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PROLOGUE

 

 

Icy water foamed and surged around Clara Churn’s ankles, and she gasped out a breathy laugh at the cold shock of it. The sea temperature had not caught up with the balmy spring warmth in the evening air.

But she’d dared herself to go into the waves after she’d wrapped up the sunset photos of this beach in Greenpoint, New Jersey, and Clara never refused a dare. With the tide now at its highest, the waves had been creeping up the beach, splashing ever closer to her camera tripod until she’d packed it away. It seemed like the ocean itself was inviting her to come in.

Even though it was painfully cold.

And the hissing drag of the wave going out again was strong enough to make her scared. As the water retreated, scouring her ankles with sand, there was a powerful undertow, threatening to pull her legs from under her. Bracing against it, she stood firm.

“One more step. Go on, you can do it,” she encouraged herself, waiting for the water’s pressure to ease, and then taking another step, ready to meet the next breaking wave.

“Go in as deep as you can. If you can do this, you can do anything,” she urged herself. She’d rolled up the legs of her shorts, right to her thighs. That was how deep she was going to go.

This was more than a dare. It was a bargain with fate.

If she could endure a few minutes in this water, then her photographic portfolio would be accepted by the hotel group looking to contract a photographer. Clara wanted to win the contract. She’d worked so hard on her resume, desperate to change her life and to break into this competitive, cutthroat world.

And it was cutthroat. She couldn't believe the threat – an actual threat – she'd received the other day from a competitor in the field. In fact, Clara hadn't known she had competitors. Slim, blond, twenty-seven years old – how could she possible be treading on anyone's turf, just because she was trying to get her own work noticed?

As she took another step forward, gasping as the water rushed in over the delicate skin above her knees, she remembered there had been an actual physical threat made to her, after she’d submitted her portfolio for a job last week.

With the cold water seeming to spark other unpleasant memories, this rushed back.

“You’d better watch out. This business isn’t big enough for newcomers. I’m not going to allow you to steal it from us.”

Breathless now from the cold, as the sea tried to suck her under again, Clara remembered how she’d felt just as breathless then. 

Not knowing what to do, feeling shocked, she’d sharply retaliated. 

“Well, last time I checked, it’s an open market and a free country,” she’d lashed back at the man – probably a few years older, a few inches taller, and a good few pounds heavier than her. It had felt strangely reckless, defending herself that way. It had taken more courage than she’d thought it would.

He’d glowered back at her.

“Maybe you’ll find out the hard way it’s not as open or as free as you think it is. Back off. And if you try this again, you’d better watch out.”

He’d left the building, deliberately jostling her with his shoulder so that she’d been jolted sideways.

Immersed in her memory of that intimidating moment, the rush of the sea heading out surprised her, and almost knocked her off her feet. She staggered, her foot slipping from under her so that she had to fight for balance. Better not to go too far out. This undertow was lethal.

The memory of that threat made her uneasy. At the time, she’d been too startled to take it in. But although those words, and that disparaging action, had made her feel unsafe, she couldn’t let this gesture put her off. This wouldn’t be the first time she was threatened this way, and she’d better get used to it. It was a competitive field. Clearly.

Time to get out. Splashed up to her thighs, she'd met the terms of her own personal dare. She was shivering; it was almost dark, and she had to walk the whole way up the coastal path to where her car was parked. 

She checked that no more rogue waves were about to break, because the roar of the sea was so loud, she wouldn’t hear them behind her. Then, she turned.

And gasped. 

Someone was there. Right there. A black-clad man was wading directly toward her through the foaming waves, striding fast. His face was hidden in shadow. His arms were outstretched toward her. 

“Is it you?” The man’s voice was ragged, quivering with stress. “Is it you?”

Fright reverberated through her as she took a giant step back, deeper into the sea.

“What is this? Get away from me!” she yelled, her skin now prickling with terror, rather than cold.

“Come here! It is you!”

The staggering step back took her further than she’d thought. The ocean floor sloped steeply, and suddenly, she was more than waist-deep. Then, another ferocious wave broke from behind her, slamming her toward him, so that she cannoned into him. The sea knocked her off her feet, her legs shunted from under her, but her arms were trapped. His powerful hands grabbed hold of her like claws, as spray foamed around her head.

Screaming, struggling, Clara inhaled a mouthful of water and began to choke. She clawed at the hands grasping her shoulders, but her nail bent and broke painfully, and the fingers were steel.

“Stop!” she managed to gasp. “Please.”

“It’s not you!” The words rose in a hoarse, tormented cry. “Where are you? Where? Come to me next time, please.”

The undertow dragged her out again, into deeper water. His arms like a vise, pushed her deeper still. She tried to kick against him, but her legs were slow and sluggish with cold, and she missed him completely, her bare foot pushing harmlessly against the water.

Could anyone hear her if she screamed for help? She couldn’t, though. She didn’t dare to open her mouth, because now, the waters were closing over her head.

“Swim out,” was the last thing she heard him say, his voice shaking. “Swim out and come back to me next time.”

Confusion swirled in the fear that consumed her. How could she swim, when his arms were gripping hers so firmly?

How could she move when the icy waters were leaching the strength from her limbs?

How could she breathe, when inky blackness was smothering her, so dark it hid the escaping bubbles of her final gasp.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

It had been nearly seven years since her sister’s murdered body had been found on the deserted Greenpoint beach. Now, as Casey Faith pored over the documents in the case folder, memories were flooding back of the strange, antisocial boy who’d lived next door to their family.

The boy she’d barely noticed at the time, when she was a headstrong eighteen year old with the world to conquer, but who she was now realizing had noticed her, and her sister, Harper. 

“So, he was seventeen years old at the time?”

Chief Warren, Casey’s boss, asked her the question. They were sitting on opposite sides of the desk in the police station, with the file between them, as the clock ticked its way toward eight a.m. Dressed in their uniforms, both she and her boss were ready to start their day.

But they were here early, because although this case was now officially reopened, and Warren was helping her solve it, he didn’t want a previously cold case to interfere with the mountain of work they were already handling.

“Seventeen,” Casey agreed.

Warren's face was grim, his lips pressed together, as he shuffled the papers and looked down at the ones Casey had just printed out. Two cups of coffee steamed on the desk, their smell filling the air, and the fan heater rattled valiantly. It might be early spring, but the mornings were still cool, and the weather was unpredictable. This was the time of year when harsh seasonal winds scoured the coast, and the tides were at their strongest.

“I was a deputy at the time, and they were new to the area, and I didn’t realize he had such a history,” Warren admitted.

“Nobody ever mentioned it. Kevin was an invisible person. His parents protected him. They didn’t let him go to our local school. I guess they knew that if he did, he’d get into trouble. He was homeschooled.”

“When did you find this information on his juvenile record?” Warren looked through the papers once more, page by page, sighing as he read the last one again.

“Alex dug it up.” Her investigation partner’s dark hair, and his bright blue eyes, and his lean, rangy frame came into Casey’s mind with a rush of affection. “He was able to source the basic facts. Called in a favor. Since then, we’ve been working on getting the full record, and now, here it is.”

She shook her head as she stared down at the pages.

The Raymonds had moved to Greenpoint several months before Harper’s murder, and Casey had only been vaguely aware of the house being occupied by a new family, the tattered garden being mowed by the father, the colorful curtains being put up. Since the last owner had been a retiree, the changes brightened up the place. That, she remembered.

The curtains of the upstairs bedroom on the left had usually been closed, but now she thought back, Casey recalled them being tugged aside when she and Harper had walked past. Of course, it was impossible for she and Harper to see in, through that tiny gap. But someone had been looking out.

Her mother had referred to the Raymonds in conversation a few times. “Such a nice family. So sad they had to move away from Minneapolis, when they’d lived there for so long, but I think there was a family issue. Mrs. Raymond doesn’t seem to want to speak about it.”

Mrs. Raymond, with her pursed lips and her righteous expression and the disapproval in her eyes when she saw Casey and Harper walking arm in arm, shrieking with laughter, wearing their short skirts and sandals. 

At the time, Casey had thought she was prudish, and had done her best to avoid her. Now, she was realizing that maybe she'd misinterpreted that disapproval. Maybe it was worry and fear because her son was a juvenile offender with a record of assaulting women. Mrs. Raymond might have felt anxiety when she saw Casey and Harper, knowing that they might become prey

Kevin had been arrested twice for assault, and he’d gotten a suspended sentence. Casey had no idea why the police hadn’t gone harder on him. However, as a policeman herself, and an ex-Army MP for the last few years, she knew that there was many a slip between the offense being committed, and the evidence finally being presented in court.

A good lawyer could often find loopholes or get the offender off on a technicality, and she guessed this was what had happened here. 

“If we’d only had this information at the time,” Chief Warren said. The lines on his face were harsher than Casey remembered them. He’d been a deputy when this crime had been committed, and the failure to find the killer had left its scars on him, as well as on her and her family.

“If only the chief of police had done his job, instead of going easy on the locals,” Casey said, never one for tact, especially not in this situation.

Warren’s eyebrows rose, and he looked taken aback by her words. 

“I guess he did go too easy on them,” he admitted. “And if you look in their version of events, the Raymonds lied about where their son was at the time of the crime.”

“I see that,” Casey said.

“They said he was out of town, that he’d gone on an outing with his homeschool activity group.” Warren turned back to the first page in the document. “But that was never confirmed, and now that I’ve contacted the alleged group, I’ve discovered he was never a member at all.”

Casey gritted her teeth. The parents had known that their son was a monster. They’d known when they had moved away from Minneapolis and bought a house in a quiet peninsula – Greenpoint had been much quieter back then. Maybe they’d thought that Kevin would be able to do no harm. It hadn’t taken him long.

What astonished Casey was that they’d kept silent, then and now. They’d lied, they’d kept their heads down, and then after the incident, they’d moved away. Had they known about it? They must have suspected that Kevin had been involved in the murder.

That one incident had scattered the neighborhood, which had changed character completely in the time that Casey had been away, serving in the Army. The parents on the other side, who’d had an eight year old daughter, had sold up in a hurry, before Casey herself had even left home. They’d been afraid for their daughter’s safety. With reason, it now turned out. What would have happened if they hadn’t moved?

Would that little girl have been next?

“They sat there and said nothing. They allowed my family to fall apart. And they thought it was okay? Kevin must be the killer, Warren. I’m certain of it, given his history. The only thing I don’t know is if his parents knew. And if they were protecting him, they must have guessed it.”

"Casey, I can't imagine what you went through," Warren said. "It was bad enough for me. I had sleepless nights over this case. It haunted me, and I've always considered it a career failure. I've always felt that your family fell apart because I wasn't good enough and I had been too slow."

“It wasn’t your fault,” Casey said. “I can see here in the file that you were in charge of interviewing Harper’s school friends, her teachers, her contacts outside of home. And there are pages of notes on that. You confirmed every single version of events, but the old chief got careless. Maybe he trusted the neighbors.”

"He was set in his ways when it came to certain things," Warren admitted. "I do think he believed that nobody in this neighborhood could commit a crime like that."

Casey stared at him, and he returned her gaze, his lips pressed tightly together. She'd seldom seen her boss look so distraught. And as for her, her stomach was churning.

“Where do we find the Raymond family now?” she asked.

“We need to follow that trail. I’m going to look up where they went. They moved out of state.”

“Of course they did,” Casey said, hearing the bitterness in her voice. Where had they gone next, with their son that they might have known to be a killer? Who else had died?

Both she and Warren looked around as the office door opened, and Alex walked in. He’d been on early patrol, so hadn’t joined them in their pre-working-hours research today.

“Morning. Everything’s good, out on the coast,” he said, before looking more closely at their faces. His gaze rested on Casey, in concern.

“I guess that alibi about the homeschool group outing didn’t check out?”

They’d discussed it privately a couple of days ago. Casey had found herself growing closer to Alex, and now, their meet-ups after work were a regular part of their weekly rhythm. They’d have drinks and dinner at least twice a week.

“It didn’t,” she said.

“So the parents lied?” Alex’s eyebrows raised. “That’s – well, that’s obscene if you ask me. How can they do such a thing? Knowing that there had been a murder and that there must be a chance their son had been involved?”

Casey nodded, heaving in a deep breath. Her chest felt strangely heavy.

“Maybe they were in denial. Or afraid to ask him,” she suggested. “The next step is to find where they went.”

“I’m on it,” Alex said. “And I’ll ask my cop friends in the IT department back in Detroit if they’ll help out. They were the ones who helped dig out the info on that juvenile record.”

Having started his working life in IT, and transferred to the police, Casey knew that Alex’s ability to find out these details, hidden to ordinary members of the police and requiring mountains of red tape to negotiate, was unsurpassed.

"Thank you," Casey said. Warren sighed, and Casey could tell that he was torn between his official stance on procedures as chief of police and his personal need to track down this killer.

"I'm going to request it in an official capacity, get the word out, and see if I can get it fast-tracked. Any other efforts are welcome, but don't get into trouble," he warned Alex.

That was a surprise. Usually, those words ended up being directed at Casey. 

“Thanks,” she said.

“It’s so wrong. All of that, the way it played out. So wrong.” Alex shook his head, looking at Casey again in concern. He reached out and gave her shoulder a squeeze. She appreciated the physical contact. Casey didn’t always. But she’d let Alex into her space. If they’d been alone, she’d have put her hand up and squeezed his fingers in turn.

