the man's face—eye width, nose length, jawline angle. Data streamed down the monitor as the software sifted through its vast criminal database, seeking a match.

Minutes crawled by, each one laden with the weight of potential breakthroughs and dead ends. Fiona's mind wandered to Joslyn, her sister's trauma always lurking in the backdrop of her thoughts. If only this software could've found her...

"Got him," Jake said, his voice cutting through the haze of Fiona's worries.

"Calvin Rhodes," Fiona read aloud from the screen, the name settling into her mind like a puzzle piece clicking into place. The face staring back at them from the database was clearer, lines etched into his skin, but undeniably the same man from the footage.

"Let's dig into Mr. Rhodes," Jake said, his tone all business now. They had a name, a starting point, and Fiona felt the familiar surge of determination. This was why she had become an agent—to chase down the shadows until they had nowhere left to hide.

Fiona's gaze locked onto the screen, where the cold pixels formed the visage of Calvin Rhodes. The profile that loaded beside his mugshot was a laundry list of red flags. "Exterminator," she murmured, her eyes scanning the list of offenses. Assault charges—multiple ones—and all against women.

"Looks like we've got our prime suspect," Jake said from beside her, his voice a mix of disgust and resolve. He leaned in closer, squinting at the details. There was something personal in this for him, Fiona knew. Every case was another chance to right the wrongs of the past, to do for these victims what no one had been able to do for his mother.

"His employment history," Fiona pointed out, tapping the screen, "gives him access to all sorts of chemicals and... spiders." The last word hung in the air, tainted with the memory of their crime scenes—the delicate, deadly webs that had cradled the lifeless bodies of Lena Chase and Jamie Lin.

"Let's see what else we can dig up on our friend here," Jake said, opening his laptop with a sense of urgency.

The click-clack of Jake's typing filled the room as he navigated through databases and records. Fiona watched over his shoulder as snippets of Calvin Rhodes' life unfolded before them. Born in Portland, a childhood profile emerged steeped in violence and neglect. It painted a picture of a boy who found solace in the company of insects and arachnids, creatures that thrived in darkness and were feared by many.

"Look at this," Jake said, clicking on an article from a local paper. A young Calvin, recognized at a science fair for his project on spiders. "His obsession started early."

"Turned his fascination into a career," Fiona noted, "but I guess some fascinations have sharp edges." She thought about how often people hid behind masks of normalcy, their true natures lurking just beneath the surface.

"Whatever line there was for him, it looks like he crossed it a long time ago," Jake muttered, his brow furrowed as he sifted through more information.

Fiona's fingers danced across the keyboard, her eyes scanning the lines of text that were beginning to shape a sinister narrative. She paused, honing in on a recent entry in Calvin Rhodes' employment history. Her breath hitched slightly as she read the details aloud. "Terminated for aggressive behavior towards a female coworker," she said, the words hanging heavily in the air between her and Jake.

Jake looked over at Fiona, his expression grim. "That fits the pattern," he replied. "He's got a history with women."

"His temper seems to be as venomous as the spiders he works with," Fiona mused, pushing up her glasses. The images of Lena Chase and Jamie Lin flashed in her mind—strong, independent women whose lives had been cruelly snatched away. It was personal for Fiona, who couldn't help but see echoes of her sister Joslyn in each victim.

She delved deeper into Rhodes' file, searching for anything that could give them an advantage. Her heart raced, not just from the caffeine pulsing through her veins, but from the chase, the need to prevent any more lives from being extinguished by this predator. Her focus was unwavering, the profile of Calvin Rhodes slowly becoming clearer with every click.

Fiona's fingers flew across the keyboard as Jake relayed details over the phone. "We need eyes on Rhodes' last known residence and his workplace," he commanded, his tone brokering no argument. The local police were quick to respond, their efficiency a testament to the gravity of the situation. As they set about orchestrating surveillance, Fiona couldn't shake the image of the spider tattoos that crawled along the man's skin in the footage.

"Surveillance is up," Jake announced, ending the call and turning back to Fiona. She nodded, her gaze fixed on the screen in front of her. Together, they sifted through digital piles of information, each new discovery adding layers of urgency to their search.

"Rhodes could be anywhere," Fiona mused aloud, her voice a soft murmur in the tense silence of the room. Her eyes darted from one document to the next, searching for any thread that would lead them to the predator before he struck again.

Jake stood beside her, his presence a steadying force. "But we've got eyes out now. He won't slip past us," he said, his confidence reassuring even as the weight of uncertainty pressed down on them both.

"Let's go back over everything," Fiona suggested, her mind racing as they revisited the crime scenes through photos and reports. With each detail, they built a profile of Calvin Rhodes in action, weaving connections between his movements and the tragedies that unfolded.

"Look at this," Jake pointed to a series of timestamps. "He was at the smoothie bar at consistent intervals. It's like he was keeping watch."

"Timing his visits," Fiona added, piecing together the pattern. "Calculating when he'd have the best chance of not being noticed." Every clue seemed to underscore Rhodes' meticulous nature, the deliberate way he stalked his victims.

"Waiting for the right moment to strike," Jake concluded, his face grim. They were hunters tracking an all-too-human spider—one who'd spun a web of violence and terror.

"His next move..." Fiona's voice trailed off as she contemplated the implications. "We need to predict it, get ahead of him."

"Exactly," Jake confirmed, his gaze meeting hers with fierce determination. They were united in purpose, agents of justice against the creeping darkness.

Fiona felt the familiar flutter of nerves, but it was overshadowed by a growing resolve. She was more than an entomologist; she was an agent of the FBI, and she would not let another life be lost to this monster.

The call from the surveillance team came in like a bolt, shattering the tense silence of their makeshift operation center. Rhodes was on the move. Fiona felt her pulse quicken as she watched the grainy footage; the man they'd been tracking emerged from his house, his gait steady and purposeful, a bulky case suggestive of extermination equipment slung over his shoulder.

"Time to go," Jake said, his voice taut with urgency. Fiona nodded, gathering her wits like a cloak around her. They joined the tactical team, each member clad in body armor and grim determination. The air was thick with the weight of impending confrontation.

As they moved out, Fiona ran through every protocol she'd learned, every scenario that could unfold. She clutched her weapon, still foreign in her grip but steadied by countless hours of training. It was real now—she was no longer the scholar peering at insects under a microscope. She was the hunter, and Calvin Rhodes was the dangerous quarry.

***

The suburban home stood bathed in the orange glow of the late afternoon sun, an ordinary façade masking the lair of a predator. Fiona's heart thudded against her ribcage, mirroring the rhythmic ticking of the clock on the dashboard. She watched the house, its windows dark and inscrutable, waiting for Rhodes to emerge.

"Remember, we need him alive," Jake murmured beside her. "He's our best lead."

"Understood," Fiona replied, her voice steadier than she felt. She glanced at Jake, his profile etched with the same resolve that had driven him since the unsolved murder of his mother. It was a shared pain—her own sister's disappearance remained a wound never fully healed, a mystery still unsolved.

Taking a deep breath, Fiona steeled herself. Rhodes' profile painted a picture of intimidation: an assailant skilled in violence with a twisted affinity for spiders. But beneath the anxiety, there was a spark of defiance. She was Fiona Red, agent of the FBI, armed not just with a gun but with a mind honed for deduction and detail. She wouldn't allow fear to cloud her judgment.

"Any moment now," she whispered, more to herself than to Jake. She was ready. Beside her, Jake gave a silent nod, his hand resting near his holster. They both knew what was at stake. With the team on standby, waiting for their cue, Fiona focused on the door, knowing that whatever lay beyond it, they faced it together.

Fiona's eyes locked on the figure stepping out onto the porch. Rhodes, clad in his extermination uniform, descended the steps with a slow, measured gait, equipment in tow. She caught her breath, heart pounding against her ribs like a caged bird yearning for escape.

"Team, we're moving in," Jake's voice crackled over the radio, calm yet commanding. "Stay sharp and be ready to back us up."

Without another word, they opened their doors and stepped onto the pavement, the afternoon sun casting long shadows that seemed to reach out towards Rhodes. Fiona felt the weight of her gun against her hip, a reminder of her duty and newfound courage.

They approached with caution, watching as Rhodes heaved his gear into the back of a nondescript van. His movements were practiced, those of a man who had performed the same routine countless times. But today would be different.

Rhodes' spider tattoos crawled across his arms, a grotesque mimicry of the creatures Fiona spent her life studying. They seemed to undulate with each shift of his muscles, a sinister dance that chilled her to the bone. She pressed on, Jake by her side, their footsteps a silent herald of the confrontation to come.

"Calvin Rhodes?" Jake announced firmly, brandishing his badge. "We're with the FBI. Can we have a moment?"

Rhodes stiffened, his expression souring instantly as he turned to face them. His eyes flickered with hostility, a storm brewing beneath the surface. "I ain't talking to no cops," he spat, venom in his voice.

"Mr. Rhodes, it's important," Jake persisted, taking a step closer, but maintaining a respectful distance. "We just need a few minutes of your time."

With a snarl, Rhodes lunged forward, aiming to shove Jake aside. Instinct kicked in, and both agents braced for impact. But before chaos could erupt, the tactical team swarmed in, a flurry of movement and commands.

"Stop! FBI!" echoed around them as Rhodes was swiftly apprehended, his attempt at flight thwarted by the well-coordinated efforts of the team. Fiona watched, her pulse racing, as the man who might hold the answers to their gruesome case was finally in custody. The pieces were falling into place, and the hunt for truth was closing in.

Fiona's hands remained steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins as she watched Jake recover from the attempted shove. Rhodes was a powerhouse of a man, his broad shoulders and inked arms indicative of someone who wouldn't go down without resistance. But the FBI team was faster, their training evident in the swift containment.

"Hands behind your back!" one of the agents commanded, his voice authoritative, brooking no argument.

Rhodes grunted, his face contorting in anger as he was forced into submission, handcuffs clinking as they secured his wrists. Fiona felt a twinge of satisfaction; this was what they had trained for, why they spent countless hours poring over case files and chasing leads.

"Got anything to say now, Rhodes?" Jake taunted lightly, though his brown eyes were dark with seriousness.

"Go to hell," Rhodes growled, his voice muffled as an agent pressed his head down toward the waiting car.

Jake exchanged a look with Fiona, a silent communication that spoke volumes. This was a big break in their case, potentially the linchpin they needed to start unraveling the web of crimes that had brought them to this spider-tattooed suspect.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Jake gripped the metal door handle, feeling the cool weight of authority in his grasp as he pushed into the interrogation room at the FBI headquarters in Portland. The air was static with tension, each breath hanging heavy like the fog that often blanketed the city. Fiona followed close behind, her presence a subtle reassurance against the unease knotting in his stomach.

Across from them, Calvin Rhodes sat caged by the stark, sterile confines of the room. His burly frame seemed to dwarf the flimsy chair he was perched on, muscles tensed and ready beneath skin etched with a web of spider tattoos. His eyes, hard and unyielding, fixed on Jake with a glare that could cut glass.

Jake remembered the moment Calvin's meaty hand had shot out towards him, a misguided attempt to shove past and escape questioning. That decisive shove had been all the reason they needed to bring him in. Now, cuffs replaced the possibility of further shoves, and frustration smoldered in Jake's chest. He hated bullies, hated those who used their size to intimidate. It reminded him too much of finding his mother, the way powerlessness had enveloped him that day.

"Rhodes," Jake said, his voice steady but edged with the irritation simmering just below the surface. He took his seat opposite the man, the table between them a thin barrier to the animosity that crackled in the air.

Calvin leaned back, a sneer curling his lips as he settled more comfortably into his defiance. His arms crossed over his broad chest, a silent fortress built of flesh and ink. Jake could nearly hear the unspoken challenge in the posture: 'Make me talk.'

"Let's not waste time," Jake pressed, meeting the other man's gaze without flinching. "We both know why you're here."

But Calvin remained silent, his sneer deepening. Jake's jaw clenched as he observed the obstinate tilt of Calvin's head, the casual spread of his tattooed arms. This was a man who reveled in confrontation, who wore his nonchalance like armor.

Fiona, ever the composed counterpart to Jake's mounting impatience, shuffled her papers beside him, undisturbed by the palpable hostility. She glanced at Jake, a silent signal to maintain control, before turning her eyes back to Calvin.

It was going to be a long interrogation.

Jake slid the glossy photos across the table, his movements deliberate. One by one, the images revealed the lifeless faces of Lena Chase and Jamie Lin, their eyes void of the strength they once held. Calvin's eyes flicked to the photographs, then back up to Jake, an icy detachment in his gaze.

"Never seen 'em," Calvin muttered, pushing the photos away with a calloused finger. His voice was as cold as the Portland winter outside, his indifference notable, considering the gravity of the images before him.

Jake's fingers tightened into fists at his sides. "You expect us to believe that? You're always at that smoothie bar where they hung out."

"Coincidence," Calvin scoffed, a scornful laugh escaping his lips. The sound grated against Jake's patience like sandpaper.

"Look closer," Jake urged, though he knew it was futile. He recognized that dismissive glint in Calvin's eyes, the same one he'd seen in countless suspects who thought they could bluff their way through an interrogation.

Calvin leaned back, arms still crossed, the tattoos on his skin shifting with his movement. The mockery in his expression was clear — he wasn't going to give them anything.

Fiona leaned forward, her red curls falling over her shoulder as she interjected with a calmness that seemed alien in the tension-filled room. "Your tattoos," she began, her voice steady, "they're quite intricate. Spiders, aren't they?"

Calvin's gaze shifted to Fiona, the sneer lessening slightly as he regarded her. She was an unexpected player in his mind games, her demeanor unflappable despite the hostility emanating from across the table.

"Got a thing for bugs, do you?" Calvin replied, the edge in his voice dulled by curiosity.

"Spiders are fascinating creatures," Fiona continued. "They can symbolize many things—power, control, fear. What do they mean to you?"

It was a dance of wits, and Jake watched as Fiona led Calvin step by step. She had a way of disarming people, of peeling back layers with her quiet intensity.

"Always hated the creepy crawlies," Calvin admitted grudgingly, his eyes darting down to his ink-stained skin for a fleeting moment. "Got these to show I'm not afraid of anything."

Fiona nodded, her face betraying none of the satisfaction Jake felt at this small victory. She was a natural, unraveling the threads of Calvin's facade with nothing but words and composure.

"Interesting choice," Fiona mused. "To brand yourself with something you fear."

"Life's about facing your demons," Calvin said, his voice low. There was a brief flicker of something in his eyes before the walls came back up.

Jake watched as Calvin's fingers traced the outline of an intricately inked black widow on his forearm. His confession about the tattoos was subdued, far from the bravado he'd shown earlier. The room felt smaller somehow, the silence punctuated by the quiet hum of the fluorescent lights overhead.

"Started when I was a kid," Calvin said, his voice a dull monotone. "I'd freeze up every time I saw a spider. Decided to get over it. Marked myself with them."

"Facing your fears head-on," Jake observed, trying to keep any judgment from coloring his tone. It was hard to reconcile this vulnerable admission with the man who had tried to barrel past him not long ago.

"Exactly," Calvin replied, but there was no pride in his affirmation, just resignation. He looked down at his arms as if seeing the tattoos for the first time.

Fiona leaned forward, fixed on Calvin. "Fascinating," she murmured, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. "But you see, we found orb-weaver spiders at both crime scenes. They're not common in homes, especially during winter."

The mention of the spiders made Calvin stiffen. He glanced up at Fiona, then away quickly, as if caught off guard. Jake could see the change in him; the tough exterior was cracking, crumbling like a wall after a relentless siege.

"Orb-weavers?" Calvin's voice was barely above a whisper, and he swallowed hard.

"Yes," Fiona continued, relentless in her calm way. "We're looking for someone with a particular interest in spiders. Given your... unique tattoos, you can understand why we need to ask these questions."

Calvin's sneer had vanished, replaced by a growing realization of the gravity of the situation. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, the metal cuffs clinking as they restricted his movement.

"I didn't do anything to those women," he said, but there was a tremble in his voice that hadn't been there before. The certainty, the defiance, all that had evaporated under the weight of evidence he couldn't ignore.

Jake watched Calvin's facade crumble like the last vestiges of a storm. The man’s broad shoulders slumped, and his eyes, which had held a spark of defiance, dulled.

"Look, I didn't hurt anyone," Calvin muttered, his gaze dropping to the table. It was as if the weight of his tattoos anchored him there, in that moment of vulnerability.

"Didn't you?" Jake countered sharply. He leaned forward, his fingers drumming on the cold metal table. "Your rap sheet tells a different story, Rhodes. Assault against women isn't something we take lightly."

Calvin's head snapped up, a flash of anger in his eyes before it was doused with something resembling shame. "I was a different guy back then," he said, his voice tinged with bitterness. "I've changed. I don’t drink anymore. I went to rehab.”

"Rehab doesn't erase the past," Jake said flatly. His brown eyes bore into Calvin, searching for the truth beneath layers of regret and ink.

“These women frequented the juice bar you attend,” Fiona pointed out. “Why lie about recognizing them?”

“I don’t recognize them.”

"Where were you last night, Calvin?" Jake's question sliced through the tension between them. "From midnight to this morning. Where were you?"

Calvin looked away, his jaw clenched. When he spoke, his words were reluctant, each one dragged out from a place he wanted to keep hidden. "I was out of town," he said finally. "Met a woman on a dating app. I stayed over at her place."

"Convenient." Jake's tone was laced with skepticism. He exchanged a glance with Fiona, eyes reflected the same doubt shadowing his thoughts. They both knew the importance of an alibi, especially one so flimsy.

"Her name?" Jake pressed, watching Calvin closely.

"Doesn’t matter," Calvin grunted. "I was there. That’s all you need to know."

"Everything matters when a woman is dead," Jake said coldly. "We'll find out who she is, and we'll see if your story checks out."

Calvin's eyes met Jake's, a flicker of desperation passing through them before he looked down again, nodding slowly. Jake took note of this reaction, adding it to the mental file he kept on Calvin Rhodes. Whether or not the man was their killer, he was hiding something. And Jake was determined to uncover what that was.

Jake leaned forward, elbows resting on the metal table that separated him from Calvin. "The town," he said, voice firm. "Name it."

"Ridgefield," Calvin mumbled, looking anywhere but at Jake.

"Activities?" Jake prodded.

"Met her for dinner, went back to her place, watched a movie. The usual stuff." Calvin's voice had a rehearsed edge to it.

"Which restaurant? Which movie?" Fiona interjected, pen poised over her notebook.

"Uh, some Italian place. Don't remember the name," Calvin said, scratching his head. "And we watched 'Night of the Living Dead.' She likes old horror films."

"Did you go anywhere else?" Jake asked, gaze steady.

"Nope."

"Receipts? Messages coordinating this rendezvous?" Jake was skeptical. His gut told him Calvin was grasping at straws, but evidence would tell the true tale.

"Didn't keep receipts. And the app—we didn't message much. It was spontaneous," Calvin responded, his eyes flicking up to meet Jake's before darting away.

Fiona scribbled down every word while Jake stared at Calvin, trying to read between the lines etched in the man's face. Calvin shifted uneasily under the scrutiny, but Jake could only guess at the reason.

"Alright, Calvin. We'll be checking into your story," Jake said as he stood up, signaling the end of the interrogation. "Every bit of it."

Calvin's eyes followed Jake as he moved around the room. "I'm telling you, I've changed," he insisted, his voice almost pleading. "I didn't hurt those women."

Jake paused by the door, turning to look at Calvin one last time. He wanted to believe in redemption, to think that a man could outrun his past and become something better. But the taste of bile lingered in his mouth—a reminder of the too many times he'd been wrong before.

"Change is hard, Calvin. Proving it is even harder," Jake said. He caught Fiona's eye, seeing his own doubt mirrored there.

"Good luck with that." With a final nod to Fiona, he stepped out of the interrogation room, leaving Calvin to stew in his own words.

Outside, the sterility of the hallway did little to clear Jake's thoughts. He wasn't sure what to make of Calvin Rhodes. A piece of shit, certainly. But their killer? That remained to be seen. He glanced at Fiona, her red curls a bright spot in the dim corridor. She was already on her phone, following up on Calvin's alibi.

"Let's find out if our spider enthusiast spins truth or webs of lies," he said, though part of him dreaded the answer. They walked side by side, each lost in their own thoughts about the case that had brought them here.


CHAPTER NINE

Erica Silverman laced up her sneakers, the snug fit a silent promise to her dedication. Outside, Portland's winter chill nipped at exposed skin, but she wouldn't be deterred. A kickboxer by trade and tenacity, she knew the value of an unbroken routine. The streets welcomed her with sparse company; lone pedestrians bundled in coats, their faces half-hidden against the wind. Car headlights pierced the encroaching dusk, brief companions to her solitude.

She started her run, each exhale a white plume fading into the cold air. Her footsteps kept a steady rhythm on the pavement, a metronomic assurance beneath the street lamps' glow. Erica moved with purpose, her breaths shallow and quick, muscles warming despite the frosty evening.

As she jogged, Erica's thoughts drifted to the electrolyte drinks waiting for her post-run. Absorbed in visions of replenishment, she altered her path toward her preferred local haunt – a store that stocked her favorite brand. But halfway there, a jolt of irritation struck. She patted her pockets, finding them devoid of her credit card's familiar shape.

"Damn it," she muttered, the words dissolving into vapor before her. With a sigh, the convenience of a well-earned drink slipped from her plans. Resigned to her forgetfulness, Erica pivoted back towards home. The warmth of a hot cup of tea now beckoned, a small consolation amidst the biting cold.

Her pace hastened, eager for the sheltered comfort of four walls and a roof. Each step carried her closer to respite, away from the biting evening that seemed all too eager to swallow her whole. The city lights blurred past, indifferent spectators to her solitary figure cutting through the darkness. Erica focused on the promise of warmth, letting it fuel the final stretch of her unintendedly abbreviated run.

Erica's key turned in the lock, and she stepped into the dimly lit hallway of her house. She expected the welcoming embrace of her home's warmth, but instead, a peculiar chill seeped through her sweat-dampened clothes. It was an alien cold, one that didn't belong indoors, and it crawled over her skin with spidery fingers.

"Odd," she mumbled to herself, the word barely audible as she closed the door behind her. Her breath, visible in the foyer's air, swirled around her like spectral whispers. She frowned, unease coiling in her stomach. The thermostat, set on a timer, should have banished the winter's bite hours ago. Yet here it lingered, an uninvited guest.

Erica's eyes darted upstairs, wondering if negligence had left a window ajar. But no memory surfaced of her opening one before leaving. Casting off her shoes, she padded forward, her ears straining for the familiar hum of the heating system. Silence greeted her, deep and unnerving. A shiver shook her—not from the residual adrenaline of her run, nor the lingering Portland chill outside, but from something far more instinctual.

Her gaze swept the shadows pooled in the corners of her vision, searching for anything amiss. That's when she noticed the movement on the floor. At first glance, it seemed like a trick of the light, a mere flicker. Then another moved, and another, until the horrifying reality dawned on her: spiders. Dozens of them, skittering across her tiles, their legs clicking faintly against the hard surface.

A knot tightened in Erica's throat, her pulse thundering in her ears. This couldn't be real. Spiders weren't unwelcome in her home—she'd never dealt with more than the occasional stray—but this was an infestation. The sight sent a primal alarm through her veins, and without thought, her voice broke the silence, sharp and loud—a scream that splintered the stillness of her home.

The arachnids seemed undeterred by her panic, continuing their eerie dance upon her floor. Erica's mind raced; where had they come from? Why now? Her heart hammered against her ribcage, a frantic drumbeat echoing the chaos that writhed at her feet. Every instinct screamed to flee, to escape the crawling terror, but she was frozen, caught in the web of her own dread.

Her scream still hung in the air, a fading echo of terror that seemed to mock her paralysis. Before Erica could regain her composure or make sense of the eight-legged nightmare at her feet, darkness shifted into form. The man materialized from the shadows as if conjured by her fear, his presence abrupt and menacing. His hand clamped onto her arm with an iron grip, jolting her from fright to fight.

"You came home early," he growled, voice low and laced with threat. The words slithered into her ear, cold and sinister. Erica's skin crawled under his touch, and she felt the weight of his intention pressing down on her like a shroud.

Erica's mind reeled, struggling to piece together the inconceivable scene unfolding before her. Who was this man? How did he get into her house? The questions spiraled, each one amplifying her alarm. But beneath the surface of her panic, something else stirred—a hardened resolve honed from hours of rigorous training and sparring in the kickboxing gym.

Her breath quickened; her muscles tensed, preparing to react. Yet before she could channel her honed instincts into action, a new sensation sliced through her focus: the unmistakable kiss of cold metal against her throat. The sharp object pressed with a deadly promise, and Erica's world narrowed to the chilling touch of steel on her skin.

Panic flared, white-hot and blinding. Her heart thrashed wildly in her chest, a drumbeat of primal fear. She could taste the danger in the air, metallic and thick, choking her silent before words could even form. This was not about in the ring. This was real, raw survival.

The pain came without warning, a searing bolt that tore through her defenses. It ripped a gasp from her lungs, a sound strangled by shock and the beginning of comprehension. Danger had breached her sanctuary, and it threatened to snuff out her light with the ruthlessness of a shadow swallowing the day.

As the pain carved its message deep into her flesh, Erica knew with chilling certainty that her life teetered on the edge of a knife. And the abyss that yawned below was hungry.


CHAPTER TEN

Fiona's legs were heavy as she stepped out of the car, the city lights of downtown Portland glinted off the glass facade of Jake’s high-rise apartment building. They moved through the silent lobby with the kind of fatigue only a day chasing shadows could bring. The elevator hummed softly, ascending to Jake's floor, and Fiona leaned against the cool wall, closing her eyes briefly.

The door to his apartment clicked open, and they stepped into the muted calm of Jake's place. It was all sharp angles and clean lines, the furniture minimal – a contrast to the chaos of their day. As Jake tossed his keys onto the kitchen island, he continued the thread of their earlier conversation.

"Rhodes's alibi is solid," he said, peeling off his jacket. "Security footage confirms he wasn't even in town."

Fiona nodded, processing this new information. She removed her own coat, feeling the weight of it lift from her shoulders. She could still picture Calvin Rhodes’s defiant face, spider tattoos crawling up his neck, the embodiment of suspicion. But the evidence couldn’t be argued with, and Fiona knew that the facts had to lead the way, no matter where intuition pointed.

"Seems like we're back to square one." Fiona's voice was level, but she felt the frustration simmering beneath the surface. Her gaze wandered to the large windows, the night sky expansive and dotted with stars.