Seeing she was sitting at a desk in front of Warren, she thought it was better not to do that. She wasn’t even sure what she thought of her own feelings for Alex, although she knew they were deepening. For now, though, she didn’t want them scrutinized.

“It won’t be wrong for much longer,” she resolved. “It’s going to be put right.”

The radio crackled, and Warren headed out of the office, speaking rapidly to whoever was on the other side.

“Casey, I feel so terrible about this,” Alex said.

Now, she raised her hand, squeezing his fingers in hers. "It broke up my family. I haven't spoken to my mother in years. I don't even know where my father is now. And it was next door all along. I don't know why we didn't see it."

“You didn’t see it because you were eighteen years old! What are you supposed to see then? You were a teenager, doing your thing. You didn’t deserve to be targeted by a psychopath, especially if his family shielded him, and lied.” His hand tightened on her shoulder. “If the parents knew about this, then that whole family should be jailed for what they did and how they made you suffer. And I'm going to find them. Trust me, this is personal now."

He stopped talking as the door opened before Warren had reappeared, as if by mutual agreement, she and Alex moved apart.

They both turned to the door and immediately Casey saw that Warren was looking troubled. Not the way he had been when he walked out. Now, it seemed as if something else was bothering him.

“We’ve just had a body washed up on the beach,” he said, and Casey tensed immediately. 

“Cause of death?” she asked, her mind immediately returning to the other body that had been found yesterday morning, on a beach that was known for having debris washed up from the savage spring riptides.

“This is on Lookout Beach, up in the north. It seems to be a drowning, but I’m not sure. Two bodies, washed up one day apart, both clothed?”

“It seems unusual,” Casey agreed.

"We need to investigate both these deaths closely. You two, head to the scene now, see what you can pick up, and then let's get as much information on the first victim as we can.” Chief Warren’s voice was heavy. “It might be a coincidence – but I don’t like it.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

There was a somber atmosphere in the car as Casey drove to the scene with Alex beside her. Coming on top of the bombshell that the next door neighbors might have been deliberately shielding their killer son, there was now the possibility another murderer was at work here.

Some days, Casey had to admit, the job got her down, and the darker side of humanity seemed difficult to bear.

“I’m getting information on the first drowning,” Alex said, as his phone beeped. That had been quick. Casey suspected that meant there wasn’t much information to be gained. 

Reading his phone, Alex made a wry face.

“The first victim was classified as a drowning, and there seemed to be no complicating factors. She was wearing a wetsuit, and her family said she'd gone out to the local beach. They assumed the riptide had caught her, and she'd washed up a mile away.”

“Who was she?” Casey asked.

“She was an elderly lady called Honey Crewe. Seventy-five years old, and she used to go swimming a couple times a week, according to her daughter. She lived at home with her daughter and son-in-law."

"Honey Crewe?" Casey's brow wrinkled. "I know the name. I remember her. She was a triathlete. She used to win medals in the senior categories back when I was a kid. I think she came to give a talk at our school once."

It was coming back to her now. The wiry woman, with the short, strawberry blond hair and the lined face and the pale blue eyes. Her passion for her sport had shone from her. Every kid who’d attended that talk had wanted to be a tri-athlete for a while.

“Seems strange that someone like that would miscalculate the tides,” Alex said. “She hadn’t been well, though, this report said. She’d been recovering from the flu. Maybe that’s why the daughter didn’t regard it as suspicious.”

Casey shook her head. “I doubt someone that experienced in these waters would miscalculate, at all. That should have been flagged yesterday.”

Self blame was already top of her mind after what she'd heard about Kevin, her neighbor. Now, it flared again. This was one of the disadvantages of having a bigger police force, with each station now taking more responsibility for their own local cases. Whoever had filed this report clearly hadn't known Honey Crewe and her blazing passion for her sport. If they had done, they might not have been so quick to categorize it as a drowning.

“It could have been a heart attack, a stroke, something like that. We’ll only know when we go to the pathologist’s office,” Alex said.

“And this one could have been a genuine drowning, with no foul play,” Casey admitted reluctantly. “Do they know yet who the victim is?”

“No, but there are police on the scene.” Alex listened as the radio crackled. Casey swung off the main road, following the winding lane that led to the beach. This was a developing case, and the next few minutes might bring more information.

Everything they could learn now would be helpful.

She stopped the car at the end of a row of four others, one of which was the coroner’s van, and they climbed out. The breeze was still cold and fresh, and it tugged at her hair, ruffling the blond strands so that Casey pulled her hat down more firmly as they hurried along the boardwalk, down to the beach.

There were two officers from the local station and the coroner, already bent over the slumped figure on the shoreline. One officer was patrolling the beach, looking carefully for any signs of evidence, while the other was speaking to a couple who must have found the body. The young man and woman, both in their twenties and wearing colorful running gear, looked distraught. As Casey rushed across the sand, smooth and damp from the recent high tide, she heard the woman's voice raised.

“It was just so shocking seeing her there. I thought at first it was just a piece of driftwood, or seaweed, you know, but something told me there was more.”

“She said we should go down and have a look,” the man emphasized. “When we got closer, we saw the – the body, and called you straight away.”

Alex stopped to have a conversation with the couple, and Casey knew that if there were any more details to be discovered, he’d soon learn them. 

She strode ahead to the shoreline, wanting to know what the coroner had found.

“Morning, Detective Faith,” the slim man said, glancing up at her, his face covered by his mask, and by a pair of spectacles that were slightly misted up on this cold morning. He held them away from the bridge of his nose for a moment in his gloved hands, before returning them to position.

“Morning, Martins,” she greeted him. “You got any information on this?”

“Been in the water a while,” he said, his voice regretful. Immersion in the water was never good news from a forensic perspective. The sea sluiced away any trace evidence, and battered the body, making it difficult to tell what damage had occurred before death, and what had happened after.

Difficult, but not impossible, she hoped.

“How long?” she asked.

“Since last night, I’m guessing. At least twelve hours, maybe longer.”

“Any sign of foul play?”

He shook his head. “Nothing obvious. I wish I had more to tell you. Drownings are always frustrating to assess.”

“Did you attend the last one, two days ago?”

He shook his head. “That was handled by my colleague. The elderly woman that drowned? Seemed like an accidental death, but now, with this one having occurred so soon after, I’m questioning it.”

“We all are,” Casey said.

“Could be bad luck, or a sudden change in the tide patterns, but even so – it’s too soon after the first. The beaches aren’t even busy yet.”

“And do we have an ID?”

“Not as yet. Nothing on her. For now, she’s a Jane Doe. Do you recognize her?”

Casey looked more closely, staring down in sympathy at the pale, staring body sprawled on the beach, her hair tangled with seaweed and sand.

She had blue eyes, and hair that if it hadn’t been darkened and dirtied by the water would probably have been a couple of shades lighter than Casey’s own hair, making it close to platinum. She looked slim, fine boned, and Casey was going to guess she was somewhere in her twenties.

Any other signs? She had two gold earrings in each ear, but no visible tattoos. Her nails were short. Someone who worked with their hands and didn't want long nails getting in the way? 

That was just a guess, because Casey didn’t recognize her either.

“I’ve no idea who she is,” she said. “I haven’t seen her before.”

“Perhaps she was sailing, had an accident? I know that there might be other factors involved, but so far we don’t even have a starting point on where to look.”

What exactly had played out? It would be up to her and Alex to piece together whatever sparse evidence they could find.

But she didn't think this woman had been sailing. Why was she guessing that? Casey questioned her own gut feeling and decided it came down to the woman's clothes. Nobody going out on the water would wear shorts and a light top and be barefoot. Out on the water, you'd at least have a jacket with you, and shoes that stayed on your feet? Sure, people did strange things, but going out in such flimsy clothing in the unpredictable early spring weather, with a cold sea breeze on the water, was one step too far.

An idea came to her as she stared out at the sea, noting the movement of the waves, and the placement of one of the peninsula’s lighthouses, a few hundred yards along the beach.

Seeing that Alex had wrapped up his conversation with the witnesses who found the body, she headed over to him.

“Think we should call around to the hotels? If she hasn’t been reported missing yet, maybe she’s staying at one of them?” he asked. “There are at least fifty on the peninsula now, plus the air BnBs, so it might take a while.”

"I have another idea that could save us some time,” she said.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“I’m thinking of the tide patterns,” she acknowledged. “There are very specific spring riptides that affect some beaches, and their patterns are strange. I remember coming to this beach when I was a kid, we always used to find debris washed up here, occasionally pieces of people’s trash. The one time, they had a festival over at that beach near the lighthouse, which is one of the prettiest beaches on this side.”

“Yes, it is,” Alex said, with an inquiring note in his voice that told her he wondered where she was going with this.

“A day later, Harper and I found a whole pile of trash right here, on the sand. All from the festival. Somebody’s scarf had been washed here, there were a few soda cans, a couple of plastic bags with the festival’s branding on.”

“Okay. I see what you’re saying,” Alex said.

“I’m wondering if she went in at the top beach, Seaforth, to swim. And something happened to her there, she got washed out by the riptide, and she ended up here.”

“And if she had any possessions with her…”

“They might still be at Seaforth beach. Let’s go have a look. It could be the quickest way of getting her ID,” Casy confirmed.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Seaforth Beach was deserted when Casey arrived five minutes later, with Alex in the passenger seat of the cruiser. Climbing out, staring at the serene, beautiful beach with its lighthouse and rocky outcrops, Casey hoped that her hunch had been right and they’d find answers here.

There were a couple of other cars in the parking lot. A small white Mazda, covered in dew, that caught her eye immediately as having been there a while. Sure, it could belong to a surfer who’d gone out early to catch the best of the morning waves. But it could also belong to the victim.

The other cars weren’t covered in dew, and Casey guessed their owners might have parked here earlier this morning, to walk along the trail that wound its way alongside the beach, or else go out to surf.

“I’m going to call that plate in,” Alex said, keying the Mazda’s license plate into his phone before they walked down to the beach.

Cool sea air blew into Casey’s face, damp with the spray from the breakers. The morning sun glittered on the waves. Staring at the beach, she tried to visualize it from the point of view of somebody who’d been coming in, in the afternoon or early evening. What would they have been doing? Admiring the sunset, walking, taking photographs? If this woman had taken a purse or a rucksack down to the beach with her, where would she have left it?

Shivering, she acknowledged that if the worst-case scenario had happened, and a killer had been tracking her, that person could have taken her purse away.

Telling herself not to think that way, she walked down, her boots treading on the damp sand, looking for a possible hiding place that the woman might have stashed her possessions away before – well, before whatever had happened to her next.

At first glance, the beach looked empty. If this woman’s belongings were here, she hadn’t dumped them anywhere obvious. But how about by that grassy bank over there, just before the sandy slope? A small bush had rooted itself there, defying the odds of survival on the beach’s sandy border, but providing a place where a small stash could be left out of sight.

If Casey had taken anything down with her, that would have seemed like a logical place to put it if she had wanted to paddle in the sea, or go for a walk unencumbered.

She walked over to the grassy bank, at first thinking she was wrong, with a clench of disappointment tightening her insides.

But then, in the shadow of the bank, she saw something and sped up.

“Alex!” she called. “Over here.”

Nestled in the shade of the bank, placed in a cranny that almost hid them from view, Casey saw a camera bag, a folded tripod in a neoprene sleeve, a purse, and a light blue jacket that was wrapped around a pair of white trainers.

Already digging in her pocket for gloves and pulling them on, Casey stopped when she was a few yards away from the stash of belongings, looking around for any recent footprints. She didn’t want to destroy any critical trace evidence.

She couldn’t see any visible prints in the sand. If there had been, the overnight wind had smoothed them out. That same wind had blown a thin layer of sand over the camera and the purse, indicating that they had been there for a good few hours.

Time to find out who she was.

The camera bag was big, and whatever equipment was inside, Casey could tell it was valuable, and that more than likely, this woman had been taking professional photos. She unzipped it to check – never assume that a camera bag is going to contain a camera, she reminded herself – but it did. As she'd expected, a couple of long, expensive-looking lenses were nestled in their protective bags, with the camera itself alongside.

So, she was a photographer. And if anyone had attacked her, they hadn’t been after this pricey equipment. Had they seen it at all? Casey wondered about that.

“Robbery is not the motive,” she said aloud.

Now, could they get an ID?

Stepping forward, Casey picked up the purse, shaking the sand off it before opening it up.

With his face intent, Alex held the purse open while Casey reached inside.

First item, a cellphone, in a pink leather case, but its screen was blank, the battery dead.

Second item, a beige leather wallet. Casey unzipped it and looked inside. There were several bank cards, as well as a driver’s license. 

“I think we have an ID,” she said, looking at the picture on the license. It looked similar enough that she thought this was the woman she’d seen on the sand. “Her name’s Clara Churn,” she said.

“Clara Churn. That’s the owner of the car. It’s her, for sure. Her registered address is in the west of the state. Not nearby here.”

Casey put the wallet back in the purse, and looked again, through the mess of business cards, cosmetics, tissues and loose coins that littered the bottom of it. 

Nobody expected that their life would be cut short before they’d had a chance to tidy up their purse and throw out the trash. Seeing that innocent clutter, sign of a life being busily lived, gave Casey another pang of sympathy.

If this was not death by misadventure, and if somebody had taken Clara’s life, Casey now felt even more resolute to find the answers.

She took out the business cards, looking carefully at them to see if any of them were local. Perhaps one of them would give easier answers than calling around to every guesthouse and bed and breakfast and hotel along the peninsula?

She didn’t know if she’d get lucky, but as she carefully checked one card, and then the next, she began to get a picture of Clara’s life. The cards were all from companies who could have used photographers. A vacation tour company, a local fashion outlet, a large corporate catering chain, a hotel group. On the back of some of the cards, in scrawled letters, she’d jotted the name of a person and the words, “Portfolio sent”. 

So Clara had been trying to break into this industry. Casey guessed it wasn’t easy. Was this linked to her death, or had she simply been trying to add to her portfolio by shooting in the evening on this pristine beach?

Then, she saw something else.

A card for a small lodge that was probably a couple of miles from here. The Tidal Inn.

It was on the ‘cheap and cheerful’ side of the spectrum, a small wooden lodge that catered for backpackers as well as offering a few affordable single rooms.

“I think this is where she might have stayed,” she said. “Shall we go and speak to the people at this inn now?”

The thought of the pathologist’s office loomed in her mind. That was going to be an uncomfortable necessity, and she didn’t want to put it off, because there might be answers on Honey, whose postmortem had already been done.

There was still doubt about Honey, Casey knew. She wasn’t sure if the elderly woman had died from natural causes. This death was more suspicious, especially now that they’d found this stash of belongings.

But if they could delay going there until both postmortems had been completed, then there’d be twice the information to be gained.

Alex clearly felt the same, because he nodded.

“We should go there first. If she stayed there, at a place like that, and she had issues with anyone – well, it’s not that far away, and they could have followed her down to the beach.”

 

***

 

The Tidal Inn was just opening its shutters for the day as Casey and Alex arrived. She parked in the small lot that was off the road, a few yards away from the weathered boards, painted pale blue at some time in the distant past, with motifs of surfboards and sun, probably once bright and bold, but now faded to a faint pastel.

A woman in her thirties was busy kicking the double door as they headed up the gravel path, the banging noise loud in the silence.

As Casey arrived at the door, the left side of it shot open.

“There,” the woman said with satisfaction in her voice. She was attractive, with brightly dyed mahogany hair, a silver nose ring, and an energetic demeanor as she leaned down and hooked the open door into place. Then, she looked up and saw the cops, and her face changed, horrified worry the first emotion.

“Good morning,” she said, trying a nervous smile. “How can I help you, officers?”

She glanced inside, and Casey was sure she was wondering if any of the current guests had caused trouble or attracted the law. 

Recreational marijuana was legal in the state, but selling it? Not so much, and Casey knew that at a place like this, it was probably a given at any time that someone was selling on a small scale.

They weren’t here for that, though.

“Detectives Faith and Mercer. We’d like to find out about a guest who may have been staying with you,” she asked, and saw the woman’s green eyes narrow still further. Yup, she was worried about the other reasons.

"Of course. Which guest is that?" she asked. She turned and led the way into the lobby. It had a sloping ceiling, with a bucket placed at a strategic point to catch leaks, and walls that were patterned with graffiti. A corkboard behind the wooden counter was filled with notices for upcoming events. Casey thought she knew Greenpoint, but a glance at that board showed her she wasn't up to date. 

She hadn’t heard of the rave festival to be held near the Post Woods lighthouse in a month’s time, or the full moon disco evenings that took place at a restaurant a mile away, or the adventure walks that departed from a nearby point along the beach, and included rock climbing, a canyon crossing on a suspension bridge, and a ride back in a canoe out on the sea.

Youthful excitement on their mind, these guests saw a whole different side of the island than what she did as a police officer. She saw Alex looking at that corkboard with equal fascination. Alex had told her that he'd been more of a nerdy type growing up. This side of things might have passed him by if he'd been buried in his books and his IT projects.

“It’s a guest called Clara Churn,” Casey said.

The woman frowned, as if this hadn’t been a name she was expecting. Casey guessed that Clara might have been one of the quieter guests, assuming she’d been staying here.

“She’s the photographer. She’s here for three nights. Is there anything wrong?” Now, looking at Casey’s face, her frown intensified. “Has anything happened to her?”

"Unfortunately, she was found dead this morning," Casey said. 

The receptionist hissed in a shocked breath, her hands flying to her mouth.

“No! What happened?”

“It appears to be a drowning,” Casey said.

“A drowning? Maybe she went for a swim or – or something?” The young woman’s hands were trembling now as she lowered them from her mouth to clasp them in front of her.

“We’re not sure of the circumstances,” Alex said in a gentle voice. “When was the last time you saw her?”

"She headed out yesterday morning. I didn't work late, so I wouldn't have seen her come back. I'm on an early shift this week. Six a.m. to four p.m.," the receptionist explained.

“Even so, we’d like to know if there was any trouble while she was here.” Casey got down to the gist of why they were here.

“What do you mean by that?” the receptionist asked, regarding her nervously.

“Did she get into any fights, have any arguments? Any issues with the other guests here?”

"No, absolutely not." The receptionist sounded vehement. "She was quiet and no trouble at all, and she was barely here. She was looking to get some photography assignments. That was what she told me when she was on her way out yesterday morning. So if I understand right, she was taking her portfolio to different places and seeing if they were interested in hiring her."

“No unwanted attention from any other guests?” Casey said again. Since this receptionist was in shock, there seemed no harm in repeating the question.

"Not that I remember. Although – well, there was one incident. I was thinking of – you know, most of the people here, if there is a problem with them, it's because they've partied too hard. That kind of thing. Fights, breakages, I mean, it's pretty minor in terms of the law. There's definitely no reason for the police to have been called. But this was something different. So I didn't think of it straight away."

Casey listened patiently to this convoluted explanation, watching the receptionist struggle with the need to be truthful about what she’d remembered, combined with her need not to get the Tidal Inn into any trouble.

“What was it?” Alex asked.

"It was a conversation I heard her have with someone else who was staying here. He was also a photographer, who comes by this time of the year to take some shots and also to pitch for contract work. And I think – well, I think that he thought she was treading on his turf. I heard him speak to her in a threatening way the night before last. It was like he wanted her to pack up and leave town. That's the impression I got."

“How did she respond to this?” Alex leaned forward, closing the distance between himself and the mahogany-haired woman.

“She tried to stand up for herself, but I could see she was scared. I wanted to help her, but I also didn’t want to get involved,” she said.

“And who’s the photographer?” Casey asked.

“I don’t know if I’m allowed to give you his name.” Twisting her fingers together, the receptionist looked the picture of conflicted misery now. “I mean, he’s a guest here, and if he finds out that I told the police about him, he might not come back. He might even make things difficult for me.”

“Did he seem like that kind of person?” Casey asked.

She wished she could get the exact sympathetic tone to her voice that came so naturally to Alex. He had a really empathetic way about him in these circumstances. He knew the exact words to use, and the way to use them, that got people to open up.

Casey’s more forceful approach didn’t seem to work in these delicate situations, and because of that, she was doing her best to learn from her partner, and tone things down instead of ramping up the urgency when the situation got pressured.

Luckily, it seemed this time, she’d hit the right note. The receptionist nodded ruefully as she met Casey’s gaze.

“I’ve learned to keep my head down when it comes to some guests. It’s just easier that way. I’m really sorry that I didn’t help. Did he kill her?” She sounded worried.

“There’s no evidence of that so far,” Casey said, despairing of herself because that brisk hardness had already crept back into her voice, “We’re looking to cover all angles, and we want to speak to people who spoke to her. In that case, there should be no harm in telling us who this other photographer is.”

“I guess so.”

The receptionist’s gaze flickered to Alex, who nodded encouragingly.

“It might be a simple box-check exercise, and at the very least, it’ll give us a better idea of her movements.”

“His name’s Colin Brooks,” she said.

“And how long is he booked in here for?” Casey asked.

“Four days. Today is day three of four.”

“Is he here?”

“No. He left early this morning,” she said.

“Any idea of where he was going?”

“No, but I think he was heading out to work on his portfolio. He was looking at the light when he left, and I saw him check the weather on his phone before he walked to his car. And –” She stopped, suddenly, giving Casey the impression she’d been about to say something, but thought better of it.

“And?” Alex encouraged, while Casey kept her mouth tightly shut. This receptionist had more of a rapport with Alex, and would be more likely to tell him what she was thinking.

“And he did ask if there was parking up at Rockridge Bay,” she said.

Rockridge Bay? That was where he would be now, Casey guessed.

“His car’s license plate?” Casey knew that would be an impossible question to avoid, because one of the check-in forms was on a clipboard, waiting to be filled, and there was a field on it for the license plate.

“I can look it up,” the receptionist said with a resigned sigh. She went into the computer record to search for it, and read it out, with reluctance and hesitation in her voice. Her gaze, as she met Casey’s eyes again, was pleading.

“I really mean it,” she appealed. “Don’t tell him you got the information from me. The more I think about this, the more I know he’s not a person who’d take it well. I don’t want him to know I told you. Please.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Casey headed out of the inn, feeling a lot more thoughtful than she had on the way inside. Although the circumstances were still sketchy, it was clear that there had been trouble between Clara and Colin Brooks.

Photography was a competitive line of work. A normal person wouldn’t go drowning their opposition, but a psychopath might have decided that this was the best way of getting her out of his picture.

Rockridge Bay was a ten minute drive away, along one of the most scenic parts of the peninsula. This was a good choice for a morning shoot, and today was a perfect day for it. The sky was patterned with clouds, giving it a filigree effect, gray-white against steel blue. The shadows were sharp and evocative. On that particular beach, the morning sun would hit the rocks, causing them to glow where the light hit them, and creating deep pools of shadow beyond.

If she’d been a photographer, Casey knew she could easily have spent the whole morning there. Hopefully, Colin Brooks was going to do just that.

“We still don’t have any hard evidence that these are not two normal drownings,” Alex warned, as Casey wound her way along the road to Rockridge Bay.

“Do you really think two people would just have wandered into the sea and drowned?”

“No, I don’t,” Alex agreed. “I don’t rule out that one of them might be an accidental death. But two, in two days?”

“It’s a stretch,” Casey said.

“We don’t have anything linking this photographer to Honey, though,” Alex warned.

“Alex,” Casey said in frustration, “we have to start somewhere. We can’t go in and question him with the whole case cut and dried and just ask him to check the box where it says, ‘Are you the killer?’”

She’d guessed that Alex might be annoyed with her at that outburst, but she’d underestimated her partner’s sense of humor. Maybe, when they’d first started working together, he would have gotten mad. Now, he just snorted, in a way that made her smile wryly too.

“Nice idea,” he said. “And yes, I guess if he’s been out and about on the beach, and he’s that kind of person, he could have killed again just because he saw someone who looked weak, and there was nobody around. There might not even have been a reason.”

“A predator doesn’t always need one,” Casey admitted somberly.

They were in luck – for the first part of this exercise, at any rate. As she headed into the Rockridge Bay parking lot, she saw a black Ford SUV with the license plate they were looking for. So, somewhere down on the beach, they would find Brooks himself.

Casey headed along the path, her mind preoccupied with what she was going to say to him and how she was going to approach this.

She had a feeling that her approach might work better than Alex’s for this particular suspect. He sounded like a nasty piece of work. 

And there he was. The sun was blazing right into her eyes, dazzling her, and she could only see his silhouette as she reached the beach. He had his camera on a tripod, aimed out at sea, and his stance was one of pure, intense focus.

From what she could see of him so far, he had a mop of dark hair, broad shoulders that were bulky under his black jacket, and he looked like a strongly built man.

He hadn’t seen them. He was facing out to sea.

Casey strode up, wondering how far she’d get before she attracted his attention. The answer was – just a couple more yards.

Then, alerted by the movement out of the corner of his eye, the photographer spun around.

He took a look at them, and instantly, his stance changed from focused to combative.

Straightening up, he abandoned his shoot, and turned to face them, his hands on his hips, glaring at them as his gaze veered from one to the other.

“Police?” he asked. Those were his first words. Casey and Alex hadn’t even had the chance to identify themselves. He was looking them up and down, and his voice was filled with a mocking disparagement.

“Yes, police,” Casey said. “Detectives Faith and Mercer. We’d like to ask you a couple of questions.”

“Questions? About what? I’m no troublemaker. Did the guesthouse tell you where I was?” he asked, his gaze narrowing. Casey’s stomach clenched. She didn’t want to get that redheaded receptionist into trouble, and it looked as if things were heading that way.

“What guesthouse is that, sir?” Luckily, with an easy tone to his voice, Alex asked the question that deflected his suspicion. “We saw you working on the beach and came down to ask you if you knew the photographer that drowned yesterday evening, while working down at the coast. What’s your name?”

That caused him to take an actual physical step back. “Wait, what?” His voice sounded different now. Less sure of himself. “You’re saying someone drowned? I – I’m Colin Brooks.”

“We’re investigating the circumstances of a woman’s death to rule out any foul play. She's a photographer, I believe? Did you know Clara Churn at all?”

“I – well, I think I did.” He’d gone a couple of shades paler. His eyes were moving fast, his gaze darting around. He was trying his best to think his way out of his predicament. She didn’t know if thinking was his strong suit. Threatening definitely was. He’d been ready to do that, automatically, when they’d arrived.

"So, is that a yes or a no?"

“She was staying at the same place as me. Ended up going to a few of the same companies and pitching for work. I saw her once or twice,” he admitted. His photography was now forgotten, the waves crashing behind him, the tide heading out.

“And did you have any dealings with her?” Casey asked.

"Absolutely not. I don't think we ever spoke," he said, fixing her with a steady, unblinking gaze. After his evasion a moment ago, he would have told her that he was lying even if she hadn't received a different version from the inn’s receptionist.