Jake glanced at her, a crease forming between his brows. "We'll catch a break soon. We always do."

Fiona wanted to believe him, to share in his confidence, but doubt gnawed at her. She joined Jake by the window, the city spread out below them like a vast, slumbering beast. They stood there for a moment, taking in the moment, before Fiona went over and sank into the plush couch, her body molding into the soft cushions. Beside her, Jake mirrored her movements, their shoulders brushing in silence. The apartment's dim lighting cast a warm glow over their features, offering a semblance of peace amid the chaos of their lives. Fiona's mind, however, refused to settle. Now that she had a moment away from the case, images of Joslyn haunted her—an echo of a laugh, a flash of a smile that seemed forever out of reach.

"Any word from the hospital?" Jake's voice pulled Fiona from her reverie. “About your sister?”

"Nothing," she murmured, her fingers tracing invisible patterns on the fabric of the couch. "No news is good news, they say."

Jake turned to her, his eyes searching her face. "I can tell when you’re worried, Red.”

Fiona nodded. "I just... What if she never speaks again, Jake? What if she's trapped inside her own mind forever?"

He reached out, gently taking her hand. "You'll be there for her, Red. That’s all you can do. Be there and hope."

"Hope feels like a scarce commodity these days," Fiona admitted, squeezing his hand in gratitude. Silence enveloped them again, but it was a comforting sort, filled with unspoken understanding and shared fears.

Their bodies relaxed against each other as the weight of the day pressed down upon them. Fiona watched Jake, his profile etched against the city lights that bled through the blinds. The muscles in his jaw worked silently, a sign she had come to recognize as his contemplation—or struggle. She took a breath, feeling the weight of her question like a stone in her chest.

"Jake," she began, her voice barely above a whisper, "I was wondering… are you still thinking about your mother? On the case, I mean.”

He stiffened, then relaxed into an exhalation, as if releasing a burden he’d been holding. Turning to face her, his brown eyes held a flicker of pain that he rarely let show.

"Yeah, Red. It does remind me of her." His admission hung between them, stark and honest. "I was the one who found her, you know? Just walked into the kitchen and there she was..." He trailed off, swallowing hard. "Same way Lena and Jamie were left."

Her heart clenched, knowing how much it cost him to revisit that memory. "You told me before. You never went on that camping trip with your dad and brother, right?”

"Right." Jake shook his head, the shadows seeming to crowd closer around him. "I stayed back, thinking I'd have time to hang out with my friends while it was just my mom and me at home. Turned out, being in town made no difference. I still came home to a nightmare." His voice was a low rumble of grief and regret. "If only I'd been at home with her…"

The silence returned, but now it wrapped around them like a shroud, heavy with unspoken sorrow. Fiona reached out, tentative, her fingers brushing against his. In the dim light, she could see the faint line of his scar—a physical reminder of emotional wounds far deeper.

"God, Jake, I'm so sorry," she said, her own voice cracking. She wanted to offer comfort, solace, anything to ease the burden he carried. But words seemed trivial in the face of such a loss. "Did they ever have any suspects for your mom's case?" she asked, breaking the stillness. Her voice sounded too loud in the quiet room.

Jake shook his head, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows that showcased the city lights. "No," he said curtly. "The guy was never caught. It's been fifteen years."

"Could this be the same man?" Fiona's question hung in the air, her mind racing with the possibilities. “The one who killed Jamie and Lena… could it be…?”

"Unlikely," Jake murmured, his gaze not leaving the window. "I don't remember any spiders being at the house."

Fiona bit her lip, the analytical part of her brain piecing together patterns and timelines. "Should we check the old case files, just in case?"

Jake turned from the window, his eyes meeting hers. They were filled with a vulnerability she rarely saw in him. "I'm not sure," he admitted. "Part of me wants to dig into every possibility, but..." He paused, running a hand through his hair.

"But what?" Fiona prompted gently.

"I'm afraid to get my hopes up." His voice was barely above a whisper. "After my mom... I spent so much time trying to solve it from afar. It's why I joined the FBI. But the trail went cold long before I became an agent. I'm scared to hope again."

Fiona hesitated before voicing the question that had been nibbling at her thoughts. "Was your mother... was she strong, like Jamie or Lena?" She watched Jake closely, gauging his reaction to the comparison.

He shifted uncomfortably on the couch, his eyes darkening with the memory. "She was a firefighter," he said softly, as if each word cost him something. "Like everyone else in my family." A shadow of a smile flickered across his face. "But she wasn't a gym buff. She believed in staying fit for the job, but she wasn’t a gym-goer like this victims.”

Fiona's heart ached at the sight of Jake's pain, so palpable it seemed to fill the room. She could see it—how the case was dragging him back through his darkest day. She took a deep breath and leaned closer, letting her presence be felt rather than her words. It wasn't the right time to push; she knew better than to prod open old wounds carelessly. Yet, the niggling thought remained at the back of her mind—a connection between his past and their present—if only Jake were ready to consider it.

The conversation faded into comfortable silence. Fiona reached out, her fingers brushing against Jake's hand, seeking to soothe the tension that had crept into his shoulders. He turned toward her, and in that instant, the world outside the apartment walls seemed to vanish.

Their lips met, a soft collision that spoke volumes more than words ever could. In the safety of the embrace, Fiona felt the weight of the case, the worry for her sister, and the dread of unsolved mysteries all slip away, leaving only the warmth of Jake's arms around her.

The kiss deepened, a silent promise of support and shared strength. For a fleeting moment, they found solace in each other, a sanctuary from the storm that raged just beyond their door.

Their lips parted, but they remained close, leaning against each other for comfort. Her glasses, fogged up from the heat of their shared breath, slid down her nose. Jake gently pushed them up with a soft chuckle.

"You're always misplacing these," he murmured, his eyes sparkling with affection. She felt warmth radiating from him, wrapping around her like a much-needed blanket against the chill of the world outside.

Fiona responded with a gentle swat at his shoulder. "I wouldn't misplace them if you stopped fogging them up." Despite the teasing, her words were soft, the smile that spread across her face genuine. Jake's laughter faded, his expression growing serious again.

"Red," he began, his thumb idly tracing her knuckles. "We're going to find whoever did this. Whoever killed Lena and Jamie. We’ve faced worse than this before, right?”

The promise hung heavy in the air, a solid affirmation amongst a world of uncertainties. Fiona nodded, her mind still filled with the images of the victims and her sister, but there was a strengthened resolve now. An understanding that they weren't in this alone.

They sat there for a while longer, their bodies close together in quiet solidarity against the cruelties of the world outside their window. The city lights flickered and danced in the darkness, casting long shadows that danced over their faces.

The silence was comfortable, each lost in their thoughts but taking solace in each other's presence.

But reality shattered the tranquility as Jake's cell phone erupted with its shrill tone. Reluctantly, he pulled away to answer, his brow furrowing instantly. Fiona held her breath, watching his face turn grim.

"Another murder?" Jake's voice was raw, edged with disbelief. He listened for a moment longer, then nodded curtly. "We're on our way."

He ended the call, his expression hardening with resolve. Chief Whittaker's voice had been clear: the killer had struck again.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jake's breath misted in the frigid night air as he and Fiona pulled up to the scene. The neighborhood, typically shrouded in suburban serenity, was now a discordant tableau of blue and red lights strobing against the darkened homes. He stepped out of the car, his leather boots crunching on the gravel, senses immediately heightened by the urgent energy pulsating from the crowd of police and onlookers.

"Stay focused," Jake murmured to himself, a mantra to keep the past at bay.

The foyer of the house greeted them with a stark silence that sharply contrasted the clamor outside. There, amidst the mundane trappings of domestic life, lay the body of a young woman. Her throat was a macabre grin, blood seeping into the fibers of an ornate rug, while spiders—a grotesque homage to nature's weavers—trailed over her cooling skin. Jake's stomach clenched, but not from the sight before him; it was the ghost of another day, another home, that threatened to engulf him. His own memory of his mother.

As he surveyed the scene, he noted the absence of struggle, the stillness of the victim's surroundings. This wasn't just about death; it was a message, carefully crafted yet horrific in its delivery.

"Another strong woman cut down," Jake said, his voice low but edged with a simmering anger. These victims were more than cases to him; they were reminders of the mother he lost, the justice he sought every waking moment. He knew he couldn't change the past, but here, in his relentless pursuit, he might just set the future right.

Jake stepped closer to the threshold, his gaze never leaving the body of Erica Silverman. The foyer’s air was still, the scene undisturbed, save for the macabre tableau before him. Unlike the others, she hadn't made it far past her own front door. It was as if death had been waiting for her the moment she turned the key. But that hadn’t necessarily been the killer’s MO so far.

"Rushed," he muttered under his breath. His eyes scanned for signs of a struggle—a kicked shoe, a displaced rug—but found none. The previous victims had seemingly walked through webs until they reached their kitchens. Here, the victim never made it much farther than the front door.

He turned his attention from the gruesome sight and sought out an officer standing by, a notebook in hand. "What do we know?" Jake asked, his tone demanding yet controlled.

The officer, a young man with a tight jaw, glanced up from his notes. "Neighbor called it in," he said. "Saw a strange man leaving this place.”

"Erica ever have visitors? Men?" Jake prodded further, though he suspected he already knew the answer.

"Rarely, according to the neighbor. She thought it odd enough to call it in." The officer shifted, discomfort evident in his posture as he added, "We got here fast. Saw her through that window." He nodded toward the pane that afforded them all a view they wished they could unsee.

Jake's mind raced. A man, a hasty departure, a neighbor's intuition—pieces of a puzzle that were beginning to form a more sinister picture. Whoever did this didn't have the luxury of time, not like before. Something had changed tonight, something had gone wrong for the killer.

"Thanks," Jake said curtly, stepping back from the officer. He needed space, needed to think. This new variable, the rushed nature of the kill, it was a crack in the pattern. And cracks were how the light got in, how truth found its way through the darkness. Jake knew that much from years of chasing shadows, of trying to make sense of the senseless.

He felt the weight of his mother's memory, an anchor in his chest pulling him down, but he pushed against it, forced himself to focus on the here and now. Erica Silverman deserved that much. They all did.

"Let's get forensics in here," Jake said louder, addressing the room, the urgency in his voice leaving no room for doubt. "And someone canvas the neighborhood again. If our guy was seen, maybe he got sloppy. Maybe someone else noticed something."

As officers moved to follow his directives, Jake stood alone for a moment, the reality of the hunt settling over him. He would find this killer, for Erica, for the others, for the ghost that still haunted his own home. It was a promise etched in every line of his determined expression, a vow spoken in the silent language of loss.

He caught Fiona’s eyes and nodded at her. “Feel free to keep working here, Red,” he said. “I’ll handle the neighbor.”

Fiona nodded, her face grim. Jake stepped outside, the chill of the late-night air cutting through the chaotic warmth of the crime scene behind him. The flashing lights continued their relentless dance, painting the neighborhood in shades of red and blue. A few steps away, under the watchful eye of a uniformed officer, an elderly woman sat wrapped in a heavy blanket, her eyes reflecting the tragedy that had unfolded within these walls.

"Ma'am, I'm Agent Tucker," Jake introduced himself with a respectful nod. "I need to ask you a few questions about what you saw tonight."

The woman's gaze lifted to meet his, and Jake could see the weight of sorrow there. She nodded, clutching the blanket tighter around herself as if it could shield her from the horrors of reality.

"Erica was such a strong girl," she murmured, her voice threaded with grief. "Always so kind to everyone. It's just... it's just so tragic, what happened to her."

Jake fought to keep his face impassive, to not let the echoes of his own loss bleed into his professional demeanor. "I understand this is difficult for you," he said softly. "But any detail you can remember might help us catch who did this."

He watched her closely, noting the shiver that wasn't from the cold, the way her hands shook slightly as she held the fabric close. This was someone's neighbor, someone who had witnessed enough to be sitting here now, engulfed by the aftermath of violence.

"He was tall," she began, her voice barely above a whisper. "Lean. Dressed all in black, head to toe. Even wore a mask, like he came straight out of some horror film."

"Did you see his face? Any distinguishing marks?" Jake probed, keeping his tone even, despite the surge of urgency pulsing through his veins.

She shook her head, her eyes clouded with frustration and fear. "No, nothing like that. It was too dark, and he... he moved so fast."

"Thank you," Jake said, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. "You've been very helpful."

As he walked back towards the house, Jake's mind raced. Tall, lean, masked – the description was vague but consistent with someone trying to avoid leaving traces. He felt a familiar flare of determination; this killer was meticulous, but every criminal made mistakes. And it was up to him and Fiona to find them.

***

Inside the house, Fiona ascended the staircase, her steps deliberate and soundless, despite the cacophony of police chatter outside. Her gaze fixed on the cracked window on the second floor with forensic hunger. She noted the jagged edges; they gestured inward—unmistakable evidence that someone had entered rather than exited. The spider killer was indeed agile and determined, and likely used the brick and the house’s siding to scale it.

She swept her fingers near the sill, careful not to disturb potential prints or fibers. He's physically fit, she thought, picturing the lean figure that must have hoisted himself through this very aperture. It wasn't just about strength; it was about daring—the audacity to climb and enter the unknown.

The room was untouched by struggle, which meant Erica never knew he was here until it was too late. Fiona's eyes skirted over the walls, adorned with framed moments of triumph: Erica, mid-kick, suspended in time, muscles taut. Trophies and medals proclaimed her prowess in kickboxing. Each memento was a testament to discipline and solitary dedication.

Fiona recorded the details in her notebook, her handwriting stark against the white paper. Erica Silverman, another strong woman who lived alone, met an end that was as tragic as it was unseemly. The pattern was solidifying, becoming clearer with each unfortunate discovery.

Fiona's gaze lingered on the kickboxing trophies lining the shelf, each a testament to Erica's strength. In the stillness of the room, a pang of empathy surged through her. She too knew the quiet pride of an independent life. Before joining the FBI, she had never been the most athletically inclined, but her mental fortitude and love for entomology had always been her pillars. She lived alone, reliant on no one but herself, her sanctuary untouched by others—until Jake.

Jake Tucker, the first man who had ever managed to breach her walls, yet even with him, they maintained their separate lives. Their relationship was a delicate balance of closeness and individuality, not unlike the solitary existences of the women whose lives had been so brutally cut short.

She brushed her fingers over a photograph of Erica, smiling broadly, a medal around her neck. Fiona felt the weight of the solitude that enveloped the victims, a choice that should have meant safety but had instead made them targets. She took a deep breath, pushing the thoughts aside. Empathy would not catch a killer; evidence would.

With a final glance at the photos, Fiona turned and made her way back downstairs, her steps heavy with fatigue. The day's events clung to her like cobwebs, sticky and persistent. The air seemed to thicken as she descended, making each step feel laborious, each breath a little shorter. She reached out to the banister for support, feeling the grain of the wood under her palm.

As she stepped onto the foyer's tiled floor, the wooziness that had started as a whisper roared to a shout. She paused, steadying herself against the wall. Her glasses slipped slightly down her nose, and she pushed them back up with a shaky finger.

"Red?" Jake's voice cut through the fog that threatened to cloud her mind. She looked up to see him stepping inside, his form solid and grounding. His presence was a lifeline, pulling her back from the edge of exhaustion.

"Hey," she said, her voice steadier than she felt. "You're back."

“Neighbor saw a man, dressed in black, but can’t tell us much more than that,” Jake said. “At least we have an idea of body type.”

“Better than nothing. Let’s go over the facts.” Fiona flipped open her notebook, the pages containing notes that now seemed to echo with an ominous familiarity. "Lena Chase, Jamie Lin, and now Erica Silverman," she began, voice low but clear. Her finger traced the names as if to carve out a pattern from the ink itself. "All strong, independent women. All alone. And all with their throats slit." She lifted her eyes to Jake's, the weight of the realization heavy between them.

"Spiders at every scene," Jake added, his brow furrowed as he leaned against the door frame, arms crossed. "Orb-weavers. It's like a signature."

"Exactly," Fiona affirmed. The spiders weren't just coincidental; they were part of the killer's twisted calling card. "It's methodical. Deliberate."

They stood there for a moment, silent, absorbing the gravity of their findings. These weren't random acts of violence; they were dealing with a predator who stalked his prey with chilling precision. And yet, something about this scene felt off.

"Something went wrong here," Fiona said, breaking the silence. Her gaze returned to the body in the foyer, the stillness of death in sharp contrast to the chaos of the crime. "The others were killed in their kitchens. This...this was hasty, impulsive. Rushed, like you said earlier.”

Jake nodded, pushing off from the wall. "Yeah, Erica must've come home early or caught him off guard." His eyes scanned the surroundings, tracing the path of an assailant who had fled too quickly. "He had to take her down right here."

"Which means he might have been sloppy," Fiona suggested, hope lacing her tone. They needed that—one mistake, one oversight that could lead them to the monster hiding behind these murders.

"Let's get forensics in here to comb through everything," Jake decided, already reaching for his phone. "If he rushed this, he may have left us something we can use."

"Right." Fiona closed her notebook, a sense of determination settling in. They were close, she could feel it. Each crime scene was a piece of the puzzle, and the picture was starting to take shape. With meticulous analysis and a bit of luck, they would catch this killer. It was only a matter of time before he messed up, and when he did, they would be ready.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Fiona's eyes were strained, her glasses sliding down the bridge of her nose as she leaned closer to the microscope. Beside her, Jake shuffled through crime scene photos, his brows furrowed in concentration. The clock on the wall ticked away, indifferent to their urgency. The FBI headquarters' forensic lab was a cave of shadows at this late hour, lit only by the blue glow of computer screens and the occasional flare of a desk lamp.

"Anything?" Jake's voice sliced through the silence, laced with hope and fatigue.

"Nothing." Fiona's reply was flat, tinged with frustration. She pushed back from the microscope, rubbed her eyes, and glanced at the array of evidence bags littering the table—a silent testament to their fruitless endeavor. The hum of machinery analyzing samples was a constant reminder of how much they depended on science to speak when human voices had been forever silenced.

"Let's go over it again," Jake suggested, though the slump of his shoulders betrayed his dwindling enthusiasm.

Fiona nodded, steeling herself for another round. They combed through every detail—hair fibers, fabric particles, the smallest speck of blood—all scrutinized under the unforgiving eye of technology. But the killer was a ghost, leaving behind no traceable DNA, no strand of hair, not even a flake of skin.

"Red, you okay?" Jake asked, noticing the crease deepening between Fiona's brows.

She forced a tight-lipped smile. "Yeah, just... we need something to go on, Jake."

Their shared history of loss, of unsolved family tragedies, bound them in silent understanding. It wasn't just about solving cases; it was personal. Each victim was a mirror to their past, reflecting the pain of unanswered questions that plagued them since youth.

The forensics team entered, weary from hours of meticulous labor. Their expressions said it all even before they spoke. "We've run every test twice," the lead technician reported. "No DNA. It's like he was never there."

"Damn it," Jake cursed under his breath, raking a hand through his hair.

Fiona felt the weight of despair settling on her shoulders. All their advanced techniques, all their dedication, and yet they were no closer to catching the killer than when they'd started. The orb-weaver spiders seemed to mock them with their silent presence, an enigma wrapped in silk threads.

Fiona lingered over the glossy photos of the crime scenes, her gaze fixating on the orb-weaver spiders that lurked in corners like silent witnesses. Common in gardens, their presence inside was a stark anomaly. A detail too specific to be a coincidence. She chewed on the end of her pen, the wheels turning in her head.

"Red?" Jake's voice pulled her from her thoughts.

"Orb-weavers," she said, tapping a photo. "Why are they here?" Fiona stood up abruptly, pushing back her chair. She paced once, twice, then grabbed her phone from the desk. "I have an idea."

Her fingers hovered over the screen before pressing down with resolve. She dialed, the sound ringing out in the quiet lab.

“It’s late, so Caleb might not pick up,” she said, “but I have to try.”

"Who's Caleb?" Jake asked, his brow furrowing.

"An old friend from Harvard," she replied as the phone continued to ring. "He's into bugs. Spiders especially."

"An entomologist?" Jake guessed.

"Yep," Fiona confirmed, just as a click signaled the call's connection. She quickly switched to speaker.

Fiona tapped her foot impatiently as the phone rang a third time, casting a sidelong glance at Jake, who was hunched over his own set of case photos. He gave her an encouraging nod just as Caleb's voice, scratchy with sleep yet tinged with curiosity, crackled through the speaker.

"Hey, Fiona Red," he mumbled, "to what do I owe the pleasure?"

"Hi, Caleb. Long time," she said briskly, her voice professional but warm. "I'm with the FBI now, working as an agent."

"Wow, that's impressive," Caleb answered, sounding more alert. "Interesting time to call and tell me that. What's up?"

"Strange question for you," Fiona began, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. "Know anyone who deals with orb-weaver spiders in the Portland, Oregon area?"

"Orb-weavers?" Caleb repeated, and Fiona could almost hear the gears turning in his head. "Why are you asking?"

"Can't say much, but they're part of a pattern in a series of murders we're investigating," she replied, eyes locked on the spider silk evidence bagged on the table.

"Murders, huh?" There was a shift in Caleb’s tone, from sleepy to sharp. "Hold on."

She heard the rustle of sheets, the faint sound of papers being shuffled. Fiona waited, her gaze fixed on the dim reflection of their faces in the window.

"Barry Fink," Caleb announced suddenly. "He's got a place, a spider farm. Deals with all kinds, especially the obscure ones."

"Barry Fink," Fiona echoed, reaching for a pen. She scribbled down the name on a notepad. "You think he'd sell orb-weavers?"

"If it's spiders in Portland, Barry's your guy," Caleb confirmed. “He’s got everything, from household spiders to the weirder ones. I’ll text you the address.”

There was a pause on the other end until Fiona’s phone buzzed with a text from Caleb.

"Got it," she said, her voice a mix of gratitude and resolve.

"Look, Fiona," Caleb's voice crackled through the speaker, tinged with caution. "It's late, and this guy... well, he's an oddball. You might want to hit him up in the morning."

"Thanks, Caleb. We'll do that."

"Alright then," he said. "And hey, about when you helped me on my thesis…”

"Consider our debt cleared," Fiona cut in, a hint of playfulness seeping into her weary tone.

A chuckle echoed from the phone, a shared memory lighting the darkness of the lab. "Good luck, Agent Red."

"Night, Caleb." She ended the call, the last word hanging in the air, a reminder of how far she had come since those days buried in books and bug collections.

Jake glanced over. "Barry Fink, huh?"

"First thing tomorrow," Fiona affirmed, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. She felt the pull of sleep like a physical force, but her mind refused to shut down, thoughts flickering like the fluorescent lights overhead.

"Smart move," Jake agreed, closing the folder in front of him. He stretched the fabric of his shirt pulling tight across his shoulders—a silent testament to the hours they'd spent poring over evidence.

"Let's call it a night, Red. We can't chase spiders if we're half-asleep."

"Right," Fiona breathed out, the room suddenly feeling colder as the adrenaline began to ebb. She gathered the scattered papers, each one a fragment of the puzzle they were desperately trying to solve.

"Tomorrow," Jake repeated, offering her a reassuring smile as they packed away their work. "We'll crack this case wide open."

"Tomorrow," Fiona echoed, allowing herself a small smile. They walked side by side towards the exit, their shadows merging on the floor. Tonight, rest was a necessity.

Tomorrow, they would hunt.

***

Fiona's breathing was deep and even, the soft rise and fall of her chest the only movement in the otherwise still room. Beside her, Jake lay wide awake, his gaze locked on the rough patterns of the ceiling. The ghost of their earlier conversation haunted the darkness, orb-weavers spinning silent webs in his mind.

Try as he might, sleep eluded him. His thoughts churned, relentless waves crashing against the cliffs of memory. The similarities between this case and what had happened to his mother fifteen years prior were too stark to ignore. Every closed eye brought visions of that unsolved horror, the image of his mother's lifeless body seared into his retinas.

He turned his head slightly, watching Fiona sleep. Her red curls cascaded across the pillow, a vivid contrast to the pale linen. He appreciated her presence, the way she brought a sense of order into his chaotic world, but tonight her steady breathing felt like a metronome to his mounting unease. Jake's eyes returned to the ceiling as if answers were written in the cracks and shadows.

He didn't want to hope; hope was a dangerous thing that could lead to crushing disappointment. Yet, the spider thread of possibility weaved through his thoughts, refusing to be ignored. With a silent sigh, Jake carefully slid out from under the covers, taking care not to disturb Fiona.

Jake stood motionless for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light filtering through the blinds. He padded across the cold floor to the living room, where an old bookshelf held various objects that told stories of their own. But there was one story—a personal, painful narrative—that beckoned him now.

His fingers traced the spines of books and trinkets until they came to rest on an innocuous-looking box, wedged between worn-out crime novels and a dusty family photo album. This cardboard container, faded and frayed at the edges, held the remnants of a case long gone cold—the unsolved murder of Cassandra Tucker.

With hands that were steadier than he felt, Jake pulled the box free. It landed with a soft thud, stirring up dust motes that danced lazily in the muted light. He flipped open the lid, revealing manila folders neatly stacked, each one meticulously labeled with dates and details only a detective—or a grieving son—would decipher.

For a moment, he hesitated, his heart heavy with the weight of history. These files hadn't been touched in years, yet they were always here, a constant reminder of the questions that had haunted half his life. Now, perhaps, they held the key to unlocking not just his mother's case, but also the mystery of the orb-weaver murders.

Laying the lid aside, Jake reached for the uppermost folder, its edges softened by time. He unfolded it on the coffee table, the pages spreading out like a map to a treasure no one wanted to find. His eyes scanned the contents, searching for a clue.

Jake settled onto the worn cushions of his couch, the musty smell of aged paper filling the air as he spread out the contents from the top folder. The room was silent, save for the occasional hum of the refrigerator, a low soundtrack to his restless search for truth. He had seen these pages countless times, memorized each word and photograph, yet now he pored over them with fresh desperation.

Photographs of the crime scene were stark against the dim glow of the lamp—images of his childhood kitchen turned into an exhibit of horror. Amidst the chaos captured in those photos, he searched for any trace of the tiny predators that had become the focus of his current investigation. Could it be possible they had been there all along?

His fingers traced the outline of notes made by investigators, lingering on the observations now rendered significant through the lens of recent events. The stillness of the night pressed in around him, a reminder of the solitude that accompanied his mother's unsolved case.

Then he saw it, a simple sentence in an officer's report that set his pulse racing: "at least three orb-weaver spiders" discovered at the scene. It was more of a footnote, something Jake had overlooked before, or maybe forgotten because there were too many other things to focus on in his mother’s file. But this was proof: there were at least some of the spiders there.

Which meant they could be dealing with the same person.

The words blurred as Jake realized what this meant. His mother, Cassandra, had been precise in her domestic rituals; not a single cobweb ever lingered in the corners of their home. To find spiders there, especially orb-weavers, defied every memory he had of her meticulous habits.

A mixture of dread and vindication settled in his chest. Fifteen years of doubts and dead-ends suddenly coalesced into a singular thread of possibility. Lena, Jamie, Erica—they were all linked to his mother's death by the slenderest and most unlikely of clues. For the first time since he'd taken up the badge, Jake felt the taut line of his past converging with the present.

The discovery should have brought some sense of closure, but instead, it reignited the burning need for justice that had driven him into this career. As the night deepened around him, Jake knew sleep would not come. There was work to be done, and a killer's twisted signature had just unraveled before his eyes.

With the files spread like a shroud across the coffee table, Jake leaned back, his mind racing. The evidence was clear, yet its implications were vast and daunting. The man who had haunted his nightmares, who had stolen the light from his family all those years ago, was still out there, hiding behind the webs of his dark predilections.

This was his chance to catch him.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Frost clung to the windows of Jake’s car, scattering the early morning sunlight into fragmented beams that danced across Fiona's field of vision. She sat in the passenger seat, hands clasped together on her lap, watching as they passed the cityscape of Portland, transitioning into the more rural outskirts where Barry Fink's farm awaited.

She stole glances at Jake, who gripped the steering wheel with an intensity that matched the frost outside. His silence since dawn had been different from his usual caffeinated, animated discussions about the case. It was as if a shadow had settled over him, and Fiona couldn't shake the feeling that it wasn't just the chill of the winter morning causing the somber mood.

"Jake," she finally spoke up, her voice gentle but insistent, "you've been quiet. Even for an early morning." The words hung between them, an invitation for him to share what weighed so heavily on his mind.

He exhaled slowly, eyes never leaving the road. "I went through my mother's case files last night," he admitted, the muscle in his jaw tightening. "There were orb-weaver spiders at her scene too. It was overlooked then, but now..."

The revelation hit Fiona like a cold wave. It connected their current string of murders to the unsolved tragedy of Jake's past. She understood now the gravity of his silence, the burden of knowledge that linked his mother's killer to the predator they were hunting.

"Jake, I'm sorry," Fiona said, reaching out to place a comforting hand over his. "This must be reopening old wounds."

He nodded, swallowing hard. "It does, but more than that, it gives us a lead. If the same person is behind these killings, then we're closer to catching them than we ever were before."

His determination was palpable, and it ignited a spark within Fiona. They shared not only a personal connection but also a professional resolve to bring this killer to justice. With each mile they covered towards Barry Fink's spider farm, the pieces of a dark puzzle began falling into place, and the implications of what they might find loomed large in Fiona's thoughts.

Fiona's fingers drummed on her knee, a rhythm to match the beat of her quickened pulse. Beside her, Jake drove with a silent intensity that she had come to recognize as his way of processing. The frost from the early morning still clung to the edges of the windows, framing the world in a chilling reminder of the task ahead.

"Jake," Fiona began, breaking the silence that had settled between them since his revelation. "We can't tell the chief about this yet."

He glanced at her briefly, a question in his brown eyes.

"If he knows you're this close to the case, personally, he might pull you off of it." She held his gaze, ensuring her words hit home. "And I know you need to see this through."

A nod, somber and resolute. "Yeah. We keep it to ourselves for now. Just focus on finding the killer."

The decision settled between them like an unspoken pact, and Fiona felt the weight of their secret understanding. It was them against a past that refused to stay buried and a present that demanded justice.

As they neared the farm, Fiona pieced together the fragments of their profile, her entomologist side aiding her analytical mind. "You know," she mused aloud, "the killer messed up with your mother. There were people who could've interrupted him. That's why he's changed his pattern, why he targets single women."

Jake's hands tightened on the steering wheel, a subtle concession to the truth in her words. His mother had been surrounded by a husband and sons, a household alive with potential witnesses. It made sense, a twisted evolution of method to ensure the killer remained a ghost.

"Exactly," Jake agreed, the single word heavy with the acceptance of a theory that hit too close to home. "He learned from his mistakes. There's got to be a reason he went dormant.”

Her gaze lingered on Jake, noting the set jaw, the way his eyes remained fixed on the road ahead. "The spider at your mom's... it ties him to all this. But why start again now?”

Jake exhaled slowly, his breath fogging briefly on the windscreen before dissipating. "Fear? Greed? Necessity?" He shrugged, the motion tight with barely restrained energy. “Something’s changed for him, but what?"

"Or who," Fiona added under her breath, her mind racing through the possibilities. The killer had evolved, his methods refined over years of silence. She felt the weight of the unanswered questions pressing down on them, the invisible threads connecting past and present.

Jake nodded once, sharply. "Either way, we're going to find out."

A rush of adrenaline pulsed through Fiona as the gravity of their task settled in her chest. This was more than just a case; it was personal for Jake, the chance to heal a fifteen-year-old wound. For Fiona, it was about preventing another family from experiencing the agony of loss, the kind she knew all too well. Every victim represented a life cut short, a story ended prematurely, and the thought fueled her resolve. She would not let fear paralyze her, not this time.

"Jake," she said firmly, her voice steady despite the thrumming of her heart. "We're going to catch this guy. We have to. For your mom, for the women he's taken, and for those he might still target."

He glanced at her, a silent acknowledgment passing between them. They shared a bond, unspoken but unbreakable, tethered by loss and fortified by the oath they'd taken as agents. This killer had haunted Jake's life for far too long, slipping through the cracks of an imperfect system. It was time to end the cycle, to ensure no other family would have to endure the torment of an unsolved crime.

"Let's do it for them," Jake agreed solemnly.

And with those words, Fiona felt her commitment solidify into something tangible, a steel thread of purpose intertwining with her very being. She wouldn't rest until justice was served, until the shadow that loomed over Jake's past and their city's present was finally eradicated. Today was a step toward that closure, a move against the darkness. With every fiber of her being, Fiona was ready to confront whatever awaited them at Barry Fink's spider farm.

Fiona steered her gaze away from Jake's profile, the silence between them as crisp as the frost on the car windows. The sun was already climbing, its rays attempting to pierce through the cold with golden spears. As they turned off the main road, gravel crunched under the tires, and the forest enveloped them in an emerald embrace. Leaves rustled a welcome—or a warning—as they wove deeper into the woods.

They arrived at a clearing where Barry Fink’s spider farm lay hidden like a secret. The place was an oddity nestled within nature, the structures poorly imitating the surrounding trees' organic growth. Fiona stepped out of the car, her breath visible in the chill morning air. The chirping of birds mingled with the subtle hum of unseen insects. It was serene yet unsettling, as if the tranquility masked something more sinister.

With a glance at each other, they approached the farmhouse door. Knocking echoed with a hollow sound that seemed to ripple through the forest. Moments later, it swung open, revealing a portly figure that matched the eccentricity of his dwelling. Barry Fink stood before them, his beard scruffy, glasses catching the sun's light. He peered at them, curiosity lighting up his eyes behind the lenses.

"Morning," he greeted, his voice booming with unexpected warmth. "How can I help you folks?"

Fiona flashed her FBI badge, noting how Barry's demeanor shifted from neighborly to cautious, but still cordial. "We'd like a word about your spiders, Mr. Fink.”

“Of course—you’re Fiona Red, right?” Barry said. “An old colleague of mine called to let me know you were coming.”

“That’s right,” Fiona replied.

"Well, come on in," Barry replied with a nod, stepping aside to welcome them into his world of arachnids. Despite the odd setting, his exuberance was infectious, almost endearing. Fiona sensed a man who found solace in his peculiar interests—a trait she understood all too well.

Fiona crossed the threshold. She took a moment to adjust to the change in light, the shadows of the forest giving way to the dimness of the house. The interior held the promise of answers, and she could feel the weight of Jake's anticipation like a tangible force beside her. They were close now, closer than ever to unraveling a mystery that had entangled itself in their lives. This strange, kind man before them could be the key to exposing the darkness lurking beneath the surface of the city they vowed to protect.

Fiona stepped into the dimly lit space, eyes adjusting to the sight of countless glass enclosures stacked upon one another. She felt a curious blend of fascination and unease as she surveyed the room. Each terrarium was a self-contained world, teeming with life that skittered and weaved amidst foliage and artificial structures. The air carried a musty scent, an amalgam of earth and the lingering musk of insects.

"Quite a collection," Fiona remarked, her voice tinged with professional admiration. Her gaze landed on a terrarium where a spider with legs like slender needles tended to an intricate web. Barry followed her look, a gleam of pride in his eyes.

"Ah, you've spotted my crown jewel," he said, gesturing towards the enclosure. "That's a golden silk orb-weaver. Rare for these parts."

"Beautiful," Fiona breathed out, leaning closer. Her entomologist heart raced at the sight. Here was nature's perfect predator, an exquisite balance of grace and lethality. For a fleeting moment, she was no longer Agent Red but the wide-eyed student who'd spent hours lost in the pages of arachnid textbooks.

"Only a few people appreciate their beauty," Barry continued, clearly pleased with Fiona's reaction. "Most just see them as creepy crawlies. I guess I should expect no less from an entomologist such as yourself." His chuckle resonated within the confines of the spider sanctuary.

Fiona exchanged a look with Jake, who looked pale; he’d never been a fan of bugs, not like she was.

Fiona tore herself away from the captivating display. Duty called, louder than the siren song of academic pursuit. She cleared her throat, a subtle shift back into her role as an FBI agent. "Barry, we're particularly interested in your common orb-weavers. Do you have those?"

"Sure thing." Barry led them through the maze of enclosures to a less ostentatious section. Rows of spiders occupied these spaces, each busy with the day's work of spinning or repairing webs. "Here they are. Not as showy, but they have their own charm."

Jake, who had been quiet, stepped forward. His voice held an edge of urgency. "Have you sold any recently?"

Barry paused, a furrow forming across his brow as he recalled. "Yes, there was someone." He scratched his beard, looking off into the distance as if the memory lay hidden in a corner of the room. "Didn't seem the scholarly type, but he was interested in these little guys. They aren’t all that big of a deal to most, but they do spin webs quite quickly, which can make them appealing to those looking to build specific types of enclosures.”

Or leave them somewhere they might spin webs quickly to alarm unsuspecting victims…

Fiona exchanged a glance with Jake, a silent communication passing between them. This could be the break they needed.

Fiona watched as Barry's jovial demeanor dimmed, his eyes clouding over with the effort of dredging up an uncomfortable memory. "He was different," Barry murmured, his words slow and measured. "Came in here, asked for orb-weavers specifically. Lots of them."

"Did he say why?" Jake prodded, leaning in.

"Nope." Barry shook his head. "Just handed over the cash. Good money, but... there was something off about him." He frowned. "Didn't even give a name. In hindsight, gave me the creeps."

"Anything else you can remember?" Fiona asked, her mind racing with the implications. A non-scholar purchasing bulk spiders? It didn't sit right.

Barry shrugged, a heavy gesture. "Dressed all in black. Kept to himself. Was in and out like a shadow."

Jake exchanged a look with Fiona. They both knew this was significant. The man in black. The neighbor's description. It was more than a coincidence.

"Barry, do you have security cameras here?" Fiona's voice was steady, despite the adrenaline beginning to surge through her veins.

"Sure do," Barry replied, leading them back through the maze to a cluttered office. Monitors lined one wall, each displaying different angles of the farm.

"Can we see the footage from when this guy was here?" Jake asked, his gaze fixed on the screens.

"Of course." Barry settled into a chair that creaked under his weight and began to tap at the keyboard. After a minute, he paused and pointed at the screen. "There. That's him."

The grainy footage showed a tall figure, dressed in a long black coat, cap pulled low over his face, sunglasses hiding his eyes. Even on the screen, the man exuded an unsettling aura.

"Can we get a copy of this?" Fiona asked, her voice betraying none of the excitement she felt at this lead.

"Absolutely." Barry clicked a few more keys, and a printer whirred to life. He handed them a CD. "Here's the entirety of his visit."

"Thank you, Barry. You've been incredibly helpful," Jake said, pocketing the CD.

As they walked back to their car, Fiona could feel the change in the air between them. This was it—a tangible piece of evidence that could lead them to the killer.

"Public release?" Jake suggested, his eyes meeting hers.

"Agreed," Fiona nodded. "Someone might recognize him, even with the disguise."

They slid into the car, the morning sun now warming the frost on the windows. As Jake started the engine, Fiona held the CD in her hands, acutely aware of its significance. They were one step closer to ending this nightmare, one step closer to avenging Jake's mother, to preventing any more deaths.

As they drove away from the spider farm, Fiona thought of all the victims, of Jake's mother, of the years of pain and unanswered questions. This breakthrough, this small circular disc, might just be the key to bringing it all to a close.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Dawn's light filtered through the blinds, casting a sterile glow on the white walls of the room. The man lay still, feeling the stiffness in his muscles from the previous night's exertions. He stretched on the bed, a shiver tracing down his spine from the memory of the kill.

The struggle had been invigorating—a dance of life and death. He could still see the fear in his prey's eyes, feel the desperate thrashes. The final moment when life ebbed away under his hands brought an ecstatic sense of accomplishment. It was an art he had perfected, and last night proved his skill.

Sitting up, his gaze found the photo of his mother on the nightstand. Her stern expression and piercing eyes still demanded much of him. Proving his worth had been an endless pursuit she orchestrated with precision.

Her recent death shattered the fragile peace he had cobbled together. Now, ancient wounds reopened, festering anew, urging him to hunt, to feel the rush of dominance once more.

He stood, contemplating the void left by her passing. In the quiet of his sanctuary, he felt an odd sense of liberation. No more expectations, no disapproving glare; only the hunt remained, the purest expression of his true nature.

Fifteen years had passed since his first kill—the sweetest of them all. The thrill and danger fueled his ascension. His mother had suspected something, her suspicion a shackle he tirelessly worked to shake. It taught him the importance of secrecy, the necessity of perfection.

Now, free from his old life, he embraced his instincts. Thoughts of his next target consumed him. He needed someone strong, someone whose defeat would elevate the hunt and affirm his prowess.

His gaze drifted back to his mother's photo. In death, she became the catalyst for his rebirth, igniting his passion for the hunt. With a final glance at her image, he turned away, his resolve like tempered steel. The hunt was on, and he was eager to prove himself once more.

He made his way to his spider collection. The spiders, his silent confidants, went about their business with purpose. Each web was a testament to nature's ruthless efficiency and grace. They were predators like him—silent, patient, and deadly.

He let the tarantula crawl onto his palm, relishing the sensation, the raw connection to something so feared yet so perfect. This creature, with its lethal grace, embodied the essence of what he strived to be—a shadow that crept unseen, an apex predator.

A smile curved his lips as he watched the tarantula settle in his grasp. It was a dangerous dance, one false move away from pain or death, but he had mastered it long ago. The thrill of control, the power over life and death—it was intoxicating. He placed the spider back, its presence a silent vow to continue the hunt.

The memory of his first kill lingered like a cherished melody. Fifteen years had done nothing to dull the edges of that night. The rush of adrenaline, the gasp of surprise, the fading light in his prey's eyes—it had been an awakening.

His mother had been the first to see the change in him, her sharp eyes catching the shift in his demeanor. Suspicion clouded her features, a wordless accusation. It had been his closest call, a slip in the facade he'd constructed.

But now, with her gone, there was no need for pretenses. Her death unlatched the final gate holding back his darkest desires. The compulsion to hunt surged within him like a ravenous beast. No eyes remained to question—he was free to embrace his nature.

In the stillness of his room, surrounded by his silent watchers, he knew one thing with chilling clarity: the hunt would go on. The anticipation of selecting his next prey, of planning and executing the perfect kill, filled him with a dark joy.

He stood before the mirror, his jaw set with determination. The man in the reflection was unremarkable, a mask of normalcy perfected over years. But beneath the surface, there was a pulsating need demanding satisfaction. His mother's absence severed the last chain binding him to the pretense of an ordinary life. Now, he could fully inhabit the skin of the predator he was born to be.

As he buttoned his shirt, each movement was deliberate, infused with the anticipation of the hunt. He considered the qualities of his ideal prey—strong, perhaps with knowledge of self-defense. He craved the resistance, the fear, the moment they realized their powerlessness against him. It wasn't just about the kill; it was about asserting his superiority.

His mind weaved scenarios as intricate as spider webs. He planned the approach, the capture, the finale with meticulous detail. Today, he would begin the search, savoring the prospect of outsmarting law enforcement once again.

The thrill of the chase was intoxicating, but now there was an added element—an homage to the woman who raised him. Her drive for perfection and the need to excel shaped him, though she never understood his talents' direction. Her passing released him from her scrutiny, granting unbridled freedom to pursue his true calling.

With a practiced eye, he assessed his tools—a knife honed to a razor’s edge, gloves that left no trace, a collection of restraints. Each item was a piece of the puzzle leading to his next masterpiece. He tucked them away with care. This kill would be flawless.

He fixed the collar of his jacket, hiding the slight tremor of excitement in his hands. He was ready, the predator within fully awakened. As he glanced one last time at his mother's photo, a smile ghosted across his lips. Her death marked the beginning of a new chapter in his dark odyssey.

He turned away and strode toward the door. His gaze flitted to the terrarium where his spiders resided, their silent forms a reassuring presence. They were his kin in spirit, his mentors in the hunt. With one final look at their intricate webs, he stepped into the world. His resolve was ironclad; the hunger within him burned like a flame.

The morning light filtered through the trees as he walked, casting long shadows on the path. The world was unaware of the monster among them, a wolf in sheep's clothing searching for his next lamb. He blended into the crowd, just another face, but inside, the wheels were turning. Today marked the beginning of his next conquest, a tribute to the woman who molded him into the perfect hunter. The game was afoot, and he relished the opportunity to prove his mastery once more.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Jake stood rigid before the bank of monitors, his gaze fixed on one in particular. It displayed grainy footage of a man, cap pulled low over his brow as he handed over cash for a clutch of spiders. The orb-weavers, synonymous with death in their investigation, seemed to mock them from the screen.

Jake’s heart pounded. Could this really be the man who was killing these women—who possibly killed his own mother?

"Anything on the line?" Jake's voice was terse, impatient.

"Nothing but dead ends," Fiona replied from her adjacent desk, her fingers clicking over her keyboard as she sifted through data.

The tech team had been buzzing around them since they opened the tip line, fielding calls with a mix of hope and skepticism. A prank call had come in earlier, some idiot mimicking spider noises before erupting into laughter and hanging up. Jake had slammed the receiver down so hard it echoed through the bullpen.

"Got another," a tech called out, passing a note to Jake.

"Fourteen-year-old skateboarder seen with a tarantula." He crumpled the paper, tossing it into the growing pile of useless tips. "This is going nowhere."

Fiona looked up, her amber eyes meeting his. "He's out there, Jake. Someone knows him."

"Sure," Jake muttered, not convinced. He knew the profile by heart—a male, possibly twenties at the time of his mother’s death, likely thirties or forties by now, possibly with a personal connection to the victims. But knowledge felt like cold comfort when leads were scarce.

The clock ticked mockingly, each second a reminder of the urgency pressing down on them. Three women, their lives brutally cut short, and somewhere out there, a killer with a penchant for spiders and slaughter.

Jake's fingers drummed a staccato rhythm on the edge of his desk, each tap a sharp echo in the quiet of the room. The agents around him were a blur, their voices melding into an indistinct hum as he stared at the grainy image frozen on the screen. It was a face that could belong to any number of men in Portland—a face that, nevertheless, seemed to mock him with its anonymity.

He felt it again, that old, gnawing ache—the one that resurged with every dead end and unanswered question. Fifteen years had not dulled the edges of his loss; if anything, time had honed them to a finer point, a constant reminder of the day he'd come home to find his world irrevocably altered.

"Jake?" Fiona's voice cut through his reverie, gentle but insistent.

He blinked, forcing his gaze away from the screen to meet hers. "Yeah?"

"You're clenching your jaw," she observed quietly.

"Am I?" He hadn't even realized, but now that she mentioned it, he felt the tension there, the dull strain of muscles held too tight for too long.

"Is everything okay?" Her concern was palpable, a warmth he found both comforting and unnerving.

"Fine," he lied smoothly, the word slipping out with practiced ease. "Just... eager to catch this guy."

Fiona studied him for a moment longer, her expression unreadable behind her glasses. "You know you can talk to me, right? About anything."

He nodded, offering her a half-smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "I know, Red. And I appreciate it. But really, I'm fine. Let's just focus on finding our spider collector before he decides to add to his collection."

He saw the flicker of doubt cross her features before she masked it with a nod, stepping back to give him space. Jake turned back to the screen, to the frozen image of the man they sought.

The lies sat heavily on his tongue, the truth burning like acid just beneath the surface. This case was more than just a hunt for a killer—it was a path leading back to the darkest day of his life, to questions left unanswered and justice unserved. But he couldn't afford to be sidelined by his own ghosts, not when lives were at stake.

He returned his attention to the screen, but Fiona's next words pulled him back.

"Let's take a step back from the tip line," she suggested, pushing a strand of curly red hair behind her ear. "We need a new angle. What about talking to people who knew Erica Silverman? Maybe someone saw something they didn't realize was important."

Jake considered it. Erica's world—her gym, her friends—it was untapped territory. They needed fresh leads, and this could be their chance to find them.

"Her kickboxing gym," Jake said, the idea taking hold. "If anyone knows her routine, her connections, it's them."

"Exactly." Fiona nodded, satisfaction lining her features. "We might uncover something the killer didn't mean to leave behind."

Jake stood up, feeling the weight of inertia lifting. Action was what they needed, something to break the cycle of dead-end tips and mounting frustration. He grabbed his jacket, the fabric a shield against the chill that had nothing to do with the mild winter outside.

"Let's go pay them a visit," he decided, his voice carrying the newfound determination Fiona had sparked within him.

They left the hum of computers and the soft chatter of their colleagues behind, stepping into the crisp air that promised clarity. With each step toward their SUV, Jake felt the pull of the case, the drive to solve it not just for the victims, but for himself. This investigation was a bridge between his past and present, and he was ready to cross it.

***

The kickboxing gym was alive with the rhythmic thuds of gloves against bags, the sharp exhales of exertion, and the squeak of sneakers on polished floors. Fiona stepped through the entrance, scanning the space, taking in every detail—a habit honed from years of meticulous study. She noticed how the fighters moved, each one a study in controlled power, much like Erica Silverman must have been.

She glanced at Jake, noting the way his jaw clenched slightly—a sign she'd come to recognize as his own form of concentration. "Let's find Kacey, the general manager," she suggested.

They navigated through the maze of equipment and bodies, finally reaching an office where Kacey, the gym's manager, was tallying up membership fees. The woman looked up, her expression morphing from routine boredom to concern when she saw their badges.

"Agents Red and Tucker, FBI. We need to talk about Erica Silverman," Fiona said, dispensing with pleasantries.

Kacey stood abruptly, papers fluttering to the floor, forgotten. "Erica? What's happened?"

Fiona shared a glance with Jake before she spoke, her words deliberate and calm. "I'm sorry to tell you this, but Erica was found dead in her home."

Disbelief washed over Kacey's face, followed by a visible shudder. "Dead? But... she's one of our strongest fighters. How could anyone—" Her voice broke, and she shook her head in denial.

"Unfortunately, it appears she was ambushed in her home," Fiona explained, her heart aching for the woman in front of her. "Someone took advantage of the element of surprise."

"Her home..." Kacey repeated, her hands trembling. "That makes sense. Erica... she could handle herself, easily." She paused, collecting herself with a deep breath. "I just can’t believe she's gone."

Fiona offered a sympathetic nod, her role as an agent merging with her intrinsic compassion. Erica's world had been violently disrupted, and now those ripples were spreading, touching everyone who had known her. It was a pattern Fiona knew all too well—the same pattern that had snatched her sister Joslyn away, leaving behind a void filled only with questions.

"Was there anything unusual lately? Anything out of the ordinary?" Jake asked, his voice soft yet insistent.

Kacey bit her lip, her gaze distant as if searching her memory for something she might have missed. "No, nothing. Just the usual training sessions, the regulars coming and going..."

Fiona shifted her weight, feeling the hardness of the gym's floor beneath her. Kacey stood with her arms crossed, a barrier to shield against the grief that seemed to hang in the air like the stale scent of sweat and determination.

"Erica," Fiona started, her voice clipped with an analytical edge, "did she ever have trouble with any of the men here? Maybe someone who gave her unwanted attention?"

Kacey's eyes darted about the room before settling back on Fiona. "No, Erica could handle herself. She never mentioned any problems." Her voice held the firmness of conviction, but there was a shadow there too—doubt or perhaps fear.

Jake leaned in, his posture emanating an intensity that often caught people off guard. "Think carefully," he pressed, not unkindly, but with urgency. "Someone who might have tried to get close to her, to bother her?"

Kacey sighed, a sound heavy with the strain of trying to recollect. "Honestly, no one specific comes to mind. She brushed off advances like they were nothing, but she had a good way of preventing hostility too.”

“So no one was particularly aggressive with her?” Jake asked.

"No," Kacey confirmed, shaking her head. "Erica was popular. People respected her skills...and her space."

There was a finality in her words that made Fiona sigh. Another dead end.

Jake swapped a look with Fiona. The air in the gym seemed to grow heavier by the minute, pressing down on them with the weight of their failed leads and unmet expectations.

Fiona's gaze wandered subtly across the room, taking in every detail as if it were a puzzle piece waiting to be placed. She noticed the typical gym paraphernalia: scattered gloves, jump ropes, and the faint chalk outline where Erica's hands once gripped the floor.

Then she saw it—a fleeting glance that snagged her attention. Behind the desk, half-hidden by a crumpled towel, was a discarded cup, the bright logo of Power Juice splashed across its side.

Fiona's heart rate picked up, a silent drumbeat in her chest. It was a small link but potentially a chain to something larger. Power Juice was the name of the smoothie bar they’d gone to yesterday, where Jamie Lin and Lena Chase frequented, where Victor Harmon, who they’d cleared, worked.

Fiona eyed the branded cup, its contents long gone, but the implications still ripe. "Did Erica frequent Power Juice?" she asked, her voice steady despite the gears turning in her head.

Kacey nodded, the movement stiff, robotic. "Yeah, it was her go-to spot. She'd bring back smoothies for everyone after her morning workout."