“Really? Remember, camera footage is admissible evidence, and if you lie to an officer of the law, it is a criminal offense.”

Casey folded her arms, staring at this lying bully with dislike. Was he just a lowlife scum who’d threatened and was now trying to avoid any trouble? Or had he done worse?

She had seen a camera in the guesthouse’s reception, and clearly, Colin Brooks remembered it, too, because he was looking uneasy. He lifted a hand to scratch his mop of dark hair while his brows drew together in a frown.

“I might have spoken a couple of words. I think I might have told her that this field is a tough one. That there’s a lot of competition. People think photography’s an easy game to break into, but it isn’t.”

“So you spoke to her with the intention of protecting your interests?” Casey said.

He looked down. “I guess you could say so.”

She didn’t know if there was a link to Honey, and now was not going to be the easiest time to find out, because they didn’t know enough yet about that presumed drowning. But what she could do now was see if this photographer could account for his time last night.

“What were your movements yesterday evening?”

“I was with a group of friends,” Brooks said, now looking relieved that he was going to be able to get himself off the hook. “I have some friends in Greenpoint, and I always get together with them when I’m down here. We went to a coastal bar. Got there about five, after I’d finished my shooting for the day, and we must have gotten out of there close to midnight.”

“Which bar?”

“The Gryphon.”

She knew it. It was a new bar in a newly built coastal shopping center, and it was a good few miles from here, on the other side of the peninsula. 

“You were with your friends the whole evening?”

"Yes, I was. I bought a couple of drinks. I mean, I have proof if you need it." Now he'd started to look seriously threatened, rather than threatening. "I don't want to get falsely accused of killing anyone just because – because my own actions got misinterpreted. You need proof, I'll find it.”

His hand dropped to his pocket, and he brought out his phone, quickly scrolling through.

“Here’s my purchases, see, the app sent me a text when I used my card. And I stopped for gas on the way back. See here? And here?”

Brooks pointed to the screen, and Casey looked.

Reluctantly, she had to admit, their first suspect could account for his time when this crime had occurred. 

“Do you know of anyone who Clara had issues with?” she asked. “You were in the same line of work. Was there anyone who was a threat to her, or wanted trouble for her?”

“I can’t think of anybody,” he said, with an abashed tone to his voice that told Casey he, in fact, was the biggest source of the trouble.

“If you do think of anything, or hear anything, here’s my card,” she said. “Take care.”

She handed it to him, and she and Alex turned away. But Brooks didn’t go straight back to his photography. When she was all the way up on the walkway leading back to the parking lot, she turned and saw him still staring in their direction, looking troubled.

It was only as she reached her car that she realized he was probably concerned for himself. If photographers were getting killed in suspicious ways while working out on the coast, then he might be wondering if he was next.

Now, it was time to head to the pathologist's office to see what they could find on the causes of death.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Would she ever get used to the chill in the air, and that acrid, chemical undertone that scoured her nostrils? Casey didn’t think so, as she and Alex waited side by side in the lobby of the pathologist’s rooms.

The receptionist completed the phone call she was busy with, and then looked up at them inquiringly.

“It’s Detectives Faith and Mercer, isn’t it?”

It said something for the crime rate over the past few months, that they were now known instantly to the receptionist, Casey thought regretfully.

"How are you, Daphne?" she asked, clued to the woman's name by the nameplate she wore, and regrettably not through her own people skills.

“Busy as ever. I don’t think Dr. Wayfield has completed the second postmortem. He might be doing it now, but go through.”

Casey turned and headed to the first door on the left, with the signpost outside, “Autopsy Room One”.

Inside, the chill and the whiff of chemicals were stronger. She’d never interrupted Dr. Wayfield during an actual autopsy before. Casey had to admit, the scream of the saw, as it blasted its way through bone, had her hesitating at the door before drawing a deep breath, and heading in.

“Afternoon,” Dr. Wayfield said, after a glance at the clock on the wall. “Unless you’re fully gowned up, don’t come too close.”

His hands were bloody to the elbow in their full-length gloves. This was a gruesome business, Casey thought, not for the first time. She was only too happy to comply with that request.

“I guess you’re looking for a link between these two drowning victims?” he asked.

“We are. Was there anything you picked up from the earlier autopsy on Honey Crewe?” Casey said.

“Initially, no,” Dr. Wayfield said. 

“But?” Casey asked. Although the doctor had now stopped work on his corpse, she didn’t know where to look, and was trying not to look at the body on the sheet at all. It wasn’t that she was squeamish. She’d seen her fair share of horrors as an Army MP working in the Middle East. It was just that right now, with the knowledge of Harper’s suspected killer still raw in her mind, and after recently looking down at that corpse’s sightless eyes, her mind had shut down on her and was refusing to take in any more blood and gore.

Where was Kevin? If he’d committed this crime, Kevin needed to pay for what he’d done to Harper, and right now, Casey was thinking that spending his life in prison was too good for him.

He deserved to be on a slab, the same as the innocent victim he’d taken.

How was she going to track him down and prove his guilt?

Dragging her mind back to the present again, she focused on what Wayfield was saying.

“When I got the message that a second body was on the way, and it was another drowning, I went back and relooked at Honey again," Wayfield said. "I thought it was too much of a coincidence and didn't like it."

“Did you find anything, second time around?” Casey felt grateful for Wayfield’s thoroughness.

“I’d already established, when doing the postmortem yesterday afternoon, that she seemed healthy otherwise. No issues with her heart, no sign of any brain bleeding or trauma. The cause of death seemed to be directly related to the drowning,” Wayfield explained. “So I then looked for any signs that the drowning might have been forced, rather than accidental. And I did find something small but significant. There were two bruised areas on her shoulders.”

Immediately, a vivid picture jumped into Casey’s mind, and she shuddered as Wayfield continued.

"The bruising was very slight, and I had to hunt for it, but once I did, I found it quick enough. It could have been caused by impact with a rock or sand, but there were no abrasions on her wetsuit to go with it.”

Casey sensed there was more. “Anything else?” she asked.

“Two torn fingernails on her right hand. Initially, I put it down to the fact that her body had been caught up in rocks as it drifted to shore on the riptide. But then I rethought.”

He didn’t need to say more. Again, the image was vivid in Casey’s mind. She felt desperately sorry for the elderly woman who was tough and strong, who’d fought battle after battle in the endurance sport she loved, and who’d died fighting after a killer had claimed her.

“So it’s possible that she was held by her shoulders?”

“Yes. It is possible that Honey was held underwater, and that her attacker gripped her shoulders, and that she then tried her best to get away. I’ve taken scrapings from under her nails, but I don’t have much confidence in any trace evidence still being around, after more than twelve hours in the water, because she was only found the next day,” he said.

“And the killer could have been wearing a wetsuit?” Alex suggested.

Wayfield nodded. “It would make sense that he was. Even Honey herself was wearing one.”

So she’d been heading to the water, or even in it, when he’d struck. What Casey now wanted to know was whether Clara had any similar injuries.

“I know you haven’t had the chance to do the postmortem yet, but did you notice any similar issues with Clara Churn?”

He glanced at the other table, where the body, still shrouded in its sheet, lay.

“I can’t tell if there is bruising without looking more thoroughly, but I briefly checked her hands,” he explained. “And yes. She has a broken nail on the right hand. Looks as if it bent back and then snapped off.”

Casey nodded, feeling a mixture of resolve and unease inside her as she assessed the parallels of these two cases.

Two women, both dragged deep into the water, both ending up fighting for their lives, and losing, in a vicious battle. She didn’t know exactly how it had played out, but that was her impression.

“So we need to treat these deaths as suspicious?” Alex concluded.

Wayfield nodded. His voice was heavy as he answered. “I don’t want to believe that there’s another serial murderer operating on this peninsula. But yes. There are too many similarities for these to be deemed accidental.”

With that, he turned back to his work, and Casey and Alex headed out.

They strode back to the car, with Casey aware how much lighter and fresher the air was out here, even in a built up part of the peninsula located inland, and consisting of offices and light industrial buildings.

“First things first,” she said. “We have to issue a public warning. To locals, and also to visitors, because this killer clearly doesn’t discriminate.”

Alex nodded. “The hotels aren’t going to like that,” he said. “They’re just starting to get busy. Something like this makes social media, it could cause a dip in bookings for months to come.”

Casey shrugged. “Do you want to know what the effect on tourism will be if we have any more bodies discovered? People are soon going to make the connection that these killings are intentional, and then we could have a major problem. I say, keep people on their own out of the water and off the beaches for now, issue the warning, and let’s put everything we have into finding the killer before he, or she, can do this again.”

With a grim nod, Alex got on the radio. In a minute, he was speaking to Chief Warren, briefing him on the situation, and asking him if he could word a warning to be issued on all local media, all social groups, and to the hotels.

“We don’t want to cause panic,” Alex said, “but we do need to discourage people from swimming alone.”

“How do you know they were actually swimming at the time?” Warren asked immediately, a good question that nonetheless complicated things. “What if this killer dragged them into the water? We’d need to extend that warning to the vicinity of the sea.”

“I guess we must do that,” Alex said, his voice resigned.

They were still parked outside the pathologist’s offices, and needing to clear her head and take a few deep breaths of air, Casey still hadn’t got into the car. It wasn’t as if they had a clear destination in mind. They had no plans on where to go next, and would probably need to head back to the police station to strategize.

But, as she stood, Casey sensed movement out of the corner of her eye. It was no more than a flicker at the edge of her vision, but it caught her attention, and she swung around to take a better look. 

All she saw was the steel wall of a factory building, with a blacktop roadway stretching beyond.

She took a few steps to the side to get a better angle down that roadway, but the change in her position didn't open up her view much. She could still only see a few yards down the road.

Casey wasn’t sure what it had been. It might have been nothing.

Could just have been a curious kid, peeking out at the police, or something totally innocent, like a jogger heading down the road.

The problem was, she felt sure she’d had eyes on her. She had a good instinct in that regard.

Someone had been watching her, and when she’d looked around, they’d hastily disappeared.

That was her guess. As for who it was, she had no idea.

Maybe it was related to this case.

Fear chilled her for a moment before she forced that emotion out of her mind.

Fear? The only person who should feel scared right now was the killer. Because if he was playing hide and seek with her, he’d better be prepared for the tables to be turned.

“Try that again, and you’ll regret it,” she muttered, climbing into the car and starting up. “Next time, I’ll be on the lookout for you. And you might find you can’t run in time.”

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“So,” Casey said, backing out of the parking bay, still more alert than usual, and looking out for what could have caused that flicker of motion. “Where to now?”

“Back to base, I guess.” Alex then shook his head. “In fact, why don’t we head straight to Honey Crewe’s house, and speak to her daughter? She might have more information. If nothing else, we could maybe narrow down her movements?”

Casey thought again of the stretch of beach where Honey’s body had been found. She knew where its starting point could have been. One of three other nearby beaches in the area, all with strong but variable riptides. Depending on the wind direction, it could have been any of them. Honey’s daughter might be able to provide more insight. Then, who knew? Perhaps footage from one of the cameras that were sparsely located around the peninsula, might give answers.

“Let’s go speak to her,” she said.

 

***

 

The home where Honey Crewe had lived with her daughter, son in law, and two grandchildren was a gracious and spacious home with a pillared front porch. It was set a couple of hundred yards away from the sea, on a hill, and it was in one of Greenpoint’s most expensive areas. Large homes, large lots, and an expansive sea view. 

She headed up the path to the front door, side by side with Alex, and rang the bell.

It chimed softly through the house, and a few seconds later, footsteps approached and the door opened.

Immediately, Casey saw the family resemblance, her mind flashing back to that talk on triathlons and endurance that they’d had as kids. Honey’s daughter looked the same as she remembered her mother being. Lean, wiry, with that sharp jaw and those blazing blue eyes.

Hers were reddened and tearful, though. Honey’s daughter was wearing black jeans and a black top that was creased, and Casey guessed it had been gotten all the way out of the back of the wardrobe, to wear in acknowledgement of the death.

“Detectives Faith and Mercer,” she introduced them. 

“Please, come in. I’m Irene. I guess this is about my mother?”

“Correct, ma’am,” Alex said. “I’m so very sorry this has happened.”

They followed Irene into a spacious entrance hall, which contained an oil painting of a seascape, and a dark wood table with curved legs and a narrow drawer. There were two arrangements of lilies on top of the table, making the surface look crowded, the paleness of the lilies contrasting starkly with the deep shade of the wood.

Irene then turned to the right, and headed into a living room, with black leather furniture, and a coffee table with more flowers on it.

"Please, sit. People have been so kind," she said, "but this is overwhelming. My mother was so well-loved, but I just want her back. I don't know how this happened. I keep on thinking she must have had a heart attack or a stroke, but apparently not." 

She sat down, her elbows on her knees, massaging her temples with her fingertips as if to banish a pounding headache.

“Did your mother always swim at the same time?” Casey asked.

Irene nodded. “Yes. She had a schedule, and rain or shine, snow or ice, she’d follow it. She headed out at three-thirty p.m. and was in the water from four to five p.m.”

Those words struck another chord in Casey’s memory. She was sure that Honey herself had used those exact same words when she’d talked to the students. They rang in her mind.

“And so she went swimming at this time, same day of the week?”

"Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays were her swimming days. Then, the rest of the week, she'd walk or run. She stopped cycling recently after a fall. Said she'd start again in summer when the roads were less treacherous, but she hadn't started yet," Irene said.