Fiona's gaze met Jake's, a wordless communication passing between them. The weight of the discovery pressed against her chest, intensifying the urgency thrumming through her veins. Their suspect had left a trail, faint but discernible, leading back to Power Juice.

Jake focused on Kasey. “Did Erica ever mention the manager at that bar? A man named Victor Harmon?”

Kasey thought on it. “I don’t think so… why? Could it be relevant?”

“Maybe,” Jake said. “Thank you for your time, Kasey. We’ll be back if we have any other questions.”

“I just hope you find out who did this,” Kasey said.

As they left the gym, the hum of activity faded into the background, eclipsed by the silent echo of their synchronized footsteps. With each step, Fiona felt the pieces of the puzzle jostling into place. The man with the cap, the orb-weaver spiders, the smoothie bar—it all had to mean something.

And right now, it looked like everything was pointing back toward their first suspect: Victor Harmon.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Fiona pushed open the door to Power Juice, the colorful logo splashing across the glass as they entered. The midday sun streamed through the wide windows, casting a warm glow over the vibrant hues of the interior—turquoise walls decorated with posters of fruit and health slogans, the gleaming silver countertops dotted with blenders and cups. It was surprisingly quiet for lunchtime, with only a few patrons sipping their drinks in silence.

She spotted Marcus immediately, the mop in his hand swishing against the floor, cleaning up a spill behind the counter. His shoulders hunched, his movements slow and deliberate, a stark contrast to the lively setting around him. The bright sunlight seemed to avoid him, leaving his expression shadowed, an island of melancholy in the cheerful space.

"Red," Jake whispered, nudging her forward. They moved toward Marcus, their steps muffled by the ambient hum of refrigerators.

"Hey, Marcus," Fiona called out gently, not wanting to startle him further. But as Marcus turned, his eyes widened, betraying surprise—or was it fear? He straightened, gripping the mop handle like a lifeline.

"Agents... back again?" His voice cracked slightly, his gaze darting away from theirs.

"Is Victor in today?" Fiona asked, trying to sound casual. She watched Marcus closely, her training kicking in, noting the beads of sweat on his brow despite the coolness of the bar.

"Uh, no... he's off today." Marcus's reply came quick, too quick. His eyes shifted back and forth between Fiona and Jake, and she could see his hands tremble.

"Everything okay, Marcus?” Jake probed further.

"Fine, just fine," Marcus stammered, yet his shaky hands betrayed his words. "It's just been a slow day, you know?" But the lie hung heavy in the air, as tangible as the scent of fresh fruit and protein powder that permeated the shop.

Fiona exchanged a glance with Jake, sensing there was more to Marcus's nervousness than a simple slow business day. They had to tread carefully; whoever had killed those women might be connected to this place, to Marcus, or even to Victor Harmon himself. And if Marcus knew something, they needed him to trust them enough to reveal it.

Fiona's gaze locked on Marcus, the faint tremor in his hands not lost on her. "Marcus," Jake began, his tone firm yet not unkind, "can we talk in private for a moment?"

Marcus glanced at the few scattered patrons before nodding. He called over his shoulder, signaling a coworker with an apron as vibrant as the fruit displayed on the counter. The coworker took Marcus's place, easing into the routine of blending and serving without missing a beat.

Together, they retreated to the breakroom—pale in comparison to Power Juice's colorful front. The room was cramped, the hum of the refrigerator filled the silence, and the walls were plastered with employee schedules and food safety posters. Fiona stood near the door as Jake leaned against a table that had seen better days.

"Marcus, this is important," Jake said, pulling out a photograph from his jacket pocket. It was a picture of Erica Silverman, her eyes bright and demeanor strong. He held it up. "Have you seen her here before?"

Marcus wiped his palms on his pants before taking the photo. His fingers brushed against the glossy surface as he studied it. Fiona watched his face, searching for any flicker of recognition or deceit. "Yes," he admitted after a heavy pause, "she's been in a couple of times."

"Think hard, Marcus. Anything unusual about her visits?" Fiona asked, her voice steady.

“No?” Marcus’s hands were trembling, the photo of Erica Silverman slipping slightly as he tried to hold it steady. Fiona noticed the quiver in his grip and the anxious darting of his eyes.

"You seem on edge, Marcus," Jake observed, his voice cutting through the silence like a scalpel.

Marcus glanced up at them, then down at his shoes, the clean lines of the breakroom suddenly suffocating. "I... I can't lose this job," he blurted out, the words tumbling from his mouth like rocks in an avalanche. "Victor—he wasn’t with us the whole night. I lied."

Fiona felt her pulse quicken, the confession hitting her with the force of a physical blow. Beside her, Jake stiffened, his shock palpable even without a word spoken.

"Marcus, you need to explain," Jake demanded, steel edging his tone. "Why lie for Victor?"

Marcus ran a shaky hand through his hair, the weight of desperation in his posture. "My girlfriend, she's eight months pregnant. We're barely scraping by as it is." His voice broke, strained with fear. "Victor cornered me, said I had to back him up. I didn't know—didn't think it was about...murder."

Fiona exchanged a glance with Jake, both reeling from the implications. The lies they had been fed now unfurling into something far more sinister. She stepped closer to Marcus, her resolve strengthening. "We understand the position you're in," she assured him softly, trying to alleviate some of the terror that clung to him like a second skin. "But we need to know everything if we're going to find the truth. If Victor wasn't with you two nights ago, where was he?"

The question hung in the air, a specter that seemed to grasp at the edges of Marcus's composure. "I have no idea," he admitted, a hint of defeat deflating his posture. His gaze fell away, unable to meet Fiona's steady scrutiny.

"Think, Marcus," Fiona urged, her tone firm but not unkind. "Anything you remember could help."

Marcus shook his head, lips pressed into a thin line. "He just wasn't there. That's all I know."

Jake leaned against the door, arms crossed over his chest. His expression was unreadable, but there was an undercurrent of intensity in his stance. "We need more on Victor," he said, his voice a quiet command. "What's he like as a manager? Any odd behaviors or habits we should know about?"

"Victor's...tough," Marcus started, reluctantly pulling back the curtain on their enigmatic manager. "A hard ass, definitely. He's got this way of making you feel small, you know?" A shiver ran through Marcus as he recalled interactions best forgotten. "And a creep too, always staring a little too long at the women who come in."

Jake took in Marcus’s words, his gaze distant. “Any incidents involving Victor and female employees?” he asked. Fiona saw Marcus hesitate, a fleeting look of fear crossing his face before he answered.

"Victor got fired from his last job for that sort of thing," he admitted, swallowing hard. "I mean, you probably know that. The guy is, like, a genius or whatever, but he's working here."

“He was an entomologist, yes,” Fiona pointed out.

“Yeah, well, the owner of this franchise is kind of a sleazy guy too and he doesn’t care about what Victor does as long as he runs the store,” Marcus said. “Some of the girls have been uncomfortable with him, but he’s never like, done anything.”

“Did Victor ever mention anything about spiders?” Fiona asked.

Marcus frowned. “No… I don’t think so.”

"Did he ever say anything about Erica Silverman?”

Marcus swallowed, wrapping his arms around himself as if to ward off a chill. "I don't know," he answered honestly. "She usually only comes in when it's crowded, and Victor tends to stay in the back during rush times. He did seem kind of fixated on the one girl, the martial artist?”

“Jamie,” Fiona said.

“Yeah. I only remember because she’d come in dressed up in those martial arts robes, and Victor would gawk at her. It made everyone uncomfortable.”

“But he didn’t mention the other two?”

“I don’t know, if he did, we didn’t notice.”

"Is that it?" Jake prodded, eyes sharp.

Marcus hesitated before adding, "He's not the worst guy in the world, despite that." He sighed, a conflicted note in his voice. "I don't think he's capable of murder. But then, why lie about the alibi? It doesn't add up. It's strange, right?"

"Strange doesn't begin to cover it," Jake muttered under his breath.

Fiona nodded, processing the information. Victor's character sketch was becoming increasingly complex, a puzzle with pieces that didn't quite fit. The lying about the alibi—what did it conceal?

Fiona studied Marcus, noting the tremble in his hands as he wiped them on his apron. His eyes darted to the doorway, then back to her and Jake, as if he expected someone to burst through at any moment.

"Marcus," Jake said, his voice steady, a rock in turbulent waters, "you've done the right thing by telling us this. We're going to dig into Victor's story, find out why he lied about where he was. That's what matters now."

"Whether it leads to murder charges or not," Fiona added, her own voice firm yet compassionate. She saw the weight of their words settle on Marcus's shoulders, saw the relief mingled with fear in his eyes.

"Thank you," Marcus murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. He straightened slightly, as though steadying himself against an unseen force. "I didn't mean any harm by lying. I just... I really need this job."

Fiona nodded. The lines of worry etched across Marcus's face spoke volumes of the pressures he carried—pressures they had inadvertently compounded. But now, with the truth laid bare, perhaps they could start to unravel the knot of deceptions.

"Look," Marcus continued, a newfound resolve hardening his voice, "if you need anything else, any other info, just ask. I'll be honest from now on. I swear."

"Thank for that, Marcus. Honesty is what we need." Fiona replied, giving him a reassuring nod.

She watched as Marcus exhaled deeply, his chest deflating like a balloon after a party. The anxiety didn't leave his face entirely, but the acute panic seemed to have subsided. He'd stepped into the light of truth, and regardless of the consequences, there was honor in that.

Fiona stepped out of Power Juice, her mind racing as she thanked Marcus one last time. The door closed behind them with a soft jingle, the sound sharply contrasting with the gravity of their situation. She glanced at Jake, noting the grim set of his jaw, and they both started toward their car parked down the street.

"Victor Harmon," Fiona muttered under her breath. Her eyes scanned the busy sidewalks, half-expecting to see the man in question lurking around a corner. "If he is our guy and we let him go..."

Jake's stride faltered for just a moment. "We can't start thinking like that, Red. It's not on us. We'll find him."

"Right." Fiona unlocked the car, the beep echoing in the quiet between them. They slid inside, the interior holding a chill from being in the shade. Her hands gripped the steering wheel tight enough to whiten her knuckles, a tangible display of her frustration. "But Erica Silverman could still be alive if..." Fiona began, but Jake cut her off before she could spiral further.

"Hey," Jake said, reaching over to place a hand over hers, gently easing her grip. "We're going to find Victor, and we're going to get answers. That's what matters now."

She nodded, taking a deep breath as she turned the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, disrupting the silence that had settled inside the vehicle. Fiona focused on the road ahead, letting the familiar task of driving anchor her scattered thoughts.

"Let's go over what we know," Jake suggested, pulling out his notebook filled with scribbles and case notes.

Fiona merged onto the road, the scenery blurring past as she drove. She thought about Erica Silverman, a woman close to her own age with a passion for kickboxing, whose life had been cruelly snatched away.

"We can't afford to think about the what-ifs," Jake reiterated, his voice firm yet supportive. "Not when there's still so much to do."

"Right," Fiona agreed again, this time with more conviction. She sped up slightly, eager to leave behind the shadow of regret that seemed to cling to the rearview mirror. Ahead lay the pursuit of truth, and with it, a chance to prevent another tragedy.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Jake gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white against the black leather. The car's heater fought valiantly against the biting chill that had settled over Portland, sending shivers down his spine despite the warmth it offered. He glanced at Fiona, her curly red hair a stark contrast against the pale light filtering through the clouds.

"Almost there," he muttered, more to himself than to her. As they turned onto the neglected road leading to Victor Harmon's house, Jake could feel the thrum of anticipation—or was it dread?—beating in his chest. His concentration wavered, his hands shaking uncontrollably. He tried everything to keep it together. All those years of training, all the cases he’d worked. It’d all come down to this. He could not mess it up.

The house itself was an aberration amidst the winter bleakness, a solitary structure seemingly forgotten by time and care. Its windows were soulless eyes, and the overgrown weeds stood like silent sentinels guarding the secrets within. Metal scraps scattered around the yard spoke of neglect and decay. Jake parked the car with a crunch of gravel, the sound jarringly loud in the quiet that enveloped them.

"Here we are," he said, cutting off the engine and turning to face Fiona. "Ready?"

"Are we sure about this?" she responded. She fiddled with the arm of her glasses, a nervous tick he'd come to recognize.

"Victor's slippery," Jake stated flatly. "Last time, he got away clean with that bogus alibi. We can't let him wriggle out again."

Fiona exhaled, fogging up the window beside her. "I know, but we need to be careful. This guy...he's not right."

"Which is exactly why we can't play nice." Jake's voice was firm, his gaze locked with Fiona's. "We've done it by the book and where has it gotten us? Nowhere. It's time to change tactics."

She nodded slowly, the determination setting into her features. "Okay, then. Let's do it your way."

"Good." Jake opened his door but paused before stepping out. "Red, we're a team. I've got your back, always."

"Same here," she replied, with a small smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Together, they stepped out into the brisk afternoon, the world around them holding its breath. They walked towards the weathered front door, each step heavy with intent. Today, Victor Harmon would have nowhere left to hide.

Jake’s boots crunched on the gravel as he strode toward the house, Fiona's footsteps keeping rhythm beside him. The front door loomed, its paint peeling like old scars. With a gloved hand, he rapped sharply on the wood, the sound slicing through the stillness of the neighborhood. "FBI," he announced, his voice carrying authority and impatience. “Victor Harmon, open up!”

Silence greeted them. No shuffle of feet, no murmur of a voice from within. Jake glanced at Fiona, her curls a fiery contrast against the drab surroundings. She met his gaze, an unspoken agreement passing between them.

He knocked again, harder this time. The echo hung in the air, unanswered. A cold gust of wind swept past, carrying with it the scent of decay from the unkempt yard. Jake’s eyes narrowed, his instincts prickling beneath his skin.

"His car's there," Fiona pointed out, nodding toward the rusty vehicle in the driveway. Its presence was a silent taunt, a ghostly admission of occupancy.

"Looks like he's playing hide-and-seek," Jake muttered. His temper flared, hot and quick—a flame that refused to be stifled. He balled his fist and pounded on the door once more. "Victor! We know you're in there. Come out and talk to us!"

No response came, but the silence felt charged, as if the very air vibrated with unspoken words. Jake’s jaw clenched tightly, a muscle ticking in frustration. He had seen this dance before, suspects thinking a locked door could shield them from their sins. It was a temporary reprieve, nothing more.

"Enough games," he growled under his breath. He glanced at Fiona, her expression a mix of concern and determination. This was it—the moment they'd been building toward. Victor Harmon had slipped through their fingers once, but not again. Not today.

With a resolute look shared between them, they prepared for their next move. Justice waited for no one, and neither would they.

Jake's ears picked up the faint scuffle, a disturbance that seemed to scratch at the silence like an insect trapped in a web. He flicked his gaze toward Fiona, noting how her posture tightened, ready for action. Without a word, they rounded the corner of the dilapidated house, their steps brisk and quiet against the crunch of frostbitten grass.

The backyard was a tangle of neglect, and there, amidst the chaos of nature's reclaim, was Victor Harmon—his gaunt frame almost skeletal as he clamored towards the fence with the desperation of a cornered animal. The sharp angles of his body were stark against the backdrop of barren branches and overgrowth.

"Stop, FBI!" Jake barked, the command slicing through the chill air. But Victor’s only response was to hasten his escape, hands grappling with the wooden slats of the fence.

Fiona was already in motion, cutting across the yard with a speed that belied her usually reserved nature. Her breath plumed before her, a cloud of determination in the biting cold, chasing after the fleeing man like a spirit unfettered.

Victor's fingers had just curled over the top of the fence when Fiona lunged, her hand snapping around his ankle with an entomologist's precision. For a moment, time seemed to hang suspended, like a drop of dew on a spider's silk.

Then, with a wild thrash, Victor kicked. His heel connected with Fiona's face, the impact resonating with a sickening crack. Her glasses flew, shattering against the hard, frosted earth as she fell back with a thud, sprawled and disoriented.

"Red!" Jake's voice was a thunderclap of concern, his feet propelling him forward. The sight of her lying there, vulnerable and hurt, ignited a primal urgency within him, fueling his pursuit with newfound intensity.

He saw Fiona attempt to rise, one hand pressed to her face where blood began to bloom, a stark contrast to her pale skin. But she swayed, dazed, her amber eyes blinking through the shock of pain and betrayal.

"Stay down," he commanded, though his voice was distant to his own ears, drowned out by the rush of adrenaline that pulsed through his veins as he closed the distance to Victor.

The chase was not done yet, and while Fiona might have fallen, Jake would see it through—to the very end, if need be.

Jake's heart hammered in his chest, each thud reverberating with the images of his mother's unsolved murder and the recent victims. The sight of Fiona on the ground, her fiery curls fanned out like a halo against the frost, propelled him forward. Rage coursed through his veins as he recalled Lena Chase's strength, Jamie Lin's skill, and Erica Silverman's independence—all snuffed out too soon.

"Victor!" he bellowed, his voice slicing through the crisp air with an edge of vengeance. The man was close now, Victor's panicked breaths visible in the cold.

With each stride, Jake's resolve hardened. His fists clenched at his sides. This wasn't just about capturing a suspect anymore; it was about justice for all those wronged, including the woman who had raised him only to be taken by the hands of violence. He would not let this weasel slip away again.

"Stop, Victor!" Jake roared, his voice echoing. The words hung heavily in the cold air, but Victor's only response was a panicked glance over his shoulder before he attempted to scramble up the fence again. Jake closed the distance between them in swift strides, reaching for the man's collar. His grip was firm, fueled by an unyielding sense of justice.

Victor twisted and turned like a cornered rat, but Jake was relentless, his hold unwavering. With a grunt, he yanked Victor down from the fence, sending both of them sprawling on the frosty ground. Victor yelped as he landed awkwardly while Jake threw his weight on top of him. They collided with a force that shook the brittle branches around them, a tangle of limbs amidst rustling leaves.

"Got you," Jake snarled as they hit the ground. Victor gasped, his wiry frame pinned beneath Jake's muscular bulk. Without hesitation, Jake grabbed Victor's wrists, snapping the cuffs on with a clink that echoed with finality.

"Please," Victor wheezed, but there was no mercy in Jake's grip, no forgiveness in his eyes. He pushed Victor's face into the dirt, ensuring the man could not move. Each click of the handcuffs sounded like a promise to all those who had suffered: Lena, Jamie, Erica... and his own mother, whose memory spurred him on even now.

"Stay down," Jake commanded, his voice cold and relentless. Victor lay subdued, his shallow breaths kicking up dust from the ground, the fight draining from his body.

"Justice," Jake whispered, more to himself than to the man he'd just apprehended. Today, the past and the present collided, and he could almost feel the scales tipping towards righting long-standing wrongs.

Jake's breath came out in white puffs as he turned from the cuffed figure on the ground. His heart was hammering, not just from the exertion, but from a surge of emotions he couldn't quite tamp down. He pushed them aside for the moment; Fiona needed him. She was sitting in the grass, a hand clasped to her face, blood trickling between her fingers.

"Red," Jake called out, his voice firm but laced with concern as he knelt beside her. The cold seemed to recede, and all he could feel was the heat of the moment, the need to ensure she was safe. Fiona looked up at him, her eyes clouded with pain and confusion. Her glasses lay shattered beside her, and without them, there was a vulnerability that tugged at Jake's gut.

"I'm okay," she mumbled, though her voice wavered, and Jake knew better. A bruise was already blooming beneath the grime on her cheek, her nose bleeding steadily.

"Let me see," Jake said gently, reaching out to tilt her chin upward. She winced, but didn't pull away, trust shining through the haze in her eyes. He could tell by the way her pupils were dilating unevenly that she might have a concussion. "We're going to the hospital. I’ll get a car to take the perp."

Fiona shook her head weakly, always stubborn. "The case—"

"Can wait," Jake insisted, the protector in him overriding the agent. She had been hurt under his watch, and guilt mingled with his worry. This wasn't just his partner; this was Fiona, his Red, who'd faced enough darkness for a lifetime. He wouldn't let her brush this off. "Come on, let's get you up," Jake said as he slid an arm around Fiona's waist, careful not to jostle her too much. She leaned into him, her body trembling from the cold or the shock, he couldn't tell. Together, they rose, Fiona's slight frame supported by Jake's steady presence.

Jake shifted his gaze back to Fiona, her red curls dampened and tangled from their struggle. Her face was pale under the harsh glow of the sunlight, specks of dirt sticking stubbornly to her freckled skin. He tucked a loose curl behind her ear, his thumb brushing gently against her cheek in a wordless promise of protection. Fiona didn't flinch away from his touch; instead, she leaned into him, the heat seeping from him, acting as her only source of warmth in the biting cold.

He glanced back at Victor, who was now a crumpled form on the ground, his labored breathing visible in the chilly air. There was no satisfaction in seeing the man like this, only the grim sense of duty fulfilled. Jake's gaze lingered a moment longer, affirming the reality that they had caught him, that the pursuit was over—for now. But justice hadn't been served yet, not until the courts played their part. It was a beginning, not an end.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Fiona blinked against the harsh fluorescent light of the hospital room, her vision a kaleidoscope of colors as she adjusted to the brightness. Gingerly, she probed the tender flesh around her eye, wincing at the touch. The bruising was extensive, an angry purple.

"Quite lucky, Agent Red," the doctor intoned, snapping off his latex gloves with a practiced flick. He peered down at her through his own set of spectacles, the corners of his eyes crinkling with a hint of sympathy. "No concussion, no fractures. You can return to work, but take it easy."

"Thank you," Fiona murmured, her voice a raspy shadow of its usual pitch. She could still feel the ghost of Victor Harmon's shoe on her face, the sharp pain that had exploded through her skull. She couldn't afford to be sidelined, not when the case needed her—when Joslyn needed her.

"Your visitors will be allowed in shortly," the doctor said, his tone shifting towards formality as he glanced at his clipboard. "I'll give them the go-ahead."

"Visitors?" Fiona repeated, the word feeling foreign. Her parents would likely be preoccupied with their mortuary business and Jake... Jake had a suspect to interrogate. A spark of warmth flitted across her chest at the thought of her partner, steadfast and determined.

Gratitude threaded through her veins like a lifeline. She needed to be in the field, amongst the evidence and the insects that whispered their secrets. Fiona sat up straighter, steeling herself for what was to come, her mind already sifting through clues and questions left unanswered.

Fiona's eyes flickered open as the door creaked, and two familiar figures slipped into the sterile white room. Her parents face etched with worry, advanced toward her bed. They held a small, rectangular object in their hands—a new pair of glasses. Well, technically, they were her old glasses, a pair she wore when she was younger, but the prescription was still the same. Her heart warmed, knowing her parents had kept them all these years.

"Mom? Dad?" Fiona's voice was a whisper, tinged with surprise. She hadn't expected them; they were always so engulfed in their work at the morgue that it seemed to consume all their time.

"Sweetheart," her mother breathed out, embracing Fiona gently. Her father joined in, and for a moment, the hospital room felt less cold, the air less clinical.

"Jake told us what happened," her dad said after they pulled away, his tone carrying a note of strength meant to bolster her spirit. "How you stood up to that thug."

A smile tugged at the corners of Fiona's bruised face. Of course, Jake would make sure they knew. He understood the gravity of family, the unspoken bond that tied her life so closely to theirs.

"Where is he now?" her mother asked, glancing around the room as if expecting Jake to appear from behind the curtains.

"Interrogating Victor," Fiona replied, her lips pressing into a thin line. She accepted the glasses and slid them onto her face, the world coming back into focus. "He had to keep working."

"Have you been to see Joslyn?" The words came naturally, but the sharp intake of breath from both her parents spoke volumes. Fiona watched as concern flashed across their faces like shadows passing.

"Later, we will," her mother said quickly, too quickly, her eyes darting away. There was something unsaid, something heavy that lay between them.

Fiona's heart clenched at the sight. Joslyn's absence had been a wound that never fully healed, an ache that echoed through the years. Now that she was back, yet not truly with them, the pain resurfaced anew, a silent specter in the room.

"Okay," Fiona said softly, nodding.

Fiona's gaze lingered on her parents, their shared silence a thin veil over the unease that had settled in the room.

"What's going on?" she asked, her voice steady but laced with concern. Her mother glanced at her father, seeking silent support before turning back to Fiona.

"Sweetheart," her mother began, her voice barely above a whisper, "we're scared for Joslyn. The doctors... they're not sure if she'll come back to us. Not as the girl we remember." Her father's hand found her mother's, gripping it tightly, as if trying to hold together the fragments of fading hope.

"The trauma," her father continued, his voice strained, "it's... it's taken so much from her. We don't know if she'll ever be the same." His words hung heavy in the air, a reminder of the uncertainty they all faced.

Fiona felt a pang of sorrow, knowing the vibrant sister she once knew was lost in an abyss of shadows. But beneath the grief, a fierce resolve sparked within her. She reached out, taking her parents' hands in hers, the contact warm and grounding.

"Don't give up on her," Fiona said, her tone firm. "Joslyn is strong. We can't lose faith now. Miracles happen, remember? We have to believe she can get through this." She squeezed their hands, a silent promise passed between them.

Her parents nodded, tears brimming but not falling—a testament to the steely determination that ran deep in their veins. "You're right," her mother agreed. "We can't let go of hope."

"Never," her father echoed, his voice steadier now.

Together, they sat in the hospital room, their hands intertwined, forming an unbreakable circle of steadfast belief. In that moment, there were no agents or victims, only a family united by love and the unwavering conviction that they would not relinquish Joslyn to her trauma. They were the Reds—resilient, enduring—and they would fight for every sliver of light in the darkness.

***

Jake stood rigid in the fluorescent light of the interrogation room, his gaze fixed on Victor Harmon. The suspect's shoulders hunched defensively, compared to Jake's squared stance. Harmon's eyes darted behind his glasses, the look of a cornered man clear as day. Jake had already been going at Victor for some time, and the man was on the verge of breaking.

"Assaulting a federal agent is serious business, Victor," Jake said, his voice low and controlled. "You must've been pretty desperate to want to get away that badly."

Victor's lips twitched, a feeble attempt at composure. Jake could see right through it—the fear, the guilt. It was all there, laid bare on Harmon's haggard face. He would break soon. Jake could smell it.

"Look," Victor began, his voice barely above a whisper. "I was at a strip club two nights ago, alright? I wasn't with my coworkers like I said."

Jake leaned forward, bracing his hands on the table. He felt the weight of his mother's unsolved case pressing down on him, fueling his determination. This was more than just an interrogation; it was personal.