“Did your mother have any issues, any conflicts with anyone?” Casey asked.

Irene shook her head. “What’s that got to do with anything?” she asked, sounding surprised. 

“Did she mention anyone was following her? Did she complain about feeling uneasy at all?” Alex asked. 

Irene’s gaze swung around to him, and she regarded him first with curiosity, and then with worry dawning in her eyes. 

“Are you saying this wasn’t accidental?”

“Ma’am, we’re investigating all angles,” Alex said. 

Now, Irene's breath was coming faster, and anxiety was flaring in her eyes. "I'm never going to forgive myself for this. Ever."

Casey waited, holding her breath because it seemed as if those words might mean there was more to come.

After a long moment, her hands now tightly clasped in front of her, Irene met her gaze. “A week ago, she came back from her swim, and she said that I should go to the police and stop boaters from threatening innocent swimmers.”

“Is that so?” Casey leaned forward, hoping there was more. This could be a critical lead. “Did your mother mention anything else? Other details?”

“I need to think. If only I’d paid her more attention.” Now, those pale blue eyes were glistening with tears. “I should have taken it more seriously, but you know, she liked to complain about things. She often did it in a joking way, and I tended to tune it out.”

Now was not the time to tell this grieving daughter that taking this complaint seriously might have saved her mother’s life. She knew it anyway. The harrowed expression etched on her face told Casey so.

“Did she mention any details?”

“I can’t think of them. All I can think is that I caused this. I shouldn’t have been so negligent. I made this happen.” 

Irene was veering into actual distress. Her shoulders were heaving, and her expression was preoccupied with the agony of guilt she was feeling now.

Quickly, Casey intervened.

You mustn’t feel badly,” she reassured her. “If this was thoroughly planned, then telling the police might not have changed the outcome. And it could be coincidental. We need to follow it up, though.”

Alex added his encouragement. “Any small details you can remember will help. Did she speak about a particular boat? A particular man? A type of boat?”

“She said – oh, if only I could remember her exact words. Something about the tall idiot in the red speedboat who thinks he owns the sea and that all swimmers must get out of his way. Something like that. I definitely remember tall and red.”

“That’s helpful. We’ll follow it up,” Casey said. “Anything else you remember?”

"That was the only thing I remember. She didn't speak much about her swimming. She didn't like it much." Irene grimaced. "She only did it because she said the health benefits were worth it and that it would keep her young. That's partly why I was so confused to hear she'd died. I couldn't understand it, when she was so fit, and so strong, and she swam so capably, even if she loathed it."

Casey pressed her lips together, feeling sorrowful at the irony. This iconic woman had not deserved to die. Now, all Casey could do was to try to find her killer.

“Your mother gave a talk at my school once,” she said, hoping that the memory would bring Irene some comfort. “That was at least fifteen years ago, but I’ve never forgotten it. She inspired generations of people, and she’s one of Greenpoint’s legends.”

“Thank you.” The kindness in Casey’s words had caused Irene to dissolve into tears completely. “Thank you.”

She could barely get out the words. If Casey didn’t get out now, she was going to break down, too. 

“You take care,” she managed, handing Irene her business card. “Do you have someone to be with you?”

As Irene nodded wordlessly, hurried footsteps from elsewhere in the house told Casey that this grieving daughter had company and support.

“You okay, love?” She heard the words in the living room, spoken by someone – Irene’s husband, perhaps – as she reached the entrance hall, striding through it as fast as she could go, taking another breath as she got to the front door and headed out.

That had been so hard. 

This was proving to be one of her toughest cases, emotionally. It was because it was coming on top of the bombshell discovery linked to her sister, but even so, she couldn’t get the memory of Honey’s words, or her charismatic, cheerful grin, out of her head.

She could at least force it to the back of her mind, though.

From here, they were on the hunt – for a red speedboat, and a tall sailor, who might have taken drastic steps in his quest to keep the peninsula’s coastline to himself.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“How many d’ you need?” The bored voice of the clerk at the till was like sandpaper in his mind, abrasive, scratching at his thoughts.

“I’ll take two packets, please.”

“Normal or mild?”

“Normal.” Hadn’t she heard him? He was sure that he’d said that the first time. Why wasn’t this woman, with her dull, dead eyes and her chubby face, actually listening to him? He didn’t like being in this store, and what was the point of repeating himself again and again? She needed to pay better attention.

She didn’t need to make him angry. That would be a stupid move, but he wasn’t going to warn her. It wasn’t his place to do so.

Bad things happened to those who made him angry. It wasn’t that he intended for those things to play out. They just… happened. Afterward, he stood out in the wind, listening to the sea, and waited for the breeze to blow those memories away. The breeze always complied, eventually. By the next day, they were no more than fragments.

All that was left was the feeling of loss, the one he was now striving to ease.

“Normal it is.”

She turned, looking bored, grabbing two of the cigarette packs he’d pointed to, and scanning them. They went in a bag and he paid for them. 

“You got a loyalty card?”

“No, I don’t.”

“You want one, sir?” Really, the question was so automated it could have come from a machine. Maybe this clerk was lucky that a machine hadn’t taken her job yet. That was because this little convenience store on the peninsula was independently run. It wasn’t part of a giant conglomeration where everything was now about self-scanning. Not that he liked it any better in those stores. 

Annoying clerk aside, at least this store was smaller.

“No,” he said. “No loyalty card. I’m not loyal.”

That was a dark joke. She didn't get it, of course. Her face didn't even twitch.

The clerk barely noticed his card as she swiped it, picking up his bag that was plastic but proudly announced itself as biodegradable.

He left the store, glad to be out of that environment. Recently, places like convenience stores had felt almost unbearable to him. Too loud, too colorful, an assault on his senses. Everything, the branding, the music, badly designed to create an ambiance where one would be forced to buy, buy, buy.

He needed solitude, he needed peace, to be out in the rhythm of the tides and the wash of the sea. 

He needed to find her. If he tried hard enough, he was sure he would.

Climbing into his car, he unwrapped the pack of cigarettes, snapped the lighter, and inhaled the harsh, acrid smoke. It was his only vise, and he knew it was strange, for a man who loved the outdoors, and who craved the cold, fresh touch of the wind on his skin.

But what could he do? He wasn’t ready to beat this demon. Not when he was still searching for what he had lost.

He inhaled again, liking the way that the hot smoke seemed to burn a path down his throat all the way to his lungs. Maybe he enjoyed it because it was one sensation, single and intense, easy to focus on. In fact, he could shut out the world when he did.

And he was in control of it. It wasn’t like in the store, with a myriad of different things tugging at his attention.

Exhaling, he saw the car was filling up with smoke, and buzzed the window down a crack, starting up the car and reversing out of the parking lot. The ordeal of shopping was over, for another week. He had enough groceries in the bag to last him that long.

Plain food. He didn’t like spices, didn’t like odd textures. He was very specific about what he ate, with only a few exceptions. 

Those were the ones she had liked, that she had told him to eat. He’d done it for her. And now, with a trace of affection, he made sure to honor her memory.

Dried fruit. She’d told him it was healthy and so he bought a packet every week. Nuts and seeds – he bought a mixed packet of those, too. And frozen vegetables. He would add a couple of tablespoons to his evening meal.

Apart from that, he survived on bread, margarine, tea with milk, and a selection of bland TV dinners. Chicken and rice, mainly. He never drank, never touched a drop, because she’d told him drinking was evil. She, too, had been a smoker. He remembered the fumes of her cigarette wafting around him as she’d told him that drinking was an evil habit, and that coffee was a dangerous luxury that could cause your heart to go crazy, and that sugar would kill you.

He'd listened carefully, and he'd obeyed. 

Although he wasn’t sure about the exact wisdom of much of her advice, he thought she was right about the sugar. Elsewhere, he’d read about how bad it was, and that you should avoid it if you wanted a long life.

Most importantly, she’d taught him to love the ocean, to adore swimming and sailing. He swam daily, he loved to sail, and he had developed his endurance over the years. Everything that he did, was to honor her memory, and her advice to him.

As he headed down the main road, glancing at the time, that sense of loss gripped him again so violently that he gasped.

He needed her back in his life. Why was she not returning? How was it possible that he hadn’t yet managed to bring her to him again?

If only he knew what had caused this sudden, agonizing sense of loss. He’d been okay for years. Well, maybe not okay, but he had at least been able to handle it. Why had it become unbearable?

Perhaps it was the fact that he’d gotten the courage to go through her belongings and clean out her room. It had taken months, and when he’d finally summoned the resolve to do it, he’d found tears streaming from his eyes as he’d looked through the old photo albums, tidied out her clothing, sorting through it methodically. Some for charity, some for sale, and a few garments that he could never bear to get rid of and that he knew he’d keep forever.

“I miss you,” he said, his voice rasping from the smoke, and from the surge of emotion he’d felt.

Although he had intended to go straight back to where he was living, he found himself taking a different road, one that led out to one of the beaches.

It was three p.m., Light and bright. But he could swim for hours. In his wetsuit, with the waves crashing over him, he could read the rhythms of the sea perfectly. It could never trick him. He was too smart and experienced for that. He’d grown up understanding all the ins and outs of the tides in this peninsula. But maybe the lesson was that you never knew everything.

Checking his watch, he decided on a two hour swim, to clear his mind. That would take him around the coastline, past some treacherous rocks, and he would end up on a beach that held many memories.

Memories of when he was younger, and she’d spoken to him in that warning tone she had. “This beach has a riptide, and you need to be very careful. It can easily take you out and away, and then nobody will ever find you again.”

The first time she’d warned him, the fear of that riptide had felt like an actual force in his mind. He’d had nightmares about it and woken screaming, which had displeased her.

Now, he understood the tides and how to swim with them, and he never got caught out by those intense, tugging waves that could carry a person far away from their starting point and deep into the ocean. He understood how to go with the rip, how to ride it out, and then how to disengage from it and swim free to another beach.

Hope filled him as he pulled on his wetsuit and zipped it up, before locking his car, and putting his keys away in the sealed inner pocket of his suit. He checked the tides, which he knew so well he barely had to glance at the app on his phone.

Maybe this time, when he reached the beach that was his midpoint before swimming back, he’d find her again. The tides would align perfectly by then.

He set off, wading into the water, then lithely diving to become one with it. He settled into the rhythm of a powerful crawl stroke in the direction he needed.

This time, she might be there.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Red speedboat?” Casey said, forcing her chest not to hitch, and her voice to be calm. She didn’t want Alex to see how close to tears she’d been after having spoken to that bereaved daughter. “I guess we should go down to the main harbor. A bright red boat like that, Mr. Pennington might know it. Or have seen it.”

“It’s clear that it made a big impression on Honey,” Alex said.

His voice also sounded a little hoarse, and Casey glanced at him, surprised.

Was he also driven to the edge of tears by that encounter?

She decided that for both their sakes, it was better to say nothing and simply to start driving in the direction of the main harbor. It wasn't too far away. Situated in a natural bay within the peninsula's rugged coastline, this was where most sailors kept their boats, because the tides and currents made it easiest to access, and get back to.

Casey knew the harbormaster well. She'd had plenty of run-ins with him when she and Harper had been reckless teenagers who loved sailing and who'd beg or borrow a boat at any opportunity. They'd never gone as far as stealing, but Casey had to admit there had been many times when they'd brought a boat back after dark, and after the official closing hours for rentals, to face his wrath. 

Now, as she parked in the busy lot, and they headed down to the harbor, she found herself remembering those encounters with affection. Maybe it was because they represented a memory of Harper that was untainted.

They’d last taken a boat out months before her murder. Her parents had never been to the harbor. Strangely, for a family living on the peninsula, her parents hadn’t been sailors at all, and Casey and Harper had managed to keep below the radar in their nautical adventures – enough at least that they hadn’t been banned from heading out on the water.

At the gate to the harbor itself, she stopped and asked the boat hire attendant where they could find Mr. Pennington.

“He’s down the bottom. Dealing with a leak, I think,” the attendant said, adjusting his cap and rearranging his jacket around his shoulders. It was turning into a windy afternoon, and Casey knew with a shiver that on certain beaches, wind exaggerated the effects of the riptides.

She worried that the weather might bring more bodies floating to shore. This case was so unknown. Had he already made more kills that were waiting to be discovered?

There he was. The tall, bearded man, with a weathered face, and hair that was now more salt than pepper in color, was climbing out of one of the boats, tools in hand.

When Casey had been an adventurous twelve year old, Mr. Pennington had seemed huge to her in every way – build, personality and presence. Thankfully, he’d shrunk somewhat while she’d been in the Army, and was now a normal, big shouldered six-footer, and not the wrathful giant she remembered berating her in her earlier years.

“Good afternoon, detectives.” He swung the tool bag over his shoulder and strode to meet them.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Pennington,” Casey replied. 

“What can I help you with?” Gray blue like the sea, his eyes were sharp. She was sure he’d already heard about the drownings. 

“We’re investigating a case of suspicious death,” Casey said. He raised an eyebrow.

“That so?” 

“We’ve had a lead that a sailor in a red speedboat might have spoken to a victim before her death. Tall guy, apparently. We’d like to speak to him, if you know who he is?”

“Red speedboat?”

To her surprise, Mr. Pennington's face shut down. She was sure he knew who the owner of the speedboat was. And looking at his expression change, Casey felt a flicker of doubt that, for reasons she couldn't understand, this wasn't going to be easy.

"He doesn't moor his boat here. I do know what you mean. He's caused trouble before now," Mr. Pennington said.

“In what way?” Alex asked.

“Harassing other sailors, harassing swimmers. He seems to enjoy being abusive. With one tanned hand raised to his brow, shielding against the sun, Mr. Pennington gazed out to sea before looking at Casey and Alex once more. 

“And who is he? Do you know where he moors his boat?” she asked

Again, Casey sensed a reluctance in the harbormaster to give out the information.

Just like the receptionist at the inn, Mr. Pennington didn’t want anyone to know that he was giving out this information. 

That was astonishing to Casey. She’d never thought Mr. Pennington to be a fearful man. Although then, she corrected herself. She didn’t see any fear in his face, just wariness. Could be there were politics at play.

Maybe this was one of the town’s wealthy people, someone who donated toward events at the harbor, and Pennington didn’t want to be the one who killed the golden goose.

If so, then just like she’d done with the red haired receptionist, she could offer him some reassurance.

“We’ll keep our sources confidential,” she said. “When we arrive at his front door – if we do – we won’t say you sent us.”

Now, a reluctant half-smile warmed his face.

“You got me on that. It’s a complicated situation. If you keep my name out of it, I’d appreciate it. He’s a newish resident here. And you can see his house from where we are now, although I’ve no idea what the address is.” Mr. Pennington pointed.

This time, Casey followed his gaze, and the direction of his gesture. It led her up a towering cliff, to a home at the top, that looked precariously perched on the edge. Angular and modern, with dark stone and huge, tinted glass windows that reflected the light, it must be newly built, and she guessed it would have cost a fortune. 

“That house belongs to Mr. Antonio. But he’s not the owner of the speedboat. That’s his son, Stef. Stef is the one you want, and he keeps his boat in the family’s private dock, below the house.” Pennington’s face darkened. “He’s had it coming for a while, but with his father being a big supporter of sailing, and mooring his yacht here, nobody’s wanted to say anything.”

“It’ll come from us, and we won’t say where it originated before that,” Casey promised. “Sounds like he’s ruffled enough feathers that he wouldn’t even know himself where a complaint began.”

“That’s the truth.” Pennington turned to face them again, his craggy face now in shadow. “Just be careful. He’s not a pleasant guy to deal with. That, I’ve had personal experience of.”

Casey nodded. She was sure that from the sounds of it, Stef might have taken Daddy’s yacht out, making enemies at every turn, insulated by his family’s wealth.

This was the kind of arrogance she despised, and she hated that people like this were moving into the peninsula. It seemed to be making a mockery of the place’s soul. Greenpoint had always been unique, secluded, a magical, rocky world that was filled with risks and excitement, dangers and delights. That was how she’d thought of it when she was growing up. On her return from the Army, she’d been shocked by how it had exploded in popularity. It seemed the world had discovered it. Now, this ‘hidden gem’ was exposed, and it made her sick to think that people like Stef Antonio were now getting their claws in, considering it ‘his’ territory, as evidenced by his abusive behavior to others.

They headed back to the car, with Alex on the radio.

“Yes, I need to know the address for a Mr. Antonio,” he said. “He’s up on the hillside overlooking the harbor. Not sure of the street name.”

"I'll check the map and the records," the officer on the other end said.

Casey climbed inside, looking at the harbor, and looking with especial dislike at the enormous yacht that she now saw dominated the far end. 

“Okay. Great, thank you.” Alex sounded pleased. He got off the radio.

“That was quick,” he said. “I took a look at the IT systems last week and updated them. Remember how that old search system used to hang?”

“Yes, I do remember,” Casey said.

“It’s like lightning now.” Alex’s teeth flashed white in his face as he grinned. “Nobody wants to waste time when heading out to a spoiled juvenile delinquent, do they? Let’s go see if this man thought Daddy’s wealth could protect him from anything – even murder.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The car wound its way up the steep road. Right now, the view was obscured by trees, but Casey guessed when the trees finally gave way to the top of the cliff, the vista would be dramatic.

Just like the confrontation she was preparing for when they reached the Antonio’s home.

This was going to be tough. Stef was an entitled, aggressive man, shielded by money. Especially back in the civilian world, Casey cynically acknowledged that sufficient wealth could insulate people against the consequences of their behavior – for a while, at least. Ultimately, it often caught up with them, but at huge cost to the police in terms of time and resources. 

What if this was the case here?

Chief Warren, with their scarce resources here on the peninsula, couldn’t afford for that to happen. 

It might all depend on how she and Alex handled this now. And that approach would depend on what they found when they got there.

It was no wonder it was a silent ride, with both of them preoccupied by what the next few minutes will bring. Casey felt at once relieved and apprehensive when the road finally flattened out, and the ornate gateposts came into sight ahead. At least the wait was over, and now, they could cut to the chase. 

There was an intercom on the side of the gate. Barrier one. 

Casey got out and pressed it. Ahead, the driveway wound through more trees. The sea was barely visible from here, although when she stood on the breezy hilltop, she could hear the crashing of the waves. 

She waited, wondering who would answer. In a moment, it was picked up. The crackling voice belonged to a woman, although she couldn’t tell more than that.

“Detective Faith,” she said, wondering how audible her reply would be. “I’m here to speak to Stef Antonio.”

Seeing that there was a camera positioned on the gatepost, she turned to face it, letting whoever was on the other side pick up her police uniform.

If this was family, she didn’t think she’d get in. They’d simply deny her entry and say it was private property. Her hope was that it was a servant, who presumably might have more respect for the law than Stef and his family.

Sure enough, she let out a breath of relief as the gate opened.

Jumping in the car, she got ready, and as soon as it was wide enough for the car to get through, she floored it.

“Step one, at least,” Alex said.

“The others might be harder,” Casey acknowledged.

The winding driveway was longer than she’d expected, wending its way through thick forest and a few dramatic rocky outcrops. This shielded the home completely from the road. Glancing back, she couldn’t see any sign of it at all. Casey didn’t know if she liked this level of isolation right now. There was something claustrophobic about it.

A moment later, as the house came into view, she rethought. 

Claustrophobia was not the right word. Not anymore. The view beyond the home was dazzling. Nothing but the glimmering ocean, far below, and the house itself, looking like an extension of the rocks it was perched on, the glass reflecting the sky, the sea, and the greenery.

Clever architecture, she thought, with reluctant admiration, because she didn’t want to like anything about this house or this family. Not after the behavior she’d heard about, and the acts she suspected Stef of committing.

There was a wide, circular driveway to park in to the left of the wall of garages that underpinned the house. She stopped the car there, and they got out, following the slate walkway to the home's huge, dark front door.

It opened as she and Alex reached it. A housemaid stood there, dressed in a gray and blue uniform, her dark hair held back from her face. She watched them approach with a blend of respect and wariness in her eyes.

“Afternoon,” Casey said. “We’d like a word with Stef Antonio. Is he here?”

“Stef is – um, ma’am, does he know you’re coming?” Too late, this woman was regretting having let them in. If she’d had more time to think about it, she’d probably have gone to ask him first, and then they’d still be waiting outside.

“No, he doesn’t know we’re coming, but it’s urgent,” Casey said. This home was enormous. She could now see into the entrance hall. You could have parked a bus in there. There were rooms leading off it, a passage, a staircase. They needed a hope in hell of finding out where this suspect was.

Perhaps the maid would give them a clue. 

She did. Her apprehensive glance over her left shoulder told Casey that Stef must be in that direction, somewhere.

“I think I should go and ask him first, ma’am,” she said.

“That’s fine,” Casey lied. Not a chance in hell that she was going to let the maid do that. She was going to come right along with her. She just didn’t know it yet.

“If you could wait in there?”

The maid respectfully indicated a living room, filled with dark furniture, and with sky blue walls that tricked the eye, making it seem difficult to figure out where the walls ended and the sea and sky began.

Casey veered into it. Under better circumstances, she could have spent an hour here, just looking. The view over the peninsula took her breath away. Through the high glassed walls, she could look down the sheer cliff face, which this room overhung, and see the breakers crashing on the rocks below. She could stare across the peninsula, catching a glimpse of one of the other beaches, and one of the most scenic lighthouses in Greenpoint – squat and wide and perched on a promontory.

Beyond that, there was only the sea, with a couple of container ships on the horizon, a sailboat, and further south, one of the season’s first cruise ships.

There was no time to do more than glance around, drinking it in, etching it in her memory as an angle of Greenpoint she’d never seen before, and would surely never see again.

Then, she walked out of the room as quietly as she could, and set off in pursuit of the maid, with Alex walking behind her. She’d never have thought her partner could have trod so silently, but she couldn’t even hear his footsteps on the dark tiled floor.

The maid was walking purposefully down the corridor, which led down a short flight of stairs, past another entertainment area with a bar and a fireplace and the same stunning view, and then up a staircase. Casey hung back, letting the maid walk up the second flight in case she saw them in pursuit. Only then did she climb up herself. 

Now they were on the home’s upper floor, and the maid was heading to the second door. Casey pressed herself against the wall as the maid knocked on the door.

“What is it?” A man’s voice called from inside the room. Only just audible through the thick door from her vantage point down the corridor, Casey could still pick up a note of rough aggression.

“Mr. Antonio, there are people here to see you.”

“People? What people?”

“There are police.”

There was a pause. The silence felt loaded. Casey found her heart pounding faster. She didn’t know how this was going to play out.

Then, the angry yell from behind the door made her jump.

“What the hell? You let them in? What the hell were you thinking?”

Casey flattened herself against the wall as the door was wrenched open with a bang. 

“I didn’t know! Sir, I didn’t know! Please, don’t be angry!”

With the door now wide, the man’s furious voice resounded down the corridor.

“No police in here! Ever! You idiot. Tell them to go.”

“They are already inside.”

“Tell them to go!”

With a scuffle and a cry, the man who Casey hadn’t yet seen, appeared in the doorway. With a powerful jerk of his arm, he grabbed hold of the front of the maid’s uniform, dragging it up so that she slipped, flailing for purchase on the tiles. Her head was forced back, her arms swinging wildly. 

What he would have done next, Casey didn’t know, because with fury surging inside her, she was already on the move.

She rushed down the corridor. The lowlife in the bedroom already had his fist raised. It never came down. Casey grabbed the maid under her arms with one of her own arms, and in the same movement, she lashed out a roundhouse kick to the dark-haired man's knee.

The element of surprise was one hundred percent. He uttered a horrified cry, staggering back. Casey’s first job was to look after the maid, as Alex crowded forward. She dragged her backward, out of the way, speaking to her in rapid tones.

“Don’t be worried. You’re not going to have to put up with this. We’re going to get him for this. Please, leave now. Go downstairs, ma’am. Leave.”

The poor housemaid was sobbing, hyperventilating, unsteady on her feet. She gripped the wall for support, and then, to Casey’s relief, she managed to balance herself against the wall, stumbling back in the direction of the stairs.

At least she was out of danger now, because Casey was about to fling herself into the teeth of it. As soon as she saw the woman was safe, she turned, sprinting the short distance back to the bedroom, and bursting inside.

Just in time. Alex wasn't a street fighter. He was doing his best to evade the dark-haired man. The huge bedroom had a king-sized bed in the corner, a wall of cupboards on the opposite side, and a couch and coffee table in the middle. Alex had gotten the couch between himself and Stef, and they were circling around it. Even though he was limping and swearing, Stef’s face was intent, and his demeanor aggressive.

Alex hadn’t drawn his gun, and Casey knew that was good. Only draw a gun if you are ready to use it with the intention of killing if needed. Right now, that wouldn’t get them anywhere. Dead men couldn’t answer the questions that she wanted to ask Stef.

“Come here, you coward!” Stef made another lunge for Alex, who leaped back, making a grab for Stef’s outstretched arm. He snatched it back just in time, with a laugh that was half mockery and all adrenaline.

“You want someone to come here? Fine.”

Casey launched herself across the floor at a run, just as Stef’s head jerked toward her. She had time to take him in at close quarters. His entire demeanor reeked of arrogance, from his perfectly barbered short hairstyle, to the expensive sleeve of tattoos that covered his left arm, the pattern broken only by the wristband of a heavy gold watch. A musky, overpowering scent of cologne hung in the air, masking another smell, a sourer, sharper one.

But then, she was on him, taking in that he was solid and muscular, but that his entire strategy seemed to be based on threatening and intimidating and taking advantage of weakness. That was immediately evident in the hurried half-step he took away from her. He tried to regroup too late. She was already on him.

One fist in his solar plexus. Boom. The breath huffed out of him in a gasp. He tried to kick her, a blow that would have hurt her badly if it had landed, but she was ready for it and she jumped aside, using the opportunity to grab his arm as he flailed it for balance. She yanked it sideways, and he was down. On the ground. Sprawling.

She booted him again in the thigh. He yowled in pain, jackknifing away from her across the tiled floor. Casey wasn’t letting up. Guy like this, he was sneaky and untrustworthy, and he could be faking his pain and already looking for a gap. She waded in again. Another kick to the solar plexus, same place as before, but this time she pulled it just before it landed. 

Questioning needed to be done fast. She didn’t want a trip to the emergency room getting in the way.

Then, as he writhed around on the ground, it was a fairly simple job to grab hold of his arms. One of them caught her a glancing blow on the jaw as she flipped him over, but Casey ignored it. It was more luck than aim, and it did nothing more than momentarily jar her. Riding the blow, she got the cuff around one of his wrists, then the other.

With his hands behind him, he was suddenly a whole lot less threatening and aggressive than he’d been when he’d grabbed that defenseless housemaid by her uniform’s collar.