"Go on," he prompted, his eyes never leaving Victor's face.

Victor swallowed hard, moisture gleaming at the corners of his eyes. "I didn't kill anyone," he insisted, desperation seeping into his tone. "But I lied because I was scared. I didn't want to be blamed for... for something I didn't do. I also didn’t wanna admit I went to one of those joints, and I sure as heck don’t want to be the guy responsible for bringing feds around asking questions about me to verify my damn alibi.”

"Scared or not, Victor, lying to federal agents doesn't look good for you. It makes you look guilty," Jake stated unequivocally. His heart pounded, a rhythmic drumbeat in his ears that matched the ticking clock on the wall. Every second counted in this dance of truth and lies.

"I know, I know," Victor stammered, wringing his hands together. "But it's the truth. I was at the club, but I never hurt those girls. I couldn’t."

"Being afraid of getting blamed isn't a defense. It's an excuse," Jake shot back. His mind raced with the possibilities, with the connections that seemed to be just out of reach. Fiona would've seen right through Victor's weak defense, just as he did now.

"Please, you have to believe me," Victor pleaded, his voice cracking under the strain.

Jake remained silent for a moment, considering the man before him. Victor Harmon wasn't what Jake had expected—a former entomologist turned smoothie bar manager caught up in a dark web of deceit and violence. But whether or not Victor was their killer, Jake knew one thing for certain: he would stop at nothing to uncover the truth and end this nightmare, for Fiona, for the victims, and for the ghost of his mother that haunted him still.

Jake slid the glossy photographs across the cold metal table, one by one. Erica Silverman's lifeless eyes stared up from the sterile surface, followed by Jamie Lin's still form and Lena Chase's muscular build, now forever slack. The room was silent except for Victor's labored breathing, his gaze darting between the images as if trying to decipher a code.

"Recognize them?" Jake asked, his voice devoid of warmth.

Victor shuffled in his seat, licked his lips, and looked at the photos again. "I—I told you, I saw them at the juice bar... but I didn't—"

"Save it," Jake cut him off. He knew the signs of a man drowning in his own lies. Fiona would have torn into this guy with precision, leaving no stone unturned. But here he was, doing just that, all while carrying the weight of her injury on his shoulders.

"Look," Victor started, desperation edging his tone, "there are lots of girls coming in and out of Power Juice. I can't be expected to remember every single—"

"Three women murdered, throats slit, orb-weaver spiders left at the scene. You were an entomologist, so you could easily have knowledge on where to get those spiders. We have multiple witnesses claiming you were strange with Jamie Lin. You lied about your alibi. And you expect me to believe you've got nothing to do with any of this?" Jake leaned in, his eyes locked onto Victor's, searching for that flicker of guilt, anything to pin this weasel down.

Victor wavered under the scrutiny, his hands trembling as they hovered above the damning evidence. "No, no, I swear—"

"Swear all you want," Jake said, standing straight, feeling the tight pull of his suit against his muscles, a reminder of the control he maintained over the situation. His mind raced back to his mother's unsolved case, the similar patterns gnawing at him. On impulse, he pulled out his phone and swiped to a photo—a smiling brunette woman in a firefighter uniform, her kind eyes a reminder of the cruelty of her fate. Jake’s mother, Cassandra.

"Ever see her before?" Jake asked, pushing the phone towards Victor.

Victor leaned forward, squinting at the screen. "I don't—I don't know her." Confusion and irritation flashed across his features.

"Are you sure?" Jake pressed, studying Victor's reaction intently. The slightest twitch, a rapid blink, any sign could be the thread he needed to unravel Victor's story.

"Positive. I've never seen her," Victor insisted, pushing the phone away with a shaky hand.

Jake retracted the phone, eyeing Victor with renewed suspicion. The man was hiding something; he could feel it in his gut. Maybe it wasn't about his mother—maybe it was—but either way, Victor Harmon was not walking out of that room without giving up the truth.

As Jake stared at him, he imagined if Victor truly was the one who had killed his mother.

Had this man stared into the eyes of his mother as the life drained out of her? Had this same man then turned his sick predilections to other strong, capable women, ending their lives just as brutally?

A swell of fury surged within Jake at the thought. He felt his fists clenching involuntarily, knuckles turning white as he fought to keep his composure. His gaze darkened. Control and raw emotion warred within him.

"So, you don't know this woman?" Jake asked again, forcing a calmness he did not feel into his voice. "You never met Cassandra Tucker?"

"No," Victor repeated, this time with a hint of frustration creeping into his voice. His weak defiance only served to fuel Jake's resolve.

"I'm not convinced, Victor," Jake retorted, the cold steel in his voice calculated for maximum effect. He had done countless interrogations, but this one hit too close to home. This was personal.

Jake felt a coil of rage tightening within him. He breathed out slowly, forcing a calm over himself as he met Victor’s eyes. “Look, Victor,” he began, his words edged with steel, “we’re going to find out the truth. Sooner or later, it will come out. You can make this easier for yourself… Or you can keep lying and make things worse.”

Victor seemed to shrink in his seat, his gaze darting between Jake and the incriminating photos scattered across the table. The room was silent except for the steady ticking of the wall clock and the occasional shuffling of feet outside the door. Time was ticking away, and with each passing second, Jake felt an urge to rattle the truth out of Victor.

He had to take a moment. He had to clear his head before he did something he’d regret.

Jake stormed out of the interrogation room, his heart hammering against his ribs like a relentless drum. The metallic tang of frustration clung to his tongue, the taste of a lead that might slip through his fingers. His mother's face, frozen in time on the screen of his phone, haunted him with unanswered questions as he pocketed the device.

"Rough one, huh?" Chief Whittaker's deep voice cut through Jake's turmoil, echoing off the sterile walls of the hallway.

Jake paused, rubbing the bridge of his nose, his skin still electrified from the intensity of the interrogation. "Yeah," he admitted, his voice rough with emotion. "I showed him a picture."

"Of the victims?" Whittaker inquired, his bushy eyebrows knitting together under the weight of his curiosity.

"No," Jake said, lifting his eyes to meet Whittaker's gaze squarely. He had wanted to keep this from Whittaker for longer, but if Victor was the guy, then this had gone too far. He had to tell the chief the truth. "It was my mother, Cassandra."

The chief's expression flickered with surprise, then concern. "Your mother? Why would Harmon have anything to do with her case?"

With a shaky exhale, Jake confessed what had been gnawing at him for so long. "I checked the files again. There were orb-weaver spiders at her murder scene too. It's been fifteen years, but I can't shake the feeling that these cases... they could be connected."

Jake stood rigid, his jaw clenched. The air in the hallway suddenly seemed stifling, heavy with the weight of Chief Whittaker's glare. The chief's mustache twitched with irritation, a clear sign of his anger.

"Dammit, Tucker, why didn't you tell me?" Whittaker barked. His stance was wide, hands on hips, a pose that demanded accountability.

Jake swallowed hard, his throat dry. "I couldn’t be sure, Chief," he said, his voice steady despite the turmoil inside him. "I didn't want to jump to conclusions without evidence."

"Conclusions?" Whittaker stepped closer, his presence overwhelming. "We're talking about a major conflict of interest here!"

"Please, Chief," Jake pleaded, his eyes never leaving Whittaker’s. "Don't take me off this case. It’s about Jamie, Erica, and Lena right now. We’ll deal with the rest later."

Whittaker's gaze held on Jake, searching, assessing. Finally, he exhaled loudly, his shoulders dropping ever so slightly. "Victor Harmon is our guy. I think you know it, too." He paused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "I'll try to bring in the officers who worked your mother’s case. We'll see if there's anything to link them."

"Thank you, Chief," Jake said, relief flooding through him. But as Whittaker turned to walk away, Jake knew deep down that his fight was only just beginning. With every step he took back towards the bullpen, the image of his mother, framed by the delicate threads of an orb-weaver's web, haunted him.

Jake stood still as Chief Whittaker's firm hand landed on his shoulder—a weight he both resented and respected. "You're one of my best agents, Tucker," the chief said, his tone softer than before, yet still laced with the severity of the situation. "A bright young mind in this dark business."

"Thank you," was all Jake managed before the words stuck in his throat. The praise clashed with his internal storm—appreciation against a backdrop of anxiety. He knew what the chief saw in him: a tenacious agent whose gut instincts often led to breakthroughs. Yet at that moment, those same instincts gnawed at him with doubt.

Victor Harmon, the man they'd pinned their hopes on, the supposed link between past and present horrors, did not seem like the killer his heart was hunting. The image of Victor, cowering under the pressure of interrogation, didn't match the calculating brutality of the crimes. And despite the bruise on Fiona's face, Jake couldn't shake the feeling that Victor was just another scared pawn in a larger game.

"Always done good work," Whittaker repeated, releasing his hold. But the assurance felt hollow to Jake. Good work meant solving cases, providing closure. And right now, his mother's unsolved murder clawed at the edges of his thoughts, contaminating everything with its unresolved darkness.

As Whittaker turned away, Jake's mind settled on Fiona, laying in a hospital bed because of his lead. Duty mingled with concern, urging him forward. He needed to see her—to ensure she was truly alright, to apologize for the danger he'd put her in, and maybe, selfishly, to find solace in her presence.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Fiona sat in the sterile white of the hospital room, her fingers wrapped around Joslyn's limp hand. Machines beeped in a comforting rhythm, punctuating the silence. The antiseptic tang of disinfectant hung heavy in the air, a contrast to the warmth that Fiona tried to transfer from her palm into her sister's.

She studied Joslyn's face, memorizing the pallor of her skin against the crisp hospital sheets. The soft rise and fall of her chest was the only sign that she clung to life. Fiona's heart clenched as she leaned forward, whispering to the still form of her older sister.

"Remember the time we snuck out to catch fireflies?" Fiona's voice barely broke the hush of the room. "You ran ahead, laughing, your hair catching moonlight like strands of dark silk." She swallowed hard, the memory bittersweet. "I've missed that laugh, Jos."

A tear traced a silent path down Fiona's cheek. She wiped it away quickly, her gaze never leaving Joslyn's face. "They say you're strong, that you can hear me." Her words were hopeful whispers. "Please come back to us, Jos. I need you."

The litany of memories continued—a flood of shared secrets, childhood adventures, and teenage confessions. Fiona spoke of the beach where Joslyn had vanished, the years of unanswered questions, the weight of not knowing. With each word, she wove her hopes into a lifeline, willing Joslyn to grasp it and return to the world of the living.

"You have to wake up," Fiona urged, her voice a tremulous thread in the fabric of beeps and hisses. "There's so much I want to show you—my work with the FBI, the insects... I know you'd find it fascinating."

Gently, she adjusted Joslyn's blanket, tucking the edges around her as if the act could shield her from further harm. Fiona's mind raced with scientific facts about comas, about the mysterious threshold between consciousness and oblivion. But here, in the quiet room, all that knowledge felt distant, irrelevant against the raw ache of hope and fear.

"Joslyn," Fiona whispered, as if saying her name could be the incantation to break the spell holding her sister in this state. "Please, just open your eyes."

Fiona's eyes locked onto Joslyn's face, watching for the faintest sign of life. The sterile room seemed to hold its breath, the beeping monitors playing a steady, morbid rhythm. As she murmured a memory about their childhood dog, something miraculous happened—Joslyn's eyelids fluttered. Fiona leaned in, her heart hammering against her ribcage.

"Joslyn?" Her voice was barely audible, tinged with a cocktail of hope and trepidation.

Then, as abruptly as a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis, Joslyn's eyes opened. They were the same deep brown that Fiona remembered, now glazed with confusion but unmistakably present. "Fiona," Joslyn whispered, her voice a ghostly echo of its former vivacity.

"Jos!" A surge of elation shot through Fiona's veins like adrenaline. She gripped Joslyn's hand tighter, willing her sister to continue, to speak, to be.

"Can you hear me?" Fiona pleaded, each word saturated with urgency.

But the reunion shattered as quickly as it had formed. Fear—a primal, raw terror—flooded Joslyn's gaze. Her body convulsed, limbs flailing with a violence that belied her frailty. Fiona recoiled, her mind reeling.

"Joslyn, stop! You're safe!" But her assurances drowned in the cacophony of alarms and Joslyn's shallow, panicked gasps.

"Help! Someone help her!" Fiona's voice cracked, her plea slicing through the chaos. She watched, helpless, as Joslyn thrashed on the bed, her dark hair whipping across the pillow like storm-tossed waves. The monitors screeched their warnings, a discordant symphony to the terror unfolding before Fiona's eyes.

"Please, Joslyn, please calm down!" But her words were lost in the tempest of her sister's fear.

Fiona's thoughts spun, recalling every case file, every victim's plight, but nothing from her training had prepared her for this—watching the sister she longed to save spiraling into an abyss of terror. All her knowledge of insects, all her analytical skills, were useless against the human mind's shadows.

"Joslyn, I'm here!" she cried, desperation clawing at her throat. But Joslyn was trapped somewhere only she could reach, beyond Fiona's grasp, fighting an invisible assailant in her own mind.

The blare of the alarms was swift and jarring, fracturing the fragile hope that had blossomed in Fiona's chest. Nurses, clad in their scrub blues, flooded into Joslyn's room like a tide of calm urgency. They moved with practiced precision, hands steadying Joslyn's thrashing form as they murmured soothing words lost beneath the din of machinery.

"Please, step back," one nurse said, her tone firm yet not unkind. Fiona retreated, her gaze fixed on Joslyn's contorted features—a far cry from the placid sister she had spoken to moments ago.

Dr. Keller entered, his presence cutting through the turmoil. His eyes, sharp and assessing, took in the scene before him. "What happened?" he asked, voice level.

"Sh-she woke up... and said my name," Fiona stammered, words tumbling out in a rush as she backed away from the bed, her retreat halted by Dr. Keller’s guiding hand on her shoulder.

"Let's give them some space," he said gently, steering her towards the door. The click of the closing door muffled the sounds of the ongoing struggle inside the room.

Out in the sterile brightness of the hallway, Fiona leaned against the wall, her breaths coming in short gasps mirroring Joslyn’s earlier ones. The scent of disinfectant hung heavy in the air, but it couldn't cleanse the fear clinging to her thoughts.

"Joslyn spoke," Fiona managed to say again, her voice trembling like the last leaf clinging to a winter branch. “She… she wasn’t well after, but she still spoke. I swear it.”

"Good. That's good, Fiona," Dr. Keller reassured, though his furrowed brow betrayed his concern. "We'll take care of her. The team knows what to do."

He placed a comforting hand on her arm, grounding her amidst the storm of emotions. Then, with a nod that seemed to carry the weight of the world, he turned back to the room, leaving Fiona alone in the corridor.

She slid down the wall, hugging her knees close. Around her, the hospital continued its rhythm—footsteps, distant conversations, the underlying hum of life-saving machines. But in the void left by Dr. Keller's departure, Fiona felt an unsettling quietude seep into her bones.

"Joslyn," she whispered to herself, a prayer for her sister's return from wherever terror had taken her. The memory of Joslyn's voice—a ghostly thread of familiarity—was a lifeline in the uncertainty that now enveloped them both.

Fiona heard the measured steps before she saw Jake. He rounded the corner, his gaze sweeping until it found her crumpled form by the wall. His eyes, usually sharp and probing, softened with concern. Without a word, he crossed the distance between them.

"Red," Jake said, his voice low, a rumble that somehow cut through the cacophony of the hospital's relentless rhythm. He had pieced together her absence from the emergency ward, deducing her need to be close to Joslyn.

She looked up at him, her vision blurred by the tears that threatened to spill. The day's events had hollowed her out, leaving her feeling like one of the dry exoskeletons she so often studied. With Joslyn's name on her lips, Fiona pushed herself off the floor and into Jake's waiting arms.

His embrace was an anchor in the storm, a promise of solidity when everything else felt precariously close to shattering. Jake held her tightly against him, his hand cradling the back of her head, fingers threading through her curly red hair. For a moment, Fiona allowed herself the solace of his warmth, the steady beat of his heart against her cheek.

"Joslyn's going to pull through," he murmured into her hair, his breath warm on her scalp. His words were not just hope; they were a declaration, a willful defiance of the fear that had gripped her since she'd heard her sister's voice—frail but unmistakable.

The strength of his conviction wrapped around her, and Fiona clung to it like a lifeline. It was the same tenacity that had driven him to become an agent after his mother's murder—an unyielding resolve that now bolstered her own wavering spirit.

"Thank you," she breathed, her voice barely audible against the fabric of his jacket. The hospital's antiseptic smell couldn't mask the comforting scent of Jake, a blend of his cologne and the faint smokiness from their earlier visit to the crime scene. It was a reminder of the world outside this corridor, of the life they had beyond these walls—a life she was suddenly desperate to reclaim.

"Always, Red," Jake replied, his tone carrying the unspoken pledge that whatever lay ahead, they would face it together. Their intertwined cases, their shared pasts, and the uncertain future merged into this single point of connection. And in that embrace, Fiona found a momentary peace amidst chaos.

Fiona stepped back, the solidity of the hospital wall a harsh reminder to compose herself. Her heart was still racing, her thoughts an entangled mess like the webs they'd encountered at the crime scenes. "What about Victor Harmon?" she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

"Victor's our guy," Jake said, his eyes hard with determination. "But we need more evidence. We've got a warrant to search his house."

"Good," Fiona nodded, the professional in her surfacing above the tumult of personal anxiety. It was a lead, a direction to take her mind off the image of her sister's gasping awakening.

"Red, if you need to stay here..." Jake began, his gaze softening.

"No," she cut him off, her resolve building. "I'm only in the way here, and this case... it needs us." Fiona straightened her glasses, the scientist within her itching for answers amid chaos. She needed to be doing something, anything that could bring them closer to stopping the killer.

Jake studied her for a second, then nodded. "Okay, let's go get this son of a bitch."

They walked together, their footsteps echoing down the sterile hallway, away from the room where Joslyn lay. Fiona could feel the weight of her sister's condition on her shoulders, but it was overshadowed by the drive to solve the puzzle that had consumed her life for far too long. The mystery of her sister had been cracked open; now it was time to unravel the twisted thread of murders that had brought her to this point.

***

Fiona stepped out of the unmarked sedan, feeling the crunch of gravel beneath her boots. The afternoon sun cast long shadows over Victor Harmon's dilapidated abode, a structure that seemed as unstable as the man himself. She squinted against the glare, pulling her curly red hair into a ponytail.

"Looks like no one's taken care of this place in ages," Jake commented from beside her, his voice edged with distaste.

"Or he likes it this way," Fiona replied, adjusting her glasses. They approached the house, and the once vibrant paint peeled away to reveal the rotting wood underneath. It was a visual echo of Victor's fall from grace.

The forensics team, clad in their blue uniforms, gathered around them. Fiona took the lead, stepping onto the creaking porch. She didn't need to be an expert in human behavior to sense the chaos that awaited them inside; the state of the exterior was a testament to the turmoil within.

With a nod from Jake, Fiona pushed open the front door. A musty smell assaulted her senses, a mixture of dust and decay. She wrinkled her nose but forged ahead. The living room was a battlefield of clutter, with piles of papers and clothes strewn about as if left mid-tantrum. Fiona scanned the mess with a trained eye, noting the lack of any semblance of order.

"Let's get to work," she said, motioning for the team to start documenting the scene. As they dispersed, Fiona and Jake began their own meticulous search. She moved slowly, careful not to disturb potential evidence, while her mind raced with thoughts of Joslyn and the urgency to find justice for the victims.

The walls of Victor's study were plastered with posters and handwritten notes, a chaotic collage that crept into the corners of the room. Butterflies, pinned and framed, adorned the spaces in between, their delicate wings open as if in mid-flight.

"Entomologist turned juice bar manager," Jake mused aloud, his voice tinged with irony as he examined the display. "Quite the career shift."

Fiona's eyes traced the intricate patterns on the butterfly wings, each one a silent witness to Victor's obsession. Her knowledge of insects was an intimate part of her being, yet here it painted a picture of a disturbed mind.

"Look at this," she murmured, stepping closer to a series of detailed sketches. They depicted the life cycle of various butterflies, annotated with Victor's scrawling handwriting. Despite herself, Fiona felt a pang of professional appreciation for the accuracy of the drawings.

"Always thought butterflies were a symbol of transformation," Jake said, glancing over her shoulder. "Seems fitting in a twisted way."

"Transformation or entrapment," Fiona corrected softly, thinking of the victims and their final moments. She wondered if Victor saw himself in these creatures, or if he related more to the spiders he allegedly used to seal his crimes.

Together, they continued their search, every finding a piece of the puzzle that was Victor Harmon. His world was a blend of beauty and madness, and they were determined to sift through the chaos for the truth.

Fiona's fingers brushed over the dusty shelves, her eyes scanning for any hint of the silk threads that had become synonymous with their grisly case. She found none. Around her, the forensics team moved like shadows, their presence a silent dance in the cluttered room. Each opened drawer, each lifted paper, deepened the void where evidence of spiders should have been.

"Nothing," she whispered to herself. The word hung heavy in the air, an unwelcome guest amid the chaos of Victor's home. Fiona's gaze lingered on a jar, its inhabitant a butterfly with wings the color of sunset. But no spiders. No eight-legged architects of death that had marked the scenes of their string of murders.

With every empty corner and silent crevice, Fiona's certainty wavered. She felt the weight of doubt pressing against her chest, her breaths growing shallow beneath it. Could they have been wrong about Victor? Was the true killer still breathing free air, weaving their next deadly trap?

"Red?" Jake's voice pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. He stood in the doorway, his brows knit together, a mirror of her own concern.

"Spiders," she said, the word barely audible. "There are none."

The realization settled between them, an unspoken fear that their path might have led them astray. Fiona turned away, her mind racing through the possibilities, every scenario darker than the last. If not Victor, then who?

The search wound down as the light outside began to fade. Shadows stretched across the room, the dimming light painting the strange posters and notes in eerie hues. The team packed up, the click of their cases a punctuation mark to the day's work—a full stop laden with uncertainty.

Outside, the sky bruised purple with the coming night. Fiona leaned against the car, the chill of the metal seeping through her clothing. Jake joined her, his face somber under the streetlights' glow. They shared a look, both understanding the gravity of what was left unsaid.

"More questions," Fiona muttered, her voice carrying the weight of her frustration and fear.

"Answers have to be out there," Jake replied, his determination a faint spark in the growing gloom. "We'll find them, Red. We have to."

But as they drove away from Victor Harmon's house, leaving behind the labyrinth of a mind obsessed with beauty but devoid of their crucial clue, Fiona couldn't shake the feeling that somewhere in the darkening city, the real predator was watching, waiting, a specter unseen but deeply felt. The threat remained at large, and time, she knew, was slipping through their fingers like sand.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Evening draped its shadows across the greenhouse, a sanctuary of life amidst winter's barren chill. The heaters hummed, a mechanical heartbeat that sustained the verdant oasis. He prowled between the rows of plants, his movements deliberate, predatory. His fingers grazed a spider web stretched between two branches. Spiders skittered into the dark recesses at his touch, the delicate silk trembling from the disturbance. They were everywhere, these silent hunters, thriving in the warmth his mother had once reserved for her prized botanical collection.

The air was thick with the smell of damp earth and growing things, a scent that clung to the back of his throat. As he walked, he surveyed his domain, the realm where he had learned to watch and wait. His gaze settled on a cluster of arachnids, their eight-legged forms working tirelessly over the intricate patterns of their webs. He admired them, these creatures who understood the art of the trap, whose very existence depended on the skillful ensnaring of prey. Once, they had been his tormentors, skittering specters in a child's nightmares. Now, they were his silent accomplices, his brethren in the craft of predation.

The memory of confinement crept upon him, unbidden but familiar. Locked away within these glass walls, he'd been left to the mercy of the spiders, a punishment devised by his mother for his youthful transgressions. Hours turned to eternities as he sat amongst the webs, his young mind racing with fear. But fear is a crucible, and from it, he emerged transformed. What once evoked terror now stirred a sense of kinship. He made allies of the spiders, studying their ways and learning the patience required for the perfect strike. The prey became the predator.

His mother, the architect of his fears, the policewoman who wore a badge of authority by day and wielded cruelty by night. She was strong, formidable—a hunter in her own right. But even predators can fall. Now she was gone, leaving behind the legacy of what she had forged in her son. He was the embodiment of her teachings but twisted, honed to a finer point. Where she had sought control, he sought liberation through the hunt, through the finality of death. She had made him a creature of the shadows, and in those shadows, he had found his purpose.

In the stillness of the greenhouse, surrounded by his many-eyed companions, he prepared for the night's work. Another target awaited, another strong soul unaware of the fate creeping toward them on silent threads. He would be the spider; they would be the fly. And in their downfall, he would savor the echo of his mother's strength being snuffed out once more.

He stood among the greenery, a smile playing on his lips as he watched the spiders scuttle. The creatures that once haunted his dreams now wove them into reality—his reality where fear turned to adoration. His mother's death was a release, her iron grip on life and him finally loosened. He no longer had to sneak around, pretending to hate these eight-legged beings as she expected. She would have destroyed them, not understanding their true value or his.

The greenhouse was a shrine to his transformation from a boy who trembled at the skittering of tiny feet to a man who revered the artistry of their webs. The spiders were his silent accomplices, a network of hunters that mirrored his own thirst for control. In the delicate silk threads, he saw a reflection of himself—meticulous, patient, deadly.

His mother, the formidable enforcer of law by day, was a different kind of predator at home. She wielded fear like a weapon, trapping him within these glass walls, believing she was teaching him a lesson. Instead, she taught him how to survive, how to turn the tables. How to hunt. She had been strong, yes, but in her strength lay cruelty, and in that cruelty, he found his calling.

As he plucked a potted plant teeming with orb weavers from its perch, he felt a surge of anticipation. A box sat ready on the workbench, a temporary lair for his arachnid allies. He nestled the pot inside, securing it with care reserved for the most precious cargo. Tonight, they would be unleashed again, another demonstration of his prowess.

He already knew who his next target would be—a person who exuded strength, a worthy challenge to his skills. It was the strength in his victims that attracted him; it echoed the strength of his mother. To overcome the powerful was to assert his superiority, to prove that he was the ultimate predator. And each time he succeeded, he avenged that frightened boy locked away with only spiders for company.

With the box sealed and his tools prepared, the nameless man stepped out of the greenhouse. He blended into the night, a shadow moving with purpose. The thrill of the hunt called to him the promise of another victory over those who believed themselves untouchable. His mother had made him into this—a creature of patience and precision—and now he would show the world the depth of her legacy.