Breathing hard, keeping her foot planted firmly on the small of his back, Casey took a breather, looking around the room as Alex rushed forward to grab Stef’s arm.

There was a desk in the corner. And on the desk, she saw some vials. Also, some hypodermics with needles. Also, a fair sized white rock, wrapped in plastic.

Interesting. Very interesting. No wonder Stef hadn’t wanted the police on the property. It seemed that there was more at stake here than just his privacy. This bastard had been dealing in drugs.

No wonder he didn’t want swimmers and sailors getting in the way of his fancy red speedboat. That was probably how he was doing the deals, and he’d been threatening people to ensure his turf was clear.

“You lowlife,” Casey said, hoping her tone scathed him as she finally removed her boot, and allowed Alex to help the gasping, coughing man to his feet. “You’ve been dealing. You’re the worst of the worst. This is one thing I’m not allowing to take hold here in Greenpoint. We’re calling for backup and bringing you in.”

“No, please, I can pay,” he managed to choke out. If he hadn’t been already under arrest, Casey would have given him another tap in the solar plexus as punishment for that ridiculous effort at bribery. 

“That’s going on the record, like everything else. You’re going inside for this, for as long as we can get you there,” she promised him. “And just now, in the police station, you’re going to tell me exactly what you’ve done to make these little deals happen.”

But, as she took his other arm and they turned for the door, the worst happened.

A shadow darkened it, and looking that way, Casey saw a man standing there.

Taller, heavier, and about thirty years older than the man she had in her grasp, she knew that this must be the owner of the mansion. Stef’s father.

His face was a roadmap of horror as he took in the situation.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Casey drew in a discreet breath, as deep as she could. Looking at the consternation on this father’s face, she had no doubt that things were going to go very bad, very fast.

“Police.” Speaking quickly, she identified herself. Breathless from the fight, by the time she’d gasped in another breath, Alex had added more detail.

“Detectives Mercer and Faith. Sir, we’re arresting this man, Stef Antonio.”

Casey expected the father to stall and argue and ask on what grounds. She actually predicted that they would be stuck in the living room for the next hour, with the furious Mr. Antonio senior refusing to let anyone leave until he’d called his lawyers. 

This was a potentially dire situation. Alex hadn’t even had time to call for backup, which they would need to collect this evidence and bring him in.

But as the shocked father took in the contents of the room, Casey realized that it wasn’t going to work that way after all.

"What is this?" In an Italian-accented voice flavored with wrath, the father delivered his verdict, staring straight into his son's eyes. "You are a liar! You promised me you were no longer doing this!"

"It's not what you think. Papa, it was just the one deal, I was forced into it." Stef was babbling now, his voice turned high and scared, his words now a mix of English and Italian, which Casey knew a few words of from her Army service. Many of them were expletives – the words she knew. Such was life when mixing with an international group of soldiers. She also knew the Italian for quite a few threats and a variety of alcoholic drinks, none of which she thought spoke volumes for her character.

Problem is, this guy wasn’t using any of the words she knew. From the tone, he seemed mostly to be begging, and from his father’s thunderous face, those words weren’t getting him anywhere.

For the benefit of the police, Casey guessed, the father was sticking to English.

"You will go with the police when they are ready. And this room will be evidence. Evidence that you broke your promise to me and that you went back on your word. That you are no longer a son of mine, or welcome here. I do not allow liars in my home."

The words were followed by a short silence. Then, taking advantage of the gap in the action, Alex got on the radio, quickly calling for backup and forensics. Angry as the father was now, Casey knew that he might change his mind down the line, when the grim reality of court cases and prison sentences and family reputation started hitting home.

It didn’t seem like it was going to that way, though. In fact, Casey was standing by to leave their arrested suspect in Alex’s grasp and leap forward, in case the father got out of control and she had to grab him. But unlike his son, he didn’t seem to have a violent streak. He simply stood, arms folded. If frowns could have caused damage, Stef would have been obliterated.

“Police should be here in five minutes,” Alex said, and Casey felt relieved that there had been a patrol car in the area. They would be able to stand guard over the scene while forensics arrived. They’d inevitably take longer, coming from close to the mainland.

The one thing she wasn’t prepared to do was to mess up this case. Although Casey was already sure this man was the killer, the drugs was a separate case, and the seriousness of it was make or break. If they didn’t ensure an unbroken chain of evidence, this case could fail, and others like Stef Antonio would know that the peninsula was a good base. If they annihilated this man, they’d send a message to others that followed.

“I took you back on the condition you would never do this again. I told you one chance, and I meant it. Your older brother is not like you. Your younger sister is not the same. What makes you so special? Nothing! Nothing!” The father’s furious words resounded down the corridor as he finally left, stomping back the way he had come.

Casey was beginning to think that the father wasn’t a man who’d renege on his word. He meant what he said. Stef was a problem child, and he’d way overstepped the mark.

A knock on the front door, reverberating down the passage, told her that the police had arrived. Only when two officers were safely in place outside the bedroom, and they’d handed the scene over, did Casey and Alex escort Stef down the passage.

He’d lapsed into sullen silence. She’d expected him to demand a lawyer, but he hadn’t yet done that. Maybe he felt the risks of doing so might outweigh the benefits. More tellingly, his father hadn’t requested that, either. 

They got into the car, cuffing their suspect to the loop in the back seat. Now that the adrenaline of the fight and the arrest had ebbed, Casey felt the grim reality of the case bearing down again.

Questioning this suspect was going to be more than a battle of wits. She was sure it was going to be a test of wills.

 

***

 

“When you were out in your speedboat last week, do you recall telling a swimmer in a wetsuit that this was your turf, and she must get away?”

In the blue-white light of the interview room, flickering slightly, Stef’s face looked sallow, snarling as if a devil’s face was hidden under his skin.

“I don’t remember that.”

“What do you think about people who got in your way when you went out on your speedboat?”

Stef shrugged. “The ocean is for everyone. Are you saying I would have tried to stop others from using it?”

“We have your phone. We have your laptop.”

Seeing that Stef was still sneering at her, Casey checked her phone. With the processing and the time taken, and their suspect’s evasion, this questioning had become exhausting. It had dragged on into the evening. The only benefit of that was that forensics had been able to conduct a search of his room, with the father’s support and agreement. Information was now streaming in.

“We also have the burner phone hidden in your underwear drawer,” she was able to inform him, looking at one of the latest messages.

That jolted him, and she saw his face tauten.

“We’re going to be able to track your meetings, the appointments you made out there on the water, to sell those drugs. You wanted to make sure there was nobody watching. Didn’t you?”

“I never did such a thing,” he mumbled, but now, his voice was quivering.

“You threatened an elderly lady who was out swimming, so badly that she told her family about it. You have issued other threats. We’ve had reports.” 

Even at that tense time, Casey made sure not to mention Pennington’s name. She’d promised not to and she wanted to make sure he had no comebacks.

“So, what are you saying?” He gave a dramatic shrug, handcuffs rattling, and Casey guessed that they’d had a minor breakthrough. Stef was sick of sitting here, tired of resisting them. Time was on their side, and it might mean they were able to cut to the truth.

Casey ignored that question, pushing on with her own interrogation.

“Did you see a photographer on the beach recently? On Rockridge Bay?”

“How would I know what the beaches are called?” Stef snapped back. “You trying to trick me?”

“I’m trying to point out to you that you wouldn’t have liked to see a photographer on the beach recently, if you were doing what you’ve clearly been making money from. I’m sure you would have been angry to think of someone taking a shot of your activities, even if it was accidentally.”

His face was now taut with fury.

“I never saw any photographer. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Did you threaten anyone on Rockridge Bay?” Casey asked.

Lips clamped together, he stared her down silently.

“Did you go further with any of these threats?” Alex asked.

“Further? You mean, as in, hurting people?” He frowned. “Why would I do that? I wouldn’t do that.”

“You didn’t want them there, in the area. You must have suspected that they would be watching when you did your handovers.”

“Why should they know anything?” After the brief setback, he’d unfortunately recovered some of his resolve. Casey didn’t want him to bounce back more than he already was doing, so she changed the subject.

“Can you account for your movements last night?”

“Last night? I was – I was with friends.” 

His gaze slid away, and Casey knew that they were in for another mountain climb here. Whatever he’d been doing with the friends, she was a hundred percent sure it was illegal, and probably drug related. He wouldn’t admit to who, how or when.

It all depended now on which direction he was going to lie.

He took a deep breath.

Then, he said the worst thing he could possibly have said in the circumstances.

Looking directly in her eyes, speaking slowly and deliberately, he told her and Alex, “I want a lawyer. Now. This is my future at risk, and I’m not saying another word until she gets here.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“You could tell us now. If you’re innocent of harming these swimmers, it’ll be wisest to tell us.” Casey hoped that she could break through this moment of resistance. Getting a suspect to confess tonight would mean that by tomorrow, the peninsula could be back to normal.

The warnings to swimmers and beach walkers could be lifted. The stream of calls which the radio had told her were coming into the police stations, from worried locals, would dry up.

Life would be back to normal, and nobody would be at risk.

But she wasn’t getting through to him. She didn’t know whether he was panicking now, knowing there were already serious charges against him, or whether he was just stalling to make their lives difficult and buy himself some time.

Either way, he shook his head.

“I am not speaking to you without my lawyer present.”

As if to emphasize physically what he had said, he lowered his head, with that sharp hairstyle now ruffled and spiky thanks to the past few hours, and put his forehead down on his hands.

Casey glanced at Alex.

They were going to have to leave it for tonight. Somehow, the time had ticked its way to eight thirty p.m. It was too late for a lawyer to come out now. Their suspect could spend a night in a cell, and they could regroup in the morning, and then perhaps they would get the answers they needed.

"Call your lawyer," she said, handing him the phone on the wall and freeing one of his hands so that he could make the call.

While he spoke, Casey stood up, leaving Alex to watch him. She headed through to the lobby, briefing the officer in charge on what had happened and that their suspect needed to spend the night in a cell.

“We’ll let you know what time the lawyer can be here tomorrow,” she said, seething once more at the delay, which had taken the resolution of this case right out of her hands.

“No problem. We’ve got a cell ready and we’ll take him down as soon as you’re done,” the officer said.

With that organized, Casey went back to the interview room. As the officers walked in, Alex headed out. He also looked pale and drained from the day they’d had, and that questioning session.

“Lawyer has confirmed for ten a.m. tomorrow morning,” he said.

Casey sighed. “Better than tomorrow afternoon, I guess,” she replied. 

"We can't do anything more now. But we can go eat," Alex reminded her. "Maybe we should. You look like you could use some food now."

Casey nodded. “I think we both could. I wanted to get this wrapped up tonight. I hate that it’s dragging on until morning.”

“It’s inconvenient,” Alex said.

She knew from his tone that his deepest fear was the same as hers, and it was one that neither of them was speaking.

If this wasn’t their killer – if he was guilty of drug dealing only – then it meant that by tomorrow morning, there was a risk of finding another body, washed up by the relentless spring tides.

“It is,” she said.

“We can’t do anything about it. But we can get some food, and then get some sleep,” he encouraged.

He was right. Tough as it was to set this aside, Casey knew she had to, and she must.

"Where are we going?" she said as they headed for the car.

Near to here, just a mile down the road, was a new seafood restaurant, the Codfather, that had opened up at the start of spring. It served beautifully cooked fish, seafood, vegetarian dishes, and a couple of menu options for red meat eaters as well. 

Casey would have suggested it, but the problem was that she and Alex had been there three weeks ago, just after the opening night. It had been a social evening. Like a date, only of course, she wouldn’t date the person she was partnered up with for work. She was sure there were good reasons why she shouldn’t do that, even though she found that when she tried to pin them down in her own mind, they remained vague and intangible.

At any rate, the food had been sublime, it had been a fun, sociable evening, and they’d talked and laughed and enjoyed each other’s company, and it had ended with a kiss. 

A friendly kiss. Acceptable between work partners. Except there was one moment where it had deepened, and it hadn’t been at all. She still remembered that moment with every fiber of her being.

Casey didn’t want anything to impact on the memories of that evening, so clear and vivid in her mind, each one strangely magical. So she waited until they were past the Codfather, just in case Alex suggested it – although he’d also been quiet.

Glancing at it, she was pleased to see that the parking lot was overflowing. This restaurant was successful, and she hoped it stayed that way for a long time to come.

“How about we go to the burger place in the next mall?”

"Should we head down to the fish and chip shop at the pier after we've dropped the car off?"

She and Alex spoke together, causing Casey a flash of amusement as she unraveled his words in her mind.

“The fish and chip shop? That’s a good choice,” she said.

“Easy, quick, and they have a nice choice of beers,” he agreed.

They dropped the cruiser off at the station, and each in their separate cars headed for the fish and chip shop. While she was stopped at one of the few traffic lights along the way, Casey removed her uniform jacket and put on her brown bomber jacket that was the perfect choice for this time of the year. She took off her hat and shook out her hair, peeking at the blond locks in the rearview mirror. 

Then the light changed, and she drove on, arriving at the restaurant a minute later. 

She climbed out, looking around her, guessing that Alex had been caught up at the previous traffic light – the only other one along this route.

The place was still busy, the parking lot full, and people were heading out of the restaurant to the bar opposite, and from the bar to the restaurant, and a few people who either hadn’t heard the police warning earlier that day, or else were defying it, were heading down the boardwalk that led to the beach.