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

Fiona stood alone in the forensics lab, the clock ticking past midnight. The hum of fluorescent lights filled the silence as she leaned over her microscope, examining the orb-weaver spiders from the crime scenes. With each slide, she scrutinized the details that others might have deemed insignificant—minute hairs on a leg, the pattern of the abdomen, the curve of the fangs.

Her fingers, steady and practiced, picked at the fine silk threads, untangling the secrets they held. She had live specimens in secure containers, their legs skittering against the glass, a macabre dance of life amidst the investigation of death. Fiona's heart thrummed with a mix of excitement and urgency; this was her domain, a world of insects and clues that only she could navigate with such intimacy.

She couldn't shake off the nagging feeling about Victor Harmon. His alibi had crumbled like the fragile exoskeletons before her. Yet, the absence of spiders in his home was a discordant note in the otherwise harmonious symphony of evidence pointing to his guilt. Fiona knew the value of double-checking, of turning over every leaf, literal or metaphorical. And so she persisted, delving deeper into the night, searching for the overlooked detail that might exonerate an innocent man or damn him further.

The rest of the forensics team had gone through these very samples, their reports concluding nothing of evidently new significance. But Fiona trusted her gut—the same one that twisted uncomfortably at the sight of Victor, a man whose past misdemeanors painted him in unsavory hues but perhaps not the shade of a killer.

As she transferred another spider onto the stage, adjusting the focus, she considered the possibility of misdirection. Could the real culprit be framing Victor? Or had Victor, with his knowledge of entomology, been meticulous enough to leave no trace at his own residence? Fiona was determined to find out. Each specimen was a piece of a larger puzzle, and she was convinced that with enough patience and precision, the picture would eventually come together.

Silence enveloped the lab, filled only by the clicks of her tools and the occasional scribble when she jotted down notes. Everything else faded away as Fiona Red, forensic analyst and newly appointed FBI agent, lost herself in the search for truth among the strands of silk and the tiny, eight-legged architects that wove them.

Jake's footsteps echoed through the silent forensics lab, a harsh reminder of the late hour. He appeared in the doorway, his brown eyes weary beneath furrowed brows. "Red, you got anything?" he asked, voice tinged with exhaustion.

Fiona didn't look up from the microscope. "No, not yet," she replied, her voice steady as she examined the spider before her. Despite the fatigue clawing at her mind, her determination held firm. She adjusted the focus knob minutely, hoping for any sign that would lead them away from Victor Harmon and closer to the true culprit.

It was late, and the evidence seemed stubbornly mute under her scrutiny, but something within Fiona refused to give up. The orb-weaver spiders were an enigma, placed deliberately at each crime scene—surely they had more to tell.

Under the lens, the spider's legs twitched, and its body glistened in the artificial light. Each detail, each pattern on its abdomen, could be the key they were missing. Fiona's eyes narrowed as she peered deeper, searching for something, anything that might break the case wide open. Her slender fingers made tiny adjustments to the microscope, her breath held in anticipation.

Fiona's gaze fixed on the orb-weaver, the creature suspended in its own silk masterpiece. The lab was silent save for the hum of machines; her world narrowed to the eyepiece of the microscope. There, amid the spider's bristles and segmented limbs, something foreign caught her eye—a small speck.

"Could be nothing," she murmured, though no one was there to hear her doubts. With practiced ease, Fiona reached for her forensic tools, a pair of fine-tipped tweezers, and a soft brush that had seen countless specimens. She steadied her hand as if disarming a bomb rather than extracting a grain of dirt from a spider's web. It was meticulous work, demanding patience and precision.

The speck lay isolated on the slide now, surrounded by the vast emptiness of glass. Fiona adjusted the stronger microscope with a click and refocused the lens. The speck came into view, magnified to reveal textures and contours invisible to the naked eye.

"Come on," she whispered, coaxing secrets from the minute fragment. As the details became clearer, Fiona's breath hitched. The speck was not just dirt; it harbored life—amoebas, their pseudopods stretching and contracting in a silent dance. They were familiar, too familiar. Amoebas found in the rich soil of lush gardens, thriving among the roots of verdant plants. But how?

It was winter in Portland, the city's gardens lying dormant under the chill. And these spiders, they had been discovered indoors, lurking in the homes of solitary women marked for death. Gardens did not bloom in unseasonably mild winters, nor did they sprawl within the confines of a kitchen.

A rush of adrenaline sharpened Fiona's senses. This tiny piece of earth held a clue, an anomaly that defied the season and the indoor settings of the crime scenes. Her mind raced, piecing together fragments of information like a puzzle only she could see. The spiders, the victims, the amoebas—all connected in a sinister tapestry that spanned years and claimed lives.

Fiona's gaze locked onto the microscope, her breath catching in her throat. The amoebas writhed beneath the glass slide, a hidden world revealing itself to her. The life thriving in that speck of dirt was impossible, an anomaly that shouldn't have existed within the sterile walls of a victim's home—especially not in winter. Her heart drummed a rapid beat as realization dawned on her, bright and blinding like the lab's fluorescent lights.

"Greenhouses," she whispered, almost afraid that speaking the word aloud would break the spell of discovery that enveloped her.

Jake stood near the door, his posture slumped with exhaustion, a shadow of his usual determined self. "What did you say, Red?"

"Greenhouses," Fiona repeated, louder this time, urgency clear in her voice. She swiveled in her chair to face him, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. "The killer could be breeding these spiders in a greenhouse."

He frowned, confusion etched into the lines of his weary face. "How does that help us?"

She rose from her seat, her movements swift and purposeful. "It means we can narrow down our search. We look for someone with access to private greenhouses. They'd need a controlled environment to farm spiders like this." Fiona paced the room, her mind racing faster than her feet. Each step she took was a step closer to the killer, to justice for her sister, for Jake's mother, for all the women whose lives had been snuffed out too soon.

"Big task," Jake muttered, skepticism clouding his tone. He ran a hand through his hair, leaving it disheveled.

"Big, but not impossible," Fiona countered, stopping to stand before him, her amber eyes meeting his. "If Victor isn't our guy, then someone else is out there, Jake. Someone who could be planning to kill again right now." Her words hung heavy in the air, a weighty truth they both understood all too well.

Jake let out a sigh, the fatigue momentarily lifted by the gravity of her statement. He straightened up, resolve hardening his features. "Okay, Red. Let's do it. We start looking for greenhouses, private ones. And we find this bastard before he finds another victim."

Fiona nodded, a silent pact sealed between them. Together, they wouldn't let the darkness win—not while they still had breath in their bodies to fight it.

***

In the briefing room, Fiona scanned the digital map on her laptop for clusters of green that signaled potential hideouts. The fluorescent lights in the briefing room hummed a steady, monotonous tune as she worked, occasionally glancing up at Jake who sat immersed in his own task. She marked another address with a red circle, slid the paper across the table to him, and watched as he peered into his computer screen.

"Jack Fisher," Jake's voice cut through the silence. "Sixty-eight, owns a farm. Cherry tomatoes." His fingers flew over the keys, pulling up more information. Fiona leaned forward, her curiosity piqued by the lead.

"Any sons?" she asked, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. If this was a family venture, they could be looking at multiple suspects.

Jake shook his head. "Nope, just employees. But if the farm is up and running, it might not be the best place to hide a spider farm."

"Right," Fiona agreed, her mind already moving on to the next possibility. It had to be someone who lived alone or had enough control over their space to manage something so sinister. Her list grew shorter with each name they eliminated, but time wasn't on their side.

"Keep looking," she urged, turning back to the map with renewed determination. She felt the weight of responsibility on her shoulders—not just to find the killer, but to honor the memory of those who had been lost, including her sister. Each circled address was a step closer to understanding, to preventing another tragedy. She wouldn't rest until they caught the person responsible, and neither would Jake. They were united in their mission, two agents against the darkness that lurked just beyond the reach of their flashlights.

Fiona handed Jake another slip of paper, her finger tracing over the inked address before letting go. She watched as he typed in the information, his fingers moving with practiced ease across the keyboard. The screen flickered and a record popped up—ownership details for a modest home nestled on the outskirts of Portland.

"Theresa Dalton," Jake murmured, scrolling through the file. "Ex-cop."

"Interesting," Fiona mused, her brow furrowing. An ex-police officer could have knowledge that would help cover tracks, knowledge that could be passed down.

"Deceased," Jake added, his voice taking on a somber tone. "Recently, too. She left everything to her son, Gregory."

"Gregory Dalton..." Fiona echoed, rolling the name around in her mind like a puzzle piece, trying to see how it might fit into the larger picture they were assembling.

Jake's hand hovered over the mouse, clicking to bring up more information. Fiona moved closer, the warmth from his body mingling with the cool air of the room. She peered at the screen, her eyes meeting the pixelated stare of a man who looked like he carried the weight of the world in his gaunt cheeks and hollow eyes.

"Garbage disposal man," Jake read out, his voice flat. "No criminal record."

"Could be a front," Fiona suggested, her mind racing with the possibilities. A civil servant would have access to various locations, unnoticed, unremarkable—a perfect guise for someone hiding in plain sight.

"Yeah, but there's something else," Jake said, squinting at the screen. His eyes had that distant look, the one he got when a memory tugged at the edges of his consciousness. “I feel like I’ve seen him before.”

Fiona hovered over Jake's shoulder, her eyes glued to the screen displaying Gregory Dalton's gaunt face. "Where would you have seen him?" she asked, the words tinged with both curiosity and urgency.

Jake shook his head, his brown eyes clouded with uncertainty. "I'm not sure," he muttered, obviously troubled by the elusive familiarity. His gaze drifted away from the screen and landed on a stack of cold case files scattered across the table.

"Think, Jake," Fiona said gently, trying to steer him back to the moment. "Could this be linked to your mother's murder? Maybe he's someone you met when you were younger?"

Jake's expression tightened, a shadow of sorrow passing briefly over his features as he considered the possibility. He had always been driven by the unsolved mystery of his mother's death, a personal wound that never fully healed, fueling his relentless pursuit of justice.

"Maybe..." Jake trailed off, lost in his own mind, rifling through long-forgotten memories that might hold the key to their current predicament.

Fiona observed him closely, noting the strain etched into his forehead, the determined set of his jaw. She remembered something then, a detail from Jake's past that could be significant. "You were supposed to go camping with your dad and brother the weekend your mom was killed, but you stayed home instead," she reminded him quietly.

Jake's eyes snapped to hers, the flicker of realization brightening the brown depths momentarily before doubt clouded them again. "But I can't seem to connect the dots," he admitted with a frustrated sigh, running a hand through his disheveled hair.

"Could it be that the killer thought the house would be empty?" Fiona proposed, her mind racing with the implications. "He wouldn't have expected anyone to be home."

"Maybe," Jake conceded, the possibility taking root. The idea that he might have inadvertently influenced the killer's actions all those years ago was a disturbing prospect, one that added a new layer of complexity to an already convoluted case.

For a long moment, they sat in silence, each lost in their thoughts, the weight of what remained unsolved heavy between them. Then Fiona reached out, placing a reassuring hand on Jake's arm.

Fiona watched as realization dawned on Jake’s face, the gears turning rapidly behind his tired eyes. He straightened up from where he was leaning against the cold metal table, a spark of memory igniting within him.

"Wait," he said, his voice low but urgent. "The postman... I remember now."

Fiona tilted her head, curiosity piqued. She observed him closely, noting the sudden tension in his jaw.

"Gregory Dalton?" she prompted, trying to keep up with his train of thought.

"Yes, that's him!" Jake exclaimed, almost breathless. "He was our postman back when I was fifteen. He always seemed too young for the job, and my mom... she would talk to him whenever he came by with the mail."

"Could your mother have mentioned your camping trip to him?" Fiona asked, already piecing together the implications.

"Quite possible," Jake muttered, raking a hand through his hair again. "She was friendly like that, always making conversation."

Fiona felt a chill run down her spine as the pieces fell into place. It was a fragile connection, yet it held a sinister weight. The atmosphere in the room grew heavy with the burden of what this could mean.

"Jake," she began carefully, her tone steady despite the turmoil swirling inside her. "That might explain why he targets single women now."

Jake’s gaze snapped to meet hers, a mix of confusion and dawning understanding written across his features.

"What do you mean?" he asked, though Fiona could tell he was starting to see it too.

"Think about it," she pressed on, her own pulse quickening. "Your mother was alone because he thought you were away. When he realized he was wrong, that must've spooked him. Ever since then, he only goes after women who are vulnerable... ones he knows won't have anyone coming home."

A heavy silence enveloped them as Jake processed her words. Then his body stiffened, a haunted look crossing his face.

"God, all this time... I might have been closer to catching him than I ever knew..." His voice trailed off, filled with a mixture of regret and resolve.

Fiona reached out, her fingers brushing against his arm, grounding him. They had both been touched by tragedy, their lives intertwined with loss and the relentless pursuit of justice.

"We'll catch him, Jake," she said with quiet determination. "We're close now. We won't let him slip away again."

As Fiona spoke, she knew their next steps would be crucial. They were no longer just agents on a case; they were bound by personal vendettas, seeking closure not only for the victims but for themselves. And with each revelation, they edged closer to the endgame.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

The car's engine died with a sputter, and the world fell into silence. Jake stepped out onto the frozen ground, his boots crunching softly in the snow. Beside him, Fiona emerged, pulling her jacket tight against the cold. Their breaths came out in thick clouds that disappeared into the night air, a testament to the biting cold that enveloped them.

Above, the moon was a pale specter casting an ethereal glow over Gregory Dalton's property. It was late, deep into the night, when darkness seemed absolute, save for the light that gave the overgrown greenhouse a ghostly aura. Vines twisted their way across the glass panels, contorting into shapes that might belong to another realm. The house itself stood as a dark silhouette, windows like blind eyes, the dwelling of secrets and silent screams.

Jake's hand hovered near his holster, his movements deliberate and controlled. The chill that crept up his spine had little to do with the winter air. Fifteen years—fifteen years of unanswered questions, of a mother's absence, of a void that refused to be filled—led to this moment. Gregory Dalton, the figure from his childhood now cast as the villain in his life's darkest story, was within reach.

His heart hammered in his chest, not just from the cold or the exertion but from a cocktail of emotions that he'd been nursing since he first found his mother's body all those years ago. Fear mingled with anger; anticipation bled into dread. Each beat of his heart seemed to echo through the stillness around them, a rhythmic reminder of what was at stake.

"Stay sharp," he murmured to Fiona, his voice barely above a whisper yet loud enough in the hush of the night.

As they stood side by side, Jake couldn't help but feel the weight of history pressing down on him. This was it. The culmination of a decade and a half of pain, the opportunity to finally confront the man who had ripped his family apart. Gregory Dalton, once a benign presence with his mailbag and casual waves, now loomed large as the monster in Jake's nightmares.

He clenched his jaw, trying to steady the tumultuous sea of emotions threatening to engulf him. Tonight, there would be no place for recklessness, no room for the hot-headedness that sometimes plagued him. Fiona needed him focused, and so did the memory of his mother. Her unsolved murder, a wound that never healed, demanded justice.

It was time to face the past, to step into the lair of the spider that had weaved its web through his life. Jake took a deep breath and let it out slowly, watching his resolve materialize in a cloud of vapor before dissipating into the night. With each step toward the darkened house and the tangled greenhouse, Jake moved closer to the truth, ready to confront the coldness of the winter and the darkness of his own haunted memories.

Jake's boots crunched the frost-hardened ground as he led Fiona to the looming front door of Gregory Dalton's house. Their breaths hung suspended in the cold air, mingling with the silence of the night. With each step, Jake felt his determination solidify like the ice beneath their feet.

"Stay alert," he murmured to Fiona, though he knew she didn't need reminding. Her eyes were wide behind her glasses, scanning the darkness that enveloped the property.

She approached the door first, rapping sharply on the wood, her knuckles striking a staccato rhythm that echoed off the walls of the silent house. The sound seemed to hang in the air before fading into nothingness. They waited—a beat, two—but no lights flickered to life within, no footsteps sounded from the other side of the door.

"Gregory Dalton!" Jake called out, his voice strong but controlled, avoiding any sign of the storm of emotions churning inside him. No answer came.

He glanced over at Fiona, the moonlight casting shadows across her face, accentuating her focused expression. She met his gaze and nodded, a silent signal between them honed by countless hours of training and partnership.

Jake's attention snapped back to the greenhouse as a movement caught the corner of his eye—a shadow, fluid and fleeting, amidst the wild growth of vines and leaves. His hand instinctively tightened around the grip of his weapon, the metal cold against his palm.

"Did you see that?" Fiona's whisper was barely audible, yet it sliced through the stillness like a warning siren.

"Yeah," Jake whispered back, his pulse accelerating. The shifting shadow might be nothing more than an animal, or it could be Gregory, watching from within the tangled mess of his own creation. Either way, they had to move, to act.

"Stay close," he instructed, his focus narrowing to the path ahead. He couldn't afford distractions—not when they were this close, not when every second could mean the difference between life and death. For his mother, for the women who had been killed, and for Fiona, who now stood bravely beside him in the heart of darkness.

Jake took a measured breath, letting the cold seep into his lungs, using it to sharpen his senses. They were FBI; they were trained for this. Together, they would face whatever lay hidden in the shadows of Gregory Dalton's twisted sanctuary.

With grim determination, Jake led the way to the greenhouse. He could feel Fiona's presence just behind him, a silent ally in the encroaching darkness. The night air was still, and the only sound was the crunch of their boots against frozen ground as they approached the looming structure.

The door creaked ominously as Jake pushed it open, a faint echo against the silence of the night. A wave of humid air hit them, laden with the earthy scent of decay. They stepped inside, their guns drawn and ready.

The interior was a chaos of greenery. Plants that had once been kept in pristine rows now sprawled wildly, reaching towards them like the fingers of some forgotten god. The leaves rustled softly, stirred by a breeze they couldn't feel. Vines clung to the glass and crept across the floor, creating a labyrinthine undergrowth. Spiders scuttled away from the beam of Fiona's flashlight, their webs shimmering like traps meant for more than mere insects.

"Gregory Dalton," Jake called into the shadows, his voice loud and authoritative. "FBI. Come out with your hands up." His words hung in the thick air, seeming almost tangible among the dense foliage. No reply came, just the soft whisper of leaves and the occasional skitter of arachnids. The silence was oppressive, heavy with things unsaid and deeds undone.

Jake moved forward, the grip on his weapon unwavering despite the sweat that beaded on his brow. Here, surrounded by the overgrowth of life, he could almost forget the cold bite of winter outside. But the chill in his heart remained, fueled by memories of loss and the burning need for justice.

He swept the beam of his flashlight across the tangled mess, searching for any hint of movement, any sign of Gregory. Each step felt weighted, each breath a conscious effort. He had come too far to let the killer slip through his fingers now. In this strange, verdant prison, the hunter had become the hunted, and Jake knew he couldn't afford a single mistake.

Jake pushed through the verdant chaos, his boots catching on the gnarled roots that snaked across the path. Vines hung like gnarled fingers, reaching out as if to grasp him, to pull him back into the nightmares that had haunted him for fifteen years. With every step, the image of his mother's lifeless body sharpened in his mind, fueling his resolve. The air was thick with the musk of decayed plant matter, but Jake breathed it in like a war cry. This greenhouse, this humid tomb, might finally echo with the sound of justice.

"Gregory Dalton!" he bellowed again, his voice a spear cutting through the dense growth. The darkness absorbed the sound, yet Jake felt the weight of his own determination pushing back against the shroud. The man who had shattered his world could be just beyond the next leafy curtain, and the thought spurred him on, his heart pounding a frantic rhythm.

The flashlight beam danced over a forest of green, casting monstrous shadows that flickered and twitched. He swept the light left to right, half-expecting Gregory's twisted form to emerge from the underbrush. But there was only the endless tangle of plants and the sound of his own ragged breaths.

"Red, stay close," he called without looking back, trusting she was there, an anchor in the surreal landscape. But when he glanced over his shoulder, expecting to see the comforting flash of her red curls or the glint of her glasses, he found nothing but emptiness.

"Red?" His voice cracked, slicing the silence. No answer came, just the rustle of leaves as if the plants themselves were mocking him. "Fiona!" This time, his call was edged with fear, sharp and raw.

He retraced his steps, his gun forgotten at his side, the beam of his flashlight now a frantic searchlight. Each second stretched, taut as a wire about to snap. Where was she? How had they become separated? The foliage seemed to close in on him, a living barrier that obscured his vision and muffled his calls.

Jake's throat tightened with panic. He spun around, disoriented, the vegetation pressing in from all sides. She had been right behind him—how could she just vanish? Was Gregory watching them, dividing and conquering?

A rustle sounded from behind, snapping Jake back to the present. He spun on his heel, heart lurching into his throat. In the shadows, something small and fast darted between the plants. A rat, its beady eyes reflecting the dim light briefly before disappearing into the underbrush.

"Dammit," he muttered under his breath, the tension uncoiling just slightly. Was that it? A rodent they had mistaken for a man harboring dark secrets? The relief was short-lived. Fiona was still missing; he couldn't see her, couldn't hear her. His hand tightened around the grip of his gun, his lifeline in the chaos of overgrowth and darkness.

No more waiting. No time for hesitation. With a surge of resolve, Jake pushed his way through the thicket, the greenhouse's humid air clinging to him like a second skin. He needed to find her, needed to ensure she was safe.

Bursting out of the greenhouse door, he emerged into the biting cold of the night. The moonlit yard lay empty before him, until his eyes caught movement at the far end. There, under the skeletal branches of an old oak, stood Gregory, a knife glinting in his hand, pressed against Fiona's throat.


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

Fiona's eyes met Jake’s, wide with terror, her glasses fogged with the heat of her breath in the frigid air. Her vibrant curls contrasted against the pale hand that grasped her. Each visible puff of her breath was a silent plea for help.

Adrenaline coursed through Jake's veins, hot and urgent. Anger flared within him, anger at this man who dared threaten Fiona, who had taken so much from him already. Fear gnawed at his insides, fear for Fiona's life, for what would happen if he failed her now. But underneath it all was a burning need to save her, to not let history repeat itself.

His training kicked in, every muscle tensed and ready for action. He assessed the situation in milliseconds—the distance between them, the angle of Gregory's arm, the desperation in Fiona's eyes. Every scenario played out in his head, each outcome balanced on the edge of a knife.

"Let her go, Gregory," he said, his voice ice-cold despite the fire raging within. "It ends now."

But even as he spoke, Jake knew negotiation was a thin hope. Gregory held the power in his cruel grip, and Fiona's life dangled precariously in the balance. Jake's finger hovered over the trigger, the weight of his decision heavy in the stillness of the winter night.

Jake's arm extended, his gun aimed with unwavering focus at Gregory. The frostbitten air seemed to still around them as if nature itself dared not disturb this critical juncture.

Gregory sneered, his grip on Fiona only tightening in response to Jake's demand. The moonlight reflected off the blade at her throat, a sinister glimmer against the softness of her skin. Jake's heart hammered against his ribcage, each beat a thunderous echo in his ears. This was the man from his nightmares, the ghost that had haunted him for fifteen long years.

The winter night held its breath, a chilling silence enveloping the scene. Fiona's life teetered on a dangerous edge, her fate intertwined with Jake's deepest desire for justice. He couldn't shake the image of his mother, could not let fear paralyze him as it had when he was a boy.

He steadied his breathing, forced calm into his limbs. Jake wasn't a scared kid anymore. He was an FBI agent sworn to protect, and he would not fail Fiona as he had failed to save his mother. Not tonight.

Adrenaline surged through Jake as he locked eyes on the scene before him. Gregory stood like death personified, his black eyes hollow pits in the pale moonlight. The knife he wielded gleamed menacingly, a silent threat that spoke louder than any words could.

Fiona's amber eyes met his, wide with terror yet imploring him to act. Her curls, normally so vibrant, hung limp around her face, framing the harsh terror that gripped her. Jake felt the cold bite of the night air against his skin, but it was nothing compared to the chill that seeped into his bones at the sight of Fiona in Gregory's clutches.

Every fiber of his being screamed to rush forward, to tear her away from the brink of death that Gregory so casually held her over. But one wrong move could spell disaster. Jake knew he must tread carefully, his actions dictated by more than just the instinct to save—he had to be precise, perfect. His finger tensed on the trigger, ready to make the most critical shot of his life.

Jake's muscles tensed, every sense heightened as Gregory's grip on Fiona's throat seemed to tighten. The moon glinted off the barrel of Jake's gun, his fingers white-knuckled around the cold metal. "Let her go," he demanded, his voice steady despite the storm of emotions raging within him.

Gregory was a specter from the darkest corner of Jake's past, a phantom now made flesh and blood, threatening the woman he loved. Anger simmered beneath the surface of his fear, boiling into rage at the thought of this man, who had stolen so much from him already, daring to harm Fiona. Yet, his training held firm; he kept the muzzle of his gun aimed unwaveringly at Gregory's head, ready to end this once and for all.

"Release her," Jake repeated, his words slicing through the icy air. But Gregory's only response was a chilling smile, and the knife edge pressed closer to Fiona's skin, a silent but clear rebuttal.

Jake's heart thrummed in his ears, each pulse a hammer blow against his ribs. Fury mingled with desperation as he watched Fiona struggle for breath, her chest rising and falling in shallow, rapid movements. It was a sight painfully reminiscent of that long-ago day when he found his mother lifeless, the memory etched into his soul with the sharpness of a blade.

In a gamble of raw emotion, Jake revealed himself. "I am Cassandra Tucker's son," he declared, his voice a weapon forged from years of loss. The name hung heavy in the air between them, a bridge to a time stained with innocent blood.

For a moment, Gregory's expression faltered, a flicker of recollection passing over his gaunt features. The name had struck a chord, breaching the fortress of his madness with a whisper of humanity. It was the briefest of pauses, but in the silence that followed, the twin ghosts of their mothers' legacies stood sentinel, witnesses to the unfolding tragedy.

Gregory's laughter was a discordant symphony, grating against the silence of the night. "You want to know about my mother?" he sneered, his grip on Fiona unyielding. "She was no saint, despite what they all thought." His eyes, dark as the void, seemed to drift into the past.

"Locked away with spiders," Gregory whispered, almost to himself, "that was her favorite punishment for me." The moonlight cast eerie shadows across his face as he recounted his childhood torments. "A decorated officer, my mother, but behind closed doors, she was my jailer, my tormentor."

Jake steeled himself, pushing down the bile that rose in his throat. He could see it now—the webs, the skittering creatures—mirrors of the horrors that had haunted both their lives. "I understand," Jake said, the cold air turning his breath to mist. "Your mother hurt you, left scars no one else could see."

He stepped forward cautiously, each word measured, trying to bridge the gap of shared trauma. "The things you went through, the pain she caused you—I get it." Jake's own childhood memories clawed at the edges of his consciousness, his mother's unsolved murder a constant shadow over his life.

But Gregory's eyes remained cold, unyielding as stone. "Understanding?" he spat, his voice dripping with contempt. "You think you can understand me?" A twisted pride swelled within him. "I mastered the spiders, the darkness. I turned it against them—all of them." His words were ice, chilling Jake to the core.

"Your mother," Gregory taunted, "she was just like the rest of them. Weak. Fragile." His lips curled into a grotesque smile. "Snuffing out her light was a pleasure."

Rage surged through Jake, a red-hot tide threatening to sweep away his control. Every fiber of his being screamed for justice, for retribution. But he held back, knowing that any misstep could spell the end for Fiona. "My mother was not weak," Jake ground out, his voice a low growl of barely contained fury. "And neither are these women. They were strong, full of life—life that you stole."

Gregory's chuckle was devoid of humor—a hollow sound that echoed through the stillness. "Life is fleeting, Agent Tucker," he said. "But fear... fear lasts forever." His gaze fixed on Jake, a predator toying with his prey.

Jake's finger rested on the trigger, but he dared not act—not yet. He needed to keep Gregory talking, to find an opening. He needed to save Fiona and ensure that the specters of the past would haunt no more. Jake's breath clouded in the frigid air, his heart hammering against his ribs with a ferocity that echoed the tension gripping the night. Gregory's fingers dug into Fiona's flesh, the moonlight glinting off the blade at her throat, offering a silent chorus to the standoff.

"Gregory, think about what you're doing," Jake said, his voice steady despite the adrenaline surging through his veins. "Let her go. It's me you want."

But Gregory's laugh was a dark ripple across the icy stillness, a sound devoid of sanity. "You think you can talk me down? Like one of my pathetic victims begging for their lives?" His grip on Fiona tightened, and she let out a stifled cry, her glasses fogging with the heat of her fear.

"Please, Gregory," Jake tried again, his mind racing for an angle, any angle, to sway the man before him. "Your mother wouldn't have wanted this."

"Silence!" Gregory spat. "You know nothing of my mother." The words were a venomous hiss, a reflection of the twisted path his life had taken.

The knife edged closer to Fiona's skin, the threat of steel against flesh palpable in the chill night air. Jake's finger hovered over the trigger, his resolve crystallizing with grim finality. He couldn't wait any longer—not if he wanted Fiona to survive. But then he exchanged a look with Fiona, and saw not fear in her eyes, but determination. He knew that look—she was about to do something. She needed him to distract Gregory.

Subtly as he could, Jake nodded, hoping that he understood what she was thinking.

"Your mother, she was a cop, right?" Jake asked. His words were a gamble, a desperate attempt to catch Gregory off-guard.

The question hit its mark. "What?" Gregory blinked, momentarily taken aback. "Why does that—"

Jake pressed on, seizing the opportunity. "She was a good cop. Honest. Hardworking."

Gregory squeezed Fiona tighter, his gaze darting between her and Jake. "No more talk," he growled, panic edging into his voice.

In that moment, Fiona moved. She thrust her elbow into Gregory's ribs with all the force she could muster. The sudden attack caught him by surprise. The knife slipped from his hand as he let out a startled grunt—but not before hacking a slice at Fiona’s neck. Jake's heart hammered in his chest as he watched Fiona gasp, a hand flying to her neck. A thin line of red seeped between her fingers against her pale skin, sending a wave of panic through him. She wobbled on unsteady legs, eyes wide with shock and pain.

Time slowed to a crawl. Jake's training kicked in, muscle memory guiding his actions. The gun roared, its report shattering the silence, a counterpoint to the sudden widening of Gregory's eyes.

The bullet found its mark with unerring precision, a small hole blossoming between Gregory's shocked gaze. His body crumpled to the ground like a puppet with severed strings, the knife clattering from his slackened grip onto the frost-covered grass.

Fiona stumbled forward as Gregory's hold vanished, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Jake moved instinctively, catching her before she could fall. He kept his gun trained on Gregory's still form, even as relief and horror warred within him. Justice and vengeance melded into a bitter cocktail that offered no satisfaction—only the cold acknowledgment of necessity.

"Fiona!" Jake's voice was a strangled shout as he rushed over, discarding his weapon in the snow. He reached her side just as she began to sway dangerously, guiding her gently to the ground.

His hands shook as he pressed them to her throat, trying to stop the warm blood that now stained her curly red hair.

"Stay with me, Red," he urged, scanning the darkness for help. "This is Agent Tucker, I need immediate medical assistance at the Dalton property!" His words tumbled out, fractured by urgency, as he keyed the call into his earpiece. The night seemed to swallow his pleas, giving back only the eerie silence of the winter chill.

Her breaths came fast and shallow, the mist they formed dissipating quickly in the frigid air. Jake locked eyes with her, willing strength into her fragile form. "You're going to be okay, you hear me?" His voice cracked, betraying the terror that gripped him.

Fiona tried to speak, but only a faint whisper escaped her lips. Her eyelids fluttered, fighting against the weight that threatened to pull them closed. Jake's reassurances became a mantra, each word a lifeline cast into the growing despair.

"Help is coming, just hold on." He applied pressure to her wound, her lifeblood warm against the icy bite of the night. In the distance, the wail of sirens began to slice through the quiet, growing louder with every second. He clung to the sound, to Fiona, to the hope that rescue was moments away.

"Stay with me, Fiona." His voice steadied as he repeated the plea, every bit of his being focused on her survival. Around them, lights flashed and voices called out, the surreal blur of emergency responders converging on their location. Jake held on tighter, the world narrowing to the space where he knelt, holding the woman he loved, as everything else faded away.


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Fiona's eyelids fluttered open, revealing a harsh white ceiling. Her throat ached as she shifted in the stiff hospital bed. Bandages wrapped tightly around her neck felt like a second skin, uncomfortable but necessary. The sterile scent of antiseptics invaded her nostrils, a sharp reminder of where she was. Memories of the night before lingered at the edge of her consciousness, hazy and fragmented like a nightmare she couldn't fully recall.

"Ms. Red," a voice broke through her disorientation. Fiona turned her head slightly, wincing at the pull of tender skin. A doctor, clad in pale blue scrubs, stood beside her with a clipboard in hand. His face was a mask of professional concern, eyes scanning her vitals on a nearby monitor.

"You're incredibly lucky," he said, his tone even but carrying an undercurrent of gravity. "The knife... it came dangerously close. Any deeper, and it would have severed your jugular vein."

She processed his words slowly, each syllable heavy with meaning. Lucky. She almost laughed at the irony. An FBI agent, freshly minted yet nearly joining the victims she sought to avenge. But there was no time for self-pity; she was alive, spared by mere millimeters from a fate she had seen all too often in her line of work.

The doctor continued to explain, detailing the delicate procedures done to save her life, but Fiona's thoughts drifted. She imagined the orb-weaver spiders, silent witnesses to violence and death, much like she had been throughout her career. Even now, their silken threads seemed to connect the fragments of her past and present, weaving a pattern that led her to this moment.

Survival. It wasn't just about living through the night. It was about piecing together the puzzles left behind by those who had succumbed to darkness. Fiona knew that better than anyone. With Gregory Dalton dead, the questions that gnawed at her were momentarily silenced, replaced by the raw reality of her own mortality.

"Rest now," the doctor advised, stepping back as the machines beeped rhythmically around her. "You've been through a significant trauma. It's important to let your body heal."

As he walked away, leaving her alone with the steady pulse of the heart monitor, Fiona closed her eyes. She breathed in deeply, the scent of antiseptics grounding her to the here and now. There would be time for answers, for closure. But for now, she clung to the doctor's words.

Incredibly lucky.

Yes, she thought, she was. Not just because the blade missed its lethal mark, but because she had something to wake up for—a purpose that reached beyond the pain and the sterile white walls. She had a chance to continue her search for truth, and for that, she was truly grateful.

The click of the closing door signaled the doctor's exit, and in the same breath, her parents burst into the hospital room. Their faces were canvases of conflicting emotions—relief painted over a base coat of worry. Without hesitation, they enveloped Fiona in a tight embrace; their arms felt like the walls of the morgue back home, cold yet oddly comforting.

"Sweetheart, we're so sorry for all you’ve been through," her mother's voice trembled like the delicate legs of a daddy longlegs. "We should have known, should have realized how dangerous your job can be."

"We've been so wrapped up with Joslyn," her father added, his face creasing with guilt, "that we forgot about the risks you take every day."

Fiona felt the pressure of their hug tightening around her bandaged neck, but she didn't wince. Their concern was a balm to her bruised spirit, even as it smothered her slightly.

"Joslyn?" Fiona managed to whisper through the pain. Her thoughts flew to her sister, whose silence had been a heavy shroud over the family for too long.

Her parents stepped back, their hands lingering on her as if to ensure she was real, unharmed by their grasp. "She's... well, she hasn't spoken again," her mother said, the light dimming in her eyes for an instant before reigniting. "But she seems more alert, Fiona. There's something different about her gaze, as if she's fighting to break the surface."

A smile flickered across Fiona's face, cutting through the discomfort. Alert. That was promising. In the world of entomology, behavior was a sign of life, a signal that there was still fight left within. If Joslyn was becoming more aware, then maybe, just maybe, the cocoon that held her captive was beginning to unravel.

"Can I see her?" Fiona asked, her voice tinged with hope.

"Of course, honey." Her father nodded, the undertaker's habitual somberness shifting into something softer. "When you're ready."

"Thank you," Fiona murmured. Despite everything, Fiona clung to the belief that, like the intricate webs spun by the orb-weaver spiders, connections mattered—and Joslyn's reawakening connection to the world was a thread worth following.

The rap on the door was soft, almost hesitant, but it shattered the fragile calm that had settled in the sterile hospital room. Fiona's parents, who had been hovering close by, turned as one toward the sound. Jake stepped into the threshold, eyes scanning the room before settling on Fiona. His posture was a mix of concern, etched with palpable relief.

"Jake," her father said, stepping forward and clasping the younger man's hand fervently. "Thank you for what you did. You're a good man."

"Couldn't have done anything less," Jake replied, his voice tinged with modesty. A slight discomfort flickered across his features, a telltale sign that praise sat uneasily on his shoulders.

"Thank you," her mother added, her words laden with gratitude. She reached out to touch his arm briefly before looking at her daughter. "We'll give you two a moment."

Fiona watched as her parents filed out, their silent exchange speaking volumes. They trusted Jake; they owed him their daughter's life. The door clicked shut behind them, and she felt the shift in the room as privacy enveloped them.

"Hey, Red," Jake murmured, taking a seat beside her bed. His hand found hers, warm and steady. He looked into her eyes, and she saw the unspoken fear that had haunted him since the attack—a fear that mirrored her own.

"Jake..." Fiona started, but her throat tightened around the word. Swallowing hard against the pain, she tried again. "I could see it in your eyes, back there. You were scared."

"Terrified," he admitted, his grip tightening ever so slightly. "Seeing you like that... I thought I'd lost you."

They fell into silence, a comfortable space they had learned to share. It was filled with the unspoken understanding of two people who had faced death together. They didn't need to rehash the grisly details; the end of Gregory's reign of terror was closure enough.

"Gregory's gone," she whispered, the simple truth carrying the weight of finality. "It's over."

"It is," Jake agreed, his voice low but firm. "And there's justice for my mom now. Fifteen years... and finally, this."

Fiona nodded, feeling the closure for Jake's long-held wound, for the women whose lives had been brutally taken, for the city that could breathe easier now. Gregory Dalton would haunt no more kitchens, plant no more spiders. And while the ache in her neck was a reminder of how close she had come to being another of his victims, the presence of Jake—steady and true—was a balm against the memory of steel against her skin.

Fiona's gaze lingered on Jake, the sharp lines of worry that had creased his forehead now smoothed into a look of quiet resignation. "I wish we could have seen him stand trial," he said, eyes clouding over with a regret that seemed to age him beyond his years.

"Me too," Fiona murmured, though in her heart, the relief of survival was a louder beat than the desire for prolonged justice. She had attended enough trials as an analyst to know the agony of reliving trauma in the pursuit of legal retribution. "But you're here, and I'm here. That's what matters."

Jake nodded, the corner of his mouth lifting in a half-smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. The room felt smaller, somehow, the two of them cocooned within it, away from the horrors that had so nearly claimed Fiona's life. Her fingers brushed against the scratchy hospital blanket, the sensation grounding her as she leaned into the moment's fragile peace.

The door burst open with such sudden force that Fiona's heart stuttered in her chest. Her parents stood framed in the doorway, their faces alight with an emotion she hadn't seen in ages—hope. "Fiona, darling!" her mother exclaimed, rushing forward with arms wide.

"Joslyn's awake," her father said, voice thick with unshed tears. "She's asking for you!"

A surge of emotions flooded through Fiona, a torrential mix of joy and disbelief. Joslyn, her sister who had been lost in more ways than one, reaching out from the silence that had ensnared her. Fiona felt the bandages tug at her neck as a smile broke through, the pain a dull ache compared to the elation blossoming within her chest.

"Really?" The word was a breath, barely audible over the pounding of her own heartbeat.

"Really." Her mother nodded emphatically, her eyes glistening with tears.

"Can I see her?" Fiona asked, pushing herself up despite the weakness that protested every movement.

"Of course, love. Of course." Her father moved closer, ready to assist.

With each step toward hope, Fiona's exhaustion waned, replaced by a growing lightness she hadn't dared to feel since Joslyn's disappearance. She clung to her parents' words, letting them carry her forward on a tide of relief and anticipation. The nightmare that had plagued her for a decade was giving way to the possibility of a new day, and as she looked up into the eyes of her family, Fiona knew they were on the cusp of something miraculous—the rebirth of their once fractured family.

Fiona leaned heavily on Jake as they made their way to the psychiatric ward. Her legs were still shaky, her body protesting with every hurried step. But urgency propelled her forward, through the sterile corridors that seemed to stretch endlessly before them. She barely noticed the disinfectant that clung to the air, a sharp reminder of the hospital's ceaseless battle against the invisible.

Jake's hand was firm on her elbow, his presence an unspoken vow of protection and support. In the maze of white walls and polished floors, he was the constant she could rely on—a lifeline in the shape of a partner who had seen her at her weakest yet never wavered.

"Almost there, Red," he murmured, reading the exhaustion etched in her features. His voice was low, meant for her ears alone, grounding her when the world threatened to spin out of focus.

"Thank you," Fiona whispered back, grateful for more than just the physical assistance. He had been her rock since the case—since before—and she found comfort in his unwavering strength.

They paused outside Joslyn's room, the number on the door standing like a sentinel to the hope that lay beyond. Fiona's heart hammered against her ribcage, a rhythm of fear and anticipation. For a moment, she hesitated, gathering the shards of courage scattered by pain and fatigue. Then, with a breath that felt like it carried the weight of years, she pushed the door open.

The sight that greeted her stopped Fiona in her tracks. There sat Joslyn, upright and aware. She was so different from the hollow shell of a sister Fiona had visited day after day, clinging to the slim thread of possibility that Joslyn would return to them.

Joslyn’s gaze met hers, lucid and piercing, and Fiona felt something inside her shift—the taut strings of despair loosening ever so slightly. She noted the faint movement of Joslyn's lips, a soft conversation with a nurse that was more miraculous than any symphony.

"H-hello," Joslyn said, the word simple yet heavy with the weight of silence broken.

"Hello," Fiona replied, her voice barely above a whisper. She drank in the sight, committing every detail to memory: the light in Joslyn's eyes, the gentle rise and fall of her chest, the life that danced once more upon her features.

In the doorway, Jake remained silent, a sentinel respecting the sacred reunion unfolding before him. He offered a small nod, his role shifting seamlessly from protector to witness.

Fiona's steps faltered as she crossed the threshold, her gaze locked onto Joslyn's form on the hospital bed. The air was thick with an antiseptic sting, but it couldn't mask the sweet victory that pulsed through Fiona's veins. With a burst of energy fueled by relief and longing, Fiona closed the distance to her sister. Her hands trembled, reaching out, as tears broke free from the dams of her eyes.

"Joslyn," she choked out, the word barely escaping her lips before she wrapped her arms around her sister in an embrace that merged ten years of pain with the hope of this single moment. Joslyn's body was warm against hers, real and alive, not just a figment of wishful thinking or a shadow in her investigations. She held Joslyn tightly, afraid that letting go would somehow reverse this miracle.

Joslyn returned the embrace, her own arms weak but insistent. For those few seconds, the world outside their connection ceased to exist—there was only Fiona, Joslyn, and the bond of sisterhood that no darkness could fully extinguish.

As they parted, Fiona studied Joslyn's face, searching for signs of the vibrant, outgoing spirit she remembered. Joslyn's dark brown hair framed her pale face, a contrast to Fiona's fiery curls, yet the resemblance was undeniable. Their shared history, woven into every feature, every freckle.

"I was trapped in my own mind," Joslyn whispered, her voice raw but gaining strength. "It was like shouting into a void, no sound, just... silence." She paused, her eyes darting across Fiona's face, tracing the lines of worry that had etched themselves there over time. "But I felt you, Fiona. I started to remember your voice, your laugh, the way you'd get excited about some strange bug."

Fiona exhaled a shaky breath, each word from Joslyn dismantling another brick in the wall of dread that had surrounded her heart. Memories and self—these were the threads that wove Joslyn back into the fabric of the living. With each syllable, Fiona's analytical mind cataloged the change: the clarity in Joslyn's eyes, the purpose in her tone, the gradual return of the sister she knew.

"Keep talking, Joss," Fiona urged, a smile breaking through her tear-streaked face. "Tell me everything."

And as Joslyn continued, recounting fragmented memories, hints of her old self shining through, Fiona felt the tide turning. In a sterile room filled with the hum of medical machines, healing began—not just for Joslyn but for Fiona too. As the weight of years lifted, hope took root once more.

Jake's presence in the doorway was a silent pillar of support, his eyes never straying from Fiona as she held Joslyn. In the quiet of the room, punctuated by the soft murmur of conversation, he remained steadfast, a quiet observer to the unfolding miracle.

The door creaked, and Fiona's parents appeared, hesitation in their steps giving way to shock. Their eyes widened at the sight of Joslyn—alive in ways they hadn't seen for a decade. Wordless, they moved as one entity towards their daughters, their faces shedding years of fear and sorrow.

Fiona watched as her mother's hands fluttered like anxious butterflies before finding solace around Joslyn. Her father, ever the stoic, let out a choked sob that crumbled his composed facade. They enveloped Joslyn, a family quilt wrapping her in warmth and tears. Through the blur of her own relief, Fiona saw the lines of worry on her parents' faces smooth into expressions of awe.

"Joslyn," her mother breathed, a prayer and a plea all in one. "You're back."

With every word Joslyn spoke, the air grew lighter, as if each syllable carried away a portion of the darkness that had settled over them. The weight, the heavy cloak of uncertainty that had draped itself over the family, lifted with the cadence of her voice.

Fiona felt it—a shift in the atmosphere, a crack in the dam of pent-up emotions that now flooded the room with unspoken words and tender revelations. She clung to Joslyn's hand, a lifeline grounding her in this moment.

The room was charged with emotion, a palpable force that resonated in Fiona’s chest. She soaked in the scene: her parents holding Joslyn, Jake's watchful gaze from the threshold, the white walls of the hospital room unable to contain the magnitude of their collective relief.

Hope flickered within her, a delicate flame nurtured by the love and strength of the people around her. It wasn’t just hope for Joslyn’s recovery, but for the mending of fractures time had etched into their lives. Fiona's heart swelled, buoyed by the realization that they were turning a corner, together.

The nightmare of the past months wasn't over. Shadows still lingered, memories of blood and fear that wouldn't easily fade. But now, there was light seeping through the cracks, promising that the darkness wouldn’t last forever.

Joslyn's voice, once lost to silence, now filled the room with the music of resilience. With each word, she wove a tapestry of their past and a vision for the future—a future that seemed reachable now.

Fiona allowed herself to believe in that future. She pictured family dinners, laughter, shared stories of the days lost to them. She imagined Joslyn finding her place again, her own journey of healing entwined with theirs. And in that imagining, the fear that had gripped Fiona's heart began to loosen its hold.

They were survivors, all of them. Bound by blood and forged by trials, they stood united in the sterile glow of the hospital room. Their path forward would be laden with challenges, but they would walk it as one.

For the first time in what felt like an eternity, Fiona could envision moving beyond survival. They would thrive. They would rebuild stronger.


EPILOGUE

Jake stood in the quiet of the cemetery, the soft rustle of new leaves whispering above. Spring had draped the landscape in hues of green, as opposed to the somber stones that rose like silent sentinels around him. The air was warm, carrying with it the distant melody of chirping birds, their songs weaving through the stillness of the morning.

He moved slowly between the graves, his gaze fixed on a singular point ahead. It wasn't long before he reached the grave marked by a headstone of polished granite, the name 'Tucker' etched into its face. His mother's final resting place.

For a moment, Jake simply stood there, his brown eyes reflecting the shifting shadows cast by the sun's gentle rays filtering through the budding branches. He took a deep breath, letting the serenity of the surroundings wash over him. It was as though nature itself offered a silent nod of respect for the woman who lay beneath the earth.

Then, with measured steps, Jake knelt down beside the grave. From within his jacket, he produced a single white lily, its petals pristine against the backdrop of his roughened hands—hands that had seen too much, that had fought too hard in the name of justice. Carefully, he laid the flower upon the freshly cleaned headstone, the lily's symbolism not lost on him: renewal and hope.

The act felt significant, more so now than ever. Months had passed since he'd tracked down the monster responsible for ripping his mother from their family. Jake remembered the relentless pursuit, the sleepless nights, the promise he'd whispered to himself each time he caught his reflection in a darkened window. He would find the killer. And he did.

Now, as he knelt there, the weight of his mother's unsolved murder no longer bore down on his shoulders with the same crushing force. Justice had been served, cold and unwavering, and while it didn’t fill the void left behind, it brought with it a semblance of peace. A chapter closed, allowing him to breathe just a fraction easier.

His hand lingered on the cool stone, tracing the letters of her name. She was gone, but she lived on through him—the fireman’s son turned FBI agent, fueled by a tragedy that had shaped his very being. In this quiet corner of the world, surrounded by life blooming anew, Jake allowed himself to feel the solace that came with knowing he’d fulfilled a son’s vow.

Jake lowered his head, the soft murmur of his voice barely disturbing the stillness of the cemetery. "I'll always carry you with me," he whispered, the contours of emotion shaping each word. "Every case, every lead I chase—it's you guiding me." His gaze lingered on the etched letters, fingers tracing the edges as if to imprint her memory deeper into his skin. "Thank you for making me strong, for teaching me to stand even when the world's falling apart." He could almost feel her reassuring hand on his shoulder, a spectral comfort amidst the graves.

The solitude of the place wrapped around him, a cocoon of reflection and remembrance. It was here among the silent epitaphs that Jake found a bridge to the past, to the woman who had instilled in him the resilience of firefighters and the tenacity of an agent seeking truth. Her courage was the legacy that spurred him on, the unyielding force behind his every step towards justice.

"Things are changing, Mom," Jake said, allowing himself a small, private smile. The air held a charge, like the crisp anticipation before a storm, as he spoke of the new chapter unfolding in his life. "There’s someone—her name’s Fiona. She's...remarkable." The word felt too small, too simple, but it was the plain truth. Fiona, with her fierce intelligence and quiet determination, had become his anchor in a profession that threatened to pull him under.

He pictured their new home, the quaint two-story structure that seemed to echo with future laughter and whispered conversations. "We've got this house,” he continued, pride evident in his tone. “White picket fence and all. You'd love the garden—Fiona's touch. It's alive, vibrant, kind of like her." In his mind’s eye, he saw the blooms Fiona tended with such care, each petal a testament to her passion for life.

"Work's tough; you know how it is. But we have each other's backs." It was a partnership forged in the crucible of shared goals and mutual respect, both on the field and off. They understood the demands, the sacrifices required of them as agents serving a greater cause. And they were prepared, ready to face whatever came their way, together.

He paused, his heart swelling with the myriad of emotions that came with love and fresh beginnings. Here, before the emblem of an ending, he embraced the promise of what lay ahead, grateful for the strength his mother had given him to seize it.

Jake let a smile break through the solemnity of the moment as his gaze lingered on the headstone. "And there's something else, Mom," he said, the corners of his mouth lifting in a hopeful grin. "Fiona and I, we've been talking about kids—starting a family of our own." The breeze picked up, stirring the leaves around him, as if nature itself was acknowledging the gravity of his confession. It felt like a secret shared between mother and son, a sacred whisper into the past to shape the future.

The words hung in the air, a gentle echo of possibility amidst the stone sentinels that marked the cemetery’s landscape. A family with Fiona—the thought sparked a lightness in Jake's chest, a haven from the heavy burden he often carried. Children with her laughter, her resilience; it was a future he hadn't dared to imagine until recently, but now it seemed so tangible, so close he could almost reach out and grasp it. He imagined teaching them to be strong, just as his mother had taught him, to face the world with courage and kindness.

A sense of rightness settled over him, a soothing balm to the wound that had ached since he was fifteen. In this quiet space, surrounded by time-worn memorials, Jake found a sliver of joy at the thought of life blooming from loss.

Rising slowly to his feet, Jake felt the weight of years begin to lift from his shoulders. He cast one last glance at the grave, the engraved name catching the morning light. There was an unspoken promise in that look—a vow that though she was gone, Cassandra Tucker would forever be woven into the tapestry of his life.

With every step he took away from the gravesite, Jake's heart grew lighter, buoyant with the thoughts of what awaited him. It was as if each footfall shed a layer of the past, allowing room for the new dreams taking root within him. There was still a life to be lived, love to be cherished, and a legacy to be built upon the foundation his mother had laid.

The chirping of birds filled the silence left behind as Jake walked, their songs stitching together the threads of his burgeoning hope. He didn’t look back again; there was no need. The cemetery was a place of endings, but for Jake, it was also a beginning—a starting line from which the race towards a brighter future commenced.

Hopeful anticipation coursed through him as he made his way through the rows of headstones, each step steadier than the last. Today marked not just a visit to where his mother rested, but a whispered announcement to her spirit of the life he was building, a life she had always wanted for him. With a lighter heart, he stepped beyond the gates, ready to embrace the chapters yet unwritten.

***

The sun cast a golden glow over Fiona's new home, its rays dancing on the delicate petals of the garden's first blooms. She moved with purpose in the front yard, navigating between cardboard boxes and furniture pieces that were being offloaded from the moving truck. Her parents, both beaming with pride, handed her box after box, each one a building block of her future.

"Careful with that one," Fiona directed, pointing to a particularly fragile container labeled 'Insect Specimens.' Her mother nodded, handling it as if it were a precious artifact.

"Every piece seems to have its own story," her father remarked, wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

"They do, Dad," Fiona replied, her voice tinged with nostalgia. As she unpacked, memories fluttered around her like moths drawn to the warmth of her new beginning. The familiar objects anchored her to who she was: an entomologist, a forensic analyst, and now, a full-fledged FBI agent.

Inside the house, Joslyn Red carefully positioned a photo frame on the living room shelf. It was a picture taken years before her disappearance, a snapshot of happier times. The sunlight streaming through the window highlighted the contrast of her dark hair against her pale skin—so different from Fiona's fiery curls.

"Does this look alright here?" Joslyn asked, her tone hopeful, seeking approval.

"Perfect," Fiona responded from the doorway, watching her sister with a fondness that only deepened with each passing day. Joslyn's presence there, vibrant and real, was nothing short of a miracle.

Joslyn's recovery had been a journey of small victories. Her laughter came more easily now, her conversations longer, her moments of silence less fraught with the shadows of her trauma. Though the road ahead was still uncertain, every expression she shared, every memory she reclaimed, was a testament to her strength.

"Remember when we used to pretend these shelves were our secret libraries?" Fiona reminisced, joining her sister by the shelf.

"Filled with stories of grand adventures and exotic insects," Joslyn added, a genuine smile curving her lips.

"Exactly." Fiona placed a supportive hand on Joslyn's shoulder. "And now we're starting a new chapter."

Fiona stood in the middle of the living room, her eyes tracing over the soft hues of the rugs that lay sprawled beneath simple yet stylish furniture. It was a mosaic of comfort and familiarity, an embrace of fabrics and woods that seemed to sing in harmony with the fresh start they were embarking on. The morning light poured through the open windows, casting a warm glow that danced across the hardwood floors. Boxes, half-unpacked, offered a silent testament to the life she and Jake were weaving together.

She bent down, smoothing out a crease in the rug, her fingers lingering on the fabric—a tactile connection to the now tangible future she had often dreamt of. Around her, the walls echoed with the prospect of laughter and conversation, the space yearning to be filled with memories yet to be made. Each piece of furniture, carefully selected, spoke of shared decisions and mutual tastes. It was more than a house; it was a canvas for their lives.

The air was thick with the scent of pine from the furniture polish and the subtle sweetness of the flowers outside. Fiona's mind wandered to the garden, envisioning how it would look come summer, blooming under Fiona's tender care. She imagined the insects that would visit, each serving a role in the ecosystem she'd nurture. It was a place where her passions for entomology could coexist with the domestic bliss she found herself increasingly drawn to.

A sudden draft announced the front door swinging open. Fiona turned, her thoughts interrupted by the familiar sound. In strode Jake, his presence filling the room instantly. His eyes swept across the scattered belongings, the evidence of progress, before settling on Fiona. A broad smile cut across his face, one that reached his brown eyes and radiated the warmth she had come to know so well.

"Red," he called out, the nickname wrapped in an affection that never failed to stir something deep within her.

In a few long strides, Jake crossed the threshold separating the entrance from the heart of the living room. His arms enveloped Fiona in an embrace that spoke volumes. It was a hug that carried the weight of every hardship they had overcome, the strength of the bond they shared, and the promise of the support they would provide each other in all the days to come. Fiona melted into him, her arms snaking around his back, holding onto the moment and the man who was her partner in every sense of the word.

"Feels like home, doesn't it?" Jake murmured into her hair, his voice steady and sure.

"Yes," Fiona breathed out, her voice tinged with the hope and contentment that filled the room. "It really does."

Fiona stood beside Jake, her hand finding his as they surveyed the living room. The chaos of moving boxes and haphazardly placed furniture did little to hide the love that enveloped the space. Her parents busied themselves in the kitchen, laughter spilling out into the open space every so often, infusing the air with joy. It was a reunion she had once feared impossible, yet here it was, tangible and complete.

The walls echoed their shared resolve, whispering reminders of trials faced and conquered. Fiona felt the texture of Jake's palm against hers, the lines of life intertwining, forming a map of shared experiences. His grip was firm, reassuring. The strength she drew from him was mutual, an unspoken pact that whatever lay ahead, they would navigate it shoulder to shoulder.

"Look at them," Jake said, nodding towards her parents. "You've given them something incredible today."

Fiona followed his gaze. She saw more than just the visible delight; she sensed the deeper healing taking place. Their past, littered with unanswered questions and unresolved pain, had forged an unbreakable bond between them. Now, they were a testament to hope's enduring power.

"Thanks to you too," Fiona replied, squeezing his hand. "We're in this together."

The scent of fresh paint lingered as Fiona stepped back, Jake's arm resting comfortably around her shoulders. The light from the setting sun spilled through the windows, casting a soft glow over the new life they were building. Every corner held a promise, each room whispered of potential.

Jake's laughter brought her attention to the picture they had just hung. It was slightly crooked, but it was theirs, a portrait of their journey, imperfect but honest. Fiona smiled, thinking how every imperfection only served to make their home more real, more theirs.

"Ready for this?" Jake asked, his voice brimming with excitement.

"Never been more ready for anything," Fiona replied, the certainty in her voice mirroring the resolve in her heart.

They stood in their sanctuary, surrounded by family, each piece of furniture, every choice of color, a testament to their shared vision. Together, they had weathered storms and chased down demons, both literal and metaphorical. Now, they were poised on the brink of something new, something bright.

With a final glance at the life they had started to piece together, Fiona knew that with Jake by her side, they could face any challenge that lay ahead. The shadows of their past would always be part of them, but it was the light of their future that shone the brightest. They were ready to embrace it—all of it—together.


NOW AVAILABLE!

[image: ]

ONE LAST LIE

(The Governess: Book 1)

50-year-old governess Mary Wilcox has dealt with more than her fair share of rich families, and she does so with patience and grace.

But she’s not used to dealing with murder.

When Mary moves into the grand Ashford estate to assume her role as a governess to three children, she is met with the polite formality of the estate’s matriarch and the curiosity of three children.

Little does she know she is stepping foot into a nest of secrets and lies.

As Mary becomes more involved with the family, she begins to suspect foul play in the recent death of the family’s patriarch. Even as she battles her own past demons and struggles to separate past from present, she is forced to wonder—which of the family members should she be protecting?

And who should she be afraid of?

“An edge of your seat thriller in a new series that keeps you turning pages! ...So many twists, turns and red herrings… I can't wait to see what happens next.”

—Reader review (Her Last Wish)

ONE LAST LIE (THE GOVERNESS: BOOK 1) is the first book in a long-anticipated new psychological thriller series by #1 bestseller and USA Today bestselling author Blake Pierce, whose bestseller The Perfect Wife (a free download) has received over 20,000 five star reviews.

Future books in the series are also available!

“A masterpiece of thriller and mystery.”

—Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Once Gone)

“A strong, complex story about two FBI agents trying to stop a serial killer. If you want an author to capture your attention and have you guessing, yet trying to put the pieces together, Pierce is your author!”

—Reader review (Her Last Wish)

“A typical Blake Pierce twisting, turning, roller coaster ride suspense thriller. Will have you turning the pages to the last sentence of the last chapter!!!”

—Reader review (City of Prey)

“Right from the start we have an unusual protagonist that I haven't seen done in this genre before. The action is nonstop… A very atmospheric novel that will keep you turning pages well into the wee hours.”

—Reader review (City of Prey)

“Everything that I look for in a book… a great plot, interesting characters, and grabs your interest right away. The book moves along at a breakneck pace and stays that way until the end. Now on go I to book two!”

—Reader review (Girl, Alone)

“Exciting, heart pounding, edge of your seat book… a must read for mystery and suspense readers!”

—Reader review (Girl, Alone)

[image: ]

ONE LAST LIE

(The Governess: Book 1)


Did you know that I've written multiple novels in the mystery genre? If you haven't read all my series, click the image below to download a series starter!

[image: ]

Blake Pierce

Blake Pierce is the USA Today bestselling author of the RILEY PAGE mystery series, which includes seventeen books. Blake Pierce is also the author of the MACKENZIE WHITE mystery series, comprising fourteen books; of the AVERY BLACK mystery series, comprising six books; of the KERI LOCKE mystery series, comprising five books; of the MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE mystery series, comprising six books; of the KATE WISE mystery series, comprising seven books; of the CHLOE FINE psychological suspense mystery, comprising six books; of the JESSIE HUNT psychological suspense thriller series, comprising thirty-eight books (and counting); of the AU PAIR psychological suspense thriller series, comprising three books; of the ZOE PRIME mystery series, comprising six books; of the ADELE SHARP mystery series, comprising sixteen books, of the EUROPEAN VOYAGE cozy mystery series, comprising six books; of the LAURA FROST FBI suspense thriller, comprising eleven books; of the ELLA DARK FBI suspense thriller, comprising twenty-five books (and counting); of the A YEAR IN EUROPE cozy mystery series, comprising nine books, of the AVA GOLD mystery series, comprising six books; of the RACHEL GIFT mystery series, comprising fifteen books (and counting); of the VALERIE LAW mystery series, comprising nine books; of the PAIGE KING mystery series, comprising eight books; of the MAY MOORE mystery series, comprising eleven books; of the CORA SHIELDS mystery series, comprising eight books; of the NICKY LYONS mystery series, comprising eight books, of the CAMI LARK mystery series, comprising ten books; of the AMBER YOUNG mystery series, comprising eight books; of the DAISY FORTUNE mystery series, comprising five books; of the FIONA RED mystery series, comprising thirteen books (and counting); of the FAITH BOLD mystery series, comprising twenty books (and counting); of the JULIETTE HART mystery series, comprising five books; of the MORGAN CROSS mystery series, comprising thirteen books (and counting); of the FINN WRIGHT mystery series, comprising seven books (and counting); of the SHEILA STONE suspense thriller series, comprising ten books (and counting); of the RACHEL BLACKWOOD suspense thriller series, comprising eight books (and counting); and of the new THE GOVERNESS psychological suspense thriller series, comprising nine books (and counting).

ONCE GONE (a Riley Paige Mystery--Book #1), BEFORE HE KILLS (A Mackenzie White Mystery—Book 1), CAUSE TO KILL (An Avery Black Mystery—Book 1), A TRACE OF DEATH (A Keri Locke Mystery—Book 1), WATCHING (The Making of Riley Paige—Book 1), NEXT DOOR (A Chloe Fine Psychological Suspense Mystery—Book 1), THE PERFECT WIFE (A Jessie Hunt Psychological Suspense Thriller—Book One),  IF SHE KNEW (A Kate Wise Mystery—Book 1), MURDER (AND BAKLAVA) (A European Voyage Cozy Mystery—Book 1), LEFT TO DIE (An Adele Sharp Mystery—Book One), A MURDER IN PARIS (A Year in Europe—Book 1), CITY OF PREY (An Ava Gold Mystery—Book One), and HER LAST WISH (A Rachel Gift FBI Suspense Thriller—Book One) are each available as a free download on Amazon!

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Blake loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.blakepierceauthor.com to learn more and stay in touch.

[image: ]


BOOKS BY BLAKE PIERCE

THE GOVERNESS PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE

ONE LAST LIE (Book #1)

ONE LAST SMILE (Book #2)

ONE LAST BREATH (Book #3)

ONE LAST GOODBYE (Book #4)

ONE LAST SECRET (Book #5)

ONE LAST WHISPER (Book #6)

ONE LAST REGRET (Book #7)

ONE LAST NIGHT (Book #8)

ONE LAST STEP (Book #9)

RACHEL BLACKWOOD SUSPENSE THRILLER

NOT THIS WAY (Book #1)

NOT THIS TIME (Book #2)

NOT THIS CLOSE (Book #3)

NOT THIS ROAD (Book #4)

NOT THIS LATE (Book #5)

NOT THIS NIGHT (Book #6)

NOT THIS PLACE (Book #7)

NOT THIS SOON (Book #8)

SHEILA STONE SUSPENSE THRILLER

SILENT GIRL (Book #1)

SILENT TRAIL (Book #2)

SILENT NIGHT (Book #3)

SILENT HOUSE (Book #4)

SILENT SCREAM (Book #5)

SILENT PREY (Book #6)

SILENT RITUAL (Book #7)

SILENT PRAYER (Book #8)

SILENT NEIGHBOR (Book #9)

SILENT SMILE (Book #10)

FINN WRIGHT MYSTERY SERIES

WHEN YOU’RE MINE (Book #1)

WHEN YOU’RE SAFE (Book #2)

WHEN YOU’RE CLOSE (Book #3)

WHEN YOU’RE SLEEPING (Book #4)

WHEN YOU’RE SANE (Book #5)

WHEN YOU’RE SILENT (Book #6)

WHEN YOU’RE GONE (Book #7)

MORGAN CROSS MYSTERY SERIES

FOR YOU (Book #1)

FOR RAGE (Book #2)

FOR LUST (Book #3)

FOR WRATH (Book #4)

FOREVER (Book #5)

FOR US (Book #6)

FOR NOW (Book #7)

FOR ONCE (Book #8)

FOR ETERNITY (Book #9)

FORLORN (Book #10)

FOR SILENCE (Book #11)

FORBIDDEN (Book #12)

FOR FEAR (Book #13)

FORSAKEN (Book #14)

JULIETTE HART MYSTERY SERIES

NOTHING TO FEAR (Book #1)

NOTHING THERE (Book #2)

NOTHING WATCHING (Book #3)

NOTHING HIDING (Book #4)

NOTHING LEFT (Book #5)

FAITH BOLD MYSTERY SERIES

SO LONG (Book #1)

SO COLD (Book #2)

SO SCARED (Book #3)

SO NORMAL (Book #4)

SO FAR GONE (Book #5)

SO LOST (Book #6)

SO ALONE (Book #7)

SO FORGOTTEN (Book #8)

SO INSANE (Book #9)

SO SMITTEN (Book #10)

SO SIMPLE (Book #11)

SO BROKEN (Book #12)

SO CRUEL (Book #13)

SO HAUNTED (Book #14)

SO SILENT (Book #15)

SO BLEAK (Book #16)

SO HOLLOW (Book #17)

SO DARK (Book #18)

SO TWISTED (Book #19)

SO WICKED (Book #20)

FIONA RED MYSTERY SERIES

LET HER GO (Book #1)

LET HER BE (Book #2)

LET HER HOPE (Book #3)

LET HER WISH (Book #4)

LET HER LIVE (Book #5)

LET HER RUN (Book #6)

LET HER HIDE (Book #7)

LET HER BELIEVE (Book #8)

LET HER FORGET (Book #9)

LET HER TRY (Book #10)

LET HER PLAY (Book #11)

LET HER VANISH (Book #12)

LET HER FADE (Book #13)

DAISY FORTUNE MYSTERY SERIES

NEED YOU (Book #1)

CLAIM YOU (Book #2)

CRAVE YOU (Book #3)

CHOOSE YOU (Book #4)

CHASE YOU (Book #5)

AMBER YOUNG MYSTERY SERIES

ABSENT PITY (Book #1)

ABSENT REMORSE (Book #2)

ABSENT FEELING (Book #3)

ABSENT MERCY (Book #4)

ABSENT REASON (Book #5)

ABSENT SANITY (Book #6)

ABSENT LIFE (Book #7)

ABSENT HUMANITY (Book #8)

CAMI LARK MYSTERY SERIES

JUST ME (Book #1)

JUST OUTSIDE (Book #2)

JUST RIGHT (Book #3)

JUST FORGET (Book #4)

JUST ONCE (Book #5)

JUST HIDE (Book #6)

JUST NOW (Book #7)

JUST HOPE (Book #8)

JUST LEAVE (Book #9)

JUST TONIGHT (Book #10)

NICKY LYONS MYSTERY SERIES

ALL MINE (Book #1)

ALL HIS (Book #2)

ALL HE SEES (Book #3)

ALL ALONE (Book #4)

ALL FOR ONE (Book #5)

ALL HE TAKES (Book #6)

ALL FOR ME (Book #7)

ALL IN (Book #8)

CORA SHIELDS MYSTERY SERIES

UNDONE (Book #1)

UNWANTED (Book #2)

UNHINGED (Book #3)

UNSAID (Book #4)

UNGLUED (Book #5)

UNSTABLE (Book #6)

UNKNOWN (Book #7)

UNAWARE (Book #8)

MAY MOORE SUSPENSE THRILLER

NEVER RUN (Book #1)

NEVER TELL (Book #2)

NEVER LIVE (Book #3)

NEVER HIDE (Book #4)

NEVER FORGIVE (Book #5)

NEVER AGAIN (Book #6)

NEVER LOOK BACK (Book #7)

NEVER FORGET (Book #8)

NEVER LET GO (Book #9)

NEVER PRETEND (Book #10)

NEVER HESITATE (Book #11)

PAIGE KING MYSTERY SERIES

THE GIRL HE PINED (Book #1)

THE GIRL HE CHOSE (Book #2)

THE GIRL HE TOOK (Book #3)

THE GIRL HE WISHED (Book #4)

THE GIRL HE CROWNED (Book #5)

THE GIRL HE WATCHED (Book #6)

THE GIRL HE WANTED (Book #7)

THE GIRL HE CLAIMED (Book #8)

VALERIE LAW MYSTERY SERIES

NO MERCY (Book #1)

NO PITY (Book #2)

NO FEAR (Book #3)

NO SLEEP (Book #4)

NO QUARTER (Book #5)

NO CHANCE (Book #6)

NO REFUGE (Book #7)

NO GRACE (Book #8)

NO ESCAPE (Book #9)

RACHEL GIFT MYSTERY SERIES

HER LAST WISH (Book #1)

HER LAST CHANCE (Book #2)

HER LAST HOPE (Book #3)

HER LAST FEAR (Book #4)

HER LAST CHOICE (Book #5)

HER LAST BREATH (Book #6)

HER LAST MISTAKE (Book #7)

HER LAST DESIRE (Book #8)

HER LAST REGRET (Book #9)

HER LAST HOUR (Book #10)

HER LAST SHOT (Book #11)

HER LAST PRAYER (Book #12)

HER LAST LIE (Book #13)

HER LAST WHISPER (Book #14)

HER LAST SECRET (Book #15)

AVA GOLD MYSTERY SERIES

CITY OF PREY (Book #1)

CITY OF FEAR (Book #2)

CITY OF BONES (Book #3)

CITY OF GHOSTS (Book #4)

CITY OF DEATH (Book #5)

CITY OF VICE (Book #6)

A YEAR IN EUROPE

A MURDER IN PARIS (Book #1)

DEATH IN FLORENCE (Book #2)

VENGEANCE IN VIENNA (Book #3)

A FATALITY IN SPAIN (Book #4)

ELLA DARK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

GIRL, ALONE (Book #1)

GIRL, TAKEN (Book #2)

GIRL, HUNTED (Book #3)

GIRL, SILENCED (Book #4)

GIRL, VANISHED (Book 5)

GIRL ERASED (Book #6)

GIRL, FORSAKEN (Book #7)

GIRL, TRAPPED (Book #8)

GIRL, EXPENDABLE (Book #9)

GIRL, ESCAPED (Book #10)

GIRL, HIS (Book #11)

GIRL, LURED (Book #12)

GIRL, MISSING (Book #13)

GIRL, UNKNOWN (Book #14)

GIRL, DECEIVED (Book #15)

GIRL, FORLORN (Book #16)

GIRL, REMADE (Book #17)

GIRL, BETRAYED (Book #18)

GIRL, BOUND (Book #19)

GIRL, REFORMED (Book #20)

GIRL, REBORN (Book #21)

GIRL, HAUNTED (Book #22)

GIRL, UNSEEN (Book #23)

GIRL, SOUGHT (Book #24)

GIRL, ACCUSED (Book #25)

LAURA FROST FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

ALREADY GONE (Book #1)

ALREADY SEEN (Book #2)

ALREADY TRAPPED (Book #3)

ALREADY MISSING (Book #4)

ALREADY DEAD (Book #5)

ALREADY TAKEN (Book #6)

ALREADY CHOSEN (Book #7)

ALREADY LOST (Book #8)

ALREADY HIS (Book #9)

ALREADY LURED (Book #10)

ALREADY COLD (Book #11)

EUROPEAN VOYAGE COZY MYSTERY SERIES

MURDER (AND BAKLAVA) (Book #1)

DEATH (AND APPLE STRUDEL) (Book #2)

CRIME (AND LAGER) (Book #3)

MISFORTUNE (AND GOUDA) (Book #4)

CALAMITY (AND A DANISH) (Book #5)

MAYHEM (AND HERRING) (Book #6)

ADELE SHARP MYSTERY SERIES

LEFT TO DIE (Book #1)

LEFT TO RUN (Book #2)

LEFT TO HIDE (Book #3)

LEFT TO KILL (Book #4)

LEFT TO MURDER (Book #5)

LEFT TO ENVY (Book #6)

LEFT TO LAPSE (Book #7)

LEFT TO VANISH (Book #8)

LEFT TO HUNT (Book #9)

LEFT TO FEAR (Book #10)

LEFT TO PREY (Book #11)

LEFT TO LURE (Book #12)

LEFT TO CRAVE (Book #13)

LEFT TO LOATHE (Book #14)

LEFT TO HARM (Book #15)

LEFT TO RUIN (Book #16)

THE AU PAIR SERIES

ALMOST GONE (Book#1)

ALMOST LOST (Book #2)

ALMOST DEAD (Book #3)

ZOE PRIME MYSTERY SERIES

FACE OF DEATH (Book#1)

FACE OF MURDER (Book #2)

FACE OF FEAR (Book #3)

FACE OF MADNESS (Book #4)

FACE OF FURY (Book #5)

FACE OF DARKNESS (Book #6)

A JESSIE HUNT PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE SERIES

THE PERFECT WIFE (Book #1)

THE PERFECT BLOCK (Book #2)

THE PERFECT HOUSE (Book #3)

THE PERFECT SMILE (Book #4)

THE PERFECT LIE (Book #5)

THE PERFECT LOOK (Book #6)

THE PERFECT AFFAIR (Book #7)

THE PERFECT ALIBI (Book #8)

THE PERFECT NEIGHBOR (Book #9)

THE PERFECT DISGUISE (Book #10)

THE PERFECT SECRET (Book #11)

THE PERFECT FAÇADE (Book #12)

THE PERFECT IMPRESSION (Book #13)

THE PERFECT DECEIT (Book #14)

THE PERFECT MISTRESS (Book #15)

THE PERFECT IMAGE (Book #16)

THE PERFECT VEIL (Book #17)

THE PERFECT INDISCRETION (Book #18)

THE PERFECT RUMOR (Book #19)

THE PERFECT COUPLE (Book #20)

THE PERFECT MURDER (Book #21)

THE PERFECT HUSBAND (Book #22)

THE PERFECT SCANDAL (Book #23)

THE PERFECT MASK (Book #24)

THE PERFECT RUSE (Book #25)

THE PERFECT VENEER (Book #26)

THE PERFECT PEOPLE (Book #27)

THE PERFECT WITNESS (Book #28)

THE PERFECT APPEARANCE (Book #29)

THE PERFECT TRAP (Book #30)

THE PERFECT EXPRESSION (Book #31)

THE PERFECT ACCOMPLICE (Book #32)

THE PERFECT SHOW (Book #33)

THE PERFECT POISE (Book #34)

THE PERFECT CROWD (Book #35)

THE PERFECT CRIME (Book #36)

THE PERFECT PREY (Book #37)

THE PERFECT BETRAYAL (Book #38)

CHLOE FINE PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE SERIES

NEXT DOOR (Book #1)

A NEIGHBOR’S LIE (Book #2)

CUL DE SAC (Book #3)

SILENT NEIGHBOR (Book #4)

HOMECOMING (Book #5)

TINTED WINDOWS (Book #6)

KATE WISE MYSTERY SERIES

IF SHE KNEW (Book #1)

IF SHE SAW (Book #2)

IF SHE RAN (Book #3)

IF SHE HID (Book #4)

IF SHE FLED (Book #5)

IF SHE FEARED (Book #6)

IF SHE HEARD (Book #7)

THE MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE SERIES

WATCHING (Book #1)

WAITING (Book #2)

LURING (Book #3)

TAKING (Book #4)

STALKING (Book #5)

KILLING (Book #6)

RILEY PAIGE MYSTERY SERIES

ONCE GONE (Book #1)

ONCE TAKEN (Book #2)

ONCE CRAVED (Book #3)

ONCE LURED (Book #4)

ONCE HUNTED (Book #5)

ONCE PINED (Book #6)

ONCE FORSAKEN (Book #7)

ONCE COLD (Book #8)

ONCE STALKED (Book #9)

ONCE LOST (Book #10)

ONCE BURIED (Book #11)

ONCE BOUND (Book #12)

ONCE TRAPPED (Book #13)

ONCE DORMANT (Book #14)

ONCE SHUNNED (Book #15)

ONCE MISSED (Book #16)

ONCE CHOSEN (Book #17)

MACKENZIE WHITE MYSTERY SERIES

BEFORE HE KILLS (Book #1)

BEFORE HE SEES (Book #2)

BEFORE HE COVETS (Book #3)

BEFORE HE TAKES (Book #4)

BEFORE HE NEEDS (Book #5)

BEFORE HE FEELS (Book #6)

BEFORE HE SINS (Book #7)

BEFORE HE HUNTS (Book #8)

BEFORE HE PREYS (Book #9)

BEFORE HE LONGS (Book #10)

BEFORE HE LAPSES (Book #11)

BEFORE HE ENVIES (Book #12)

BEFORE HE STALKS (Book #13)

BEFORE HE HARMS (Book #14)

AVERY BLACK MYSTERY SERIES

CAUSE TO KILL (Book #1)

CAUSE TO RUN (Book #2)

CAUSE TO HIDE (Book #3)

CAUSE TO FEAR (Book #4)

CAUSE TO SAVE (Book #5)

CAUSE TO DREAD (Book #6)

KERI LOCKE MYSTERY SERIES

A TRACE OF DEATH (Book #1)

A TRACE OF MURDER (Book #2)

A TRACE OF VICE (Book #3)

A TRACE OF CRIME (Book #4)

A TRACE OF HOPE (Book #5)
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