Casey despaired. Policing was hard enough even when people did follow orders. But the problem was, on this spring night, with the wind dropping, and the moon nearly full in a clear sky, and the music from the bar thumping out into the dark air with its eighties beats, it felt safe.

It didn’t feel like a place where a killer would be waiting. Could she really blame them for wanting to enjoy this beautiful evening? Laughter echoed in the air.

She was torn between empathizing with them and wanting to grab each of them by their arms and shake some sense into them. Instead, she shook her head, turning toward the restaurant entrance.

It was at that moment that furtive movement from the corner of the building caught her eye. Her head jerked instantly back that way.

Who was there?

Drawing in a deep breath, Casey turned and began striding in that direction, her adrenaline flaring as she remembered the similar moment this morning, outside the pathologist’s office. She’d had exactly the same prickling in her spine. The same knowledge that she’d been watched. Was she going to let this person get away?

Hell, no.

She’d gotten halfway across the parking lot before she realized her efforts were futile. This building backed onto bushy wilderness, and there were at least three trails leading down into the trees, two of them curving around to meet the beach at different points. Whoever this person was, he or she would be long gone. They’d be halfway along those trails before she’d even gotten around the building’s corner.

Was it a he or a she?

The height, the shape of the head, the shortness of the hair. She wasn’t sure, but she thought it was more likely to be a man.

Someone was keeping track of her, and she had a dark suspicion that it might be related to the case.

“You need to watch your back,” she told herself. She didn’t know more, but all her instincts were telling her that this spelled trouble.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Casey turned away from the darkness at the side of the building. The prickling feeling that she’d sensed, the feeling of eyes on her, was gone. Her uneasiness persisted, though. 

Shrugging it off, because there was nothing she could do about it and hadn’t even had a clear look at the watcher, she headed inside.

The bright, noisy bustle of the restaurant felt like a different and more reassuring world. She took one of the last open tables, all the way at the back, and ordered a jug of water with lemon. She wanted a beer, but she needed water first. After the effort of today, she was parched.

Alex arrived, taking the seat opposite.

Casey smiled, feeling strangely awkward. This wasn’t a date, but it was bringing back memories of that previous time they’d had together.

Alex was looking conflicted too, fidgeting with a corner of the menu and not meeting her eyes. Eventually, as she looked at him inquiringly, he mumbled out what was on his mind.

“This afternoon, when we had to take down Stef? Geez, Casey, you came in like – like an elemental force.”

The description was wildly exaggerated, and it made her grin.

“Glad to be able to do it. Damned relieved to get that lowlife on the floor.”

“I need some lessons in street fighting,” Alex admitted. “All I could do was circle the couch, and try grab him. I didn’t have a plan.”

The waitress arrived and took their order. Two fish and chips, large. Two rolls, two bowls of vegetables on the side. Casey hadn’t had breakfast, nor lunch. She’d intended to go out and get something midmorning, before the day had exploded. This was three meals rolled into one.

“With street fighting, a lot of it is instinct and experience.”

Automatically, she found her fingers rubbing over a scar on the inside of her forearm. She’d gotten that during a vicious, brutal showdown in an abandoned warehouse. She’d been flung aside and had recovered herself instantly, but a shard of steel rebar, jutting out of the floor near the wall, had lacerated her skin. She’d bled all over the Army deserter while she was taking him down. As soon as she’d made the arrest, she’d gone off to the clinic and had twelve stitches in her arm.

Casey found herself feeling protective over Alex. That kind of situation could turn so bad. He was a good fighter in a takedown. The rest, he’d learn.

“That’s something I guess I’ll have to pick up.” His rueful words echoed her own thoughts.

“It’s not so difficult. I’ll tell you what is difficult, is getting information out of people who don’t want to give it, by being persuasive.” She waggled her finger at his playfully. “You might think you’ve got the monopoly on those skills, but I’ve been watching. And I’m stealing them – bit by bit.”

“You are?” He brightened at that. “I think your job’s harder, though.”

Firmly, Casey shook her head. “Yours is,” she insisted.

Now, the atmosphere between them felt more lighthearted. They were back to normal – what passed for it now, anyway. Casey realized that what was normal now, hadn’t been so three months ago, or three months before that. She’d been back here and partnered with Alex for nearly a year, and when she thought about how their dynamic had been at the start, she sometimes wondered if she was misremembering. They couldn’t have argued so much, and been so stubbornly opposed over so many things. Could they?

Their food arrived, and as they started to eat, Casey forced herself to put the worries about the case aside. Stef was in custody, he had a history of threatening one of the victims, and a motive for wanting to drown people who were in his way, and she needed to stop worrying so much about it.

Although, that glimpse she’d had of somebody wouldn’t leave her mind.

What if they were wrong? What if the real killer was still out there and watching them?

Tentatively, as she dug into her fish, spearing a piece of crispy batter on her fork, she broached that topic with Alex.

“Earlier today, have you felt you were being followed, or watched?” she asked.

He didn't reply instantly, although concern flashed into his eyes. He paused for a few moments, and she could tell he was thinking about his response carefully.

“No,” he said. “Not at all. Have you?”

“I think so,” Casey said. “I’ve got an instinct for when I’m being watched. I can tell. It gives me this uneasy, prickly sort of feeling.”

“I’ve noticed that you pick up on those kind of things fast,” Alex said. “I don’t. I don’t have whatever you do. I’m thinking back, though, and I can’t say I’ve noticed anything.”

“I thought there was someone watching me earlier, outside the pathologist’s office, and then again later, here. Seemed like a man, from what I saw. It’s worrying, because what if the killer’s still out there? What if they’re tracking us, staying out of sight, following up on the investigation so that they know when we’re getting close?”

Alex nodded. “It’s happened before. We can’t rule that out. I’m going to be more aware from now on.”

“Be careful,” Casey warned. “And I will, too.”

She dunked a chip into the bowl of mayonnaise that the restaurant had supplied, and tried her best to turn her mind to more cheerful topics. Worrying wouldn’t help. Casey had never been much of a one for worrying herself, but if she had been, the guidance of her mentor, Nell Sawyer, would soon have snapped her out of that habit. 

“Don’t waste time and energy on things you can’t actively handle or control,” Nell had said, in one of the briefings she’d given Casey soon after she’d been recruited as a Greenpoint police officer. Nell herself, a senior detective, had been a month away from retiring. “Those ‘what if’ scenarios are useful for thinking about every eventuality and planning ahead. But the minute you start obsessing about them, you’re letting the case get the better of you. Don’t do that.”

Words of wisdom. Casey had listened intently, and she’d always made sure not to let herself dwell, or obsess, over something beyond her control to handle.

Alex was the first of them to change the subject.

"Did you see that they've opened up an adventure trail in the forest near the South Rocks lighthouse?" he asked.

“They have?” Casey brightened, dark thoughts of being followed now firmly banished to the back of her mind as she learned this exciting news. Adventure tourism was exploding on the peninsula. As visitors flocked in, there were more and more opportunities being developed to use the rugged terrain and the natural beauty to offer an attractive destination for thrill seekers.

Casey loved that kind of thing. Even at work, she'd far rather complete a grueling physical test than spend the day immersed in intensive research. 

“What does it include?” she asked.

“There’s a zipline, a suspension bridge, climbing ropes, a swing that drops out over a canyon, and a few other things that they’re still getting done,” Alex said. “One of the people who works on it is my neighbor, so I’m getting a step by step account as it’s finishing up.”

“We have to go.” Reaching for the bowl of vegetables, Casey took a chunk of roasted onion and a slice of bell pepper. “I’m sure that’s going to do brilliantly in the summer.”

“There are more and more people wanting that kind of thing,” Alex agreed. “Remember late last summer, we had to go and rescue those three tourists who’d gotten themselves stuck out on the cliffs?”

Casey grinned, remembering the precarious rescue, which had involved several ropes, and a steep downward climb on a particularly treacherous section of cliff. Of course, unseasonally, it had started raining just as their rescue had gotten underway. Drenched, and aching all over, she'd felt a sense of relief when the last of the group had scrambled to safety, boosted from below by Casey, and with Alex and Chief Warren pulling on the rope harness from above.

“Nice to know that there’s going to be a better channel for adrenaline activity than getting stranded halfway down a sheer drop,” she agreed.

“We can test the course out. Maybe go twice, and compare our times.” 

Real enthusiasm rang in Alex's tone, and Casey couldn't help feeling admiring for the way he'd changed himself. From a self-confessed skinny nerd, who'd been much more at home behind a computer screen than anywhere else, he'd focused on getting himself fit and strong when he'd joined the police.

Glancing again at those shoulder muscles and his toned biceps, Casey had to admit, he'd done a damned good job. He was in great shape. She liked touching his shoulders, liked the play of muscle under her fingers.

Not that she’d done it very often. So far, anyway.

She looked away. To her surprise, when she looked back, she saw Alex’s eyes on her, watching her face, a warmth in his expression. As soon as she caught his gaze, his own gaze veered quickly away, as if she’d caught him out.

“Good meal, wasn’t it?” he said quickly.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Very tasty. Well seasoned.”

Was he blushing? She could swear his face had more color in it now than it had done a few moments ago.

“We’d better get going.” In that moment, she felt awkward, too.

The food had been delicious, and she'd cleaned her plate and eaten more than her share of the vegetables as well. The conversation had been cheering, and it had gotten her mind off the pressure of the case. Tomorrow, with Stef's lawyer in attendance, this whole thing could be wrapped up.

They paid for their meal, stood up, and left the restaurant.

As she headed for her car, Casey couldn’t help another glance around, checking her surroundings.

She told herself not to be an idiot, that she was letting this case get to her, that she mustn’t allow herself to worry about things that she couldn’t control.

What if this was important, though? What if it was something she needed to control?

The restaurant was quieter now, the parking lot emptying, and Casey couldn’t see any sign of the furtive movement that had alerted her earlier.

But the sense of unease wouldn't leave her as she started her car and drove home.

“Watch your back,” a little voice was saying in her mind. “Be careful, because someone’s watching you.”

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The sea was strong and choppy, and every movement of his arms was a battle against the waves. Despite his wetsuit and the effort of swimming, the cold was creeping in, sapping his energy, forcing him to gather the strength of his mind, as well as his body, to keep enduring.

He was nearly at shore, a mile from where he’d started, in a totally different section of the beach. Far from his car, far from where he’d begun.

What would he find here? Would he find her?

It felt as if she’d been calling him the whole way, as if her voice had been guiding him. This was where he might discover her at last, and when he did, he knew that the painful void in his mind would finally be able to heal.

There. At last, his feet hit the sea floor. A wave lifted him briefly off his feet, surging him forward into the shallows, and he took his own weight again, breathing hard, his muscles burning.

Ahead, hemmed by pale sand and dark vegetation, he saw the lights of the hotels. New hotels, two of them small but doing a thriving trade. However, this was not really a swimming beach this time of the year because of those lethal spring tides. It wasn’t a place to send your kids out to paddle in the sea. Just a little too deep, and you’d be dragged to the left, shunted out to sea with a ferocity that it was impossible to fight.

Go with the tide, though, and you’d describe an arc in the water that took you through the depths and around a rocky outcrop, avoiding those jagged teeth. Then, if you had the strength and endurance to swim with what the sea offered, you would be calmly ferried back to shore, ending up on a beach to the south.

So strange, how tides worked. 

He strode out of the sea, the breeze chilling him, prickling his bare feet and his hands so that he shivered. Nope, this was not a swimming beach, and especially not at this hour. Had he been wrong to think he’d find her here?

This was a haven for fishermen and surfers. They'd built a wooden pier, jutting into the sea, which was always busy. Boats headed out during the day. Surfers loved this section of beach because of the power of the waves, although they did have to be careful of those rocks. He'd seen a few surfers caught on them at high tide when they were invisible under the surface. They could flay you, worse than a shark's bite, in his opinion.

He looked around, his chest heaving from exertion, his hands now clenched into fists. Was she here? Would he find her at last?

If only he could call her, but he’d tried that in the past. He’d screamed until his throat was raw, and she hadn’t answered. Eventually he’d realized that calling alone was not enough, and that he had to physically search for her, one beach at a time.

“Be patient,” he warned himself. “Don’t be careless. Don’t give up too soon.”

Was it her that had told him most people went wrong, when trying to find a place, because they gave up too soon and didn’t push on for long enough? It was a nugget of wisdom that had always stuck in his mind, together with the message that giving up too soon was bad.

He was bad. While she had been alive, she’d been his guiding light. Then, it had ended. Her words of wisdom remained, though.

Pushing forward was how you achieved your goals, not stopping until they were in your grasp.

Maybe this time, she would be in reach of him, and he’d be able to draw her in.

As he walked along the sand, he shivered, the pain of loss flaring in his mind again. He drew in a shaky breath as he remembered his panic, the way he’d clutched at her, but she’d been gone, drawn under and swallowed by the blackness. For a moment, he’d thought that he saw the pale wash of her hair, but it might just have been the foam from a breaking wave.

Desolation had been his constant companion since then, for what felt like a lifetime. And when he’d gone through her belongings, and realized that he needed to find her if he had a hope of healing himself – well, that had felt like a lifeline.

He stared around the beach. It was quiet and chilly, but he thought he could hear voices nearby.

Voices? That wouldn’t work. She wouldn’t be with others. He knew her too well for that to be an option. If he found her, she would be alone. He was the only person who’d had the pleasure of her company at sea. She’d gone out alone, and she would return alone. That was how it worked. 

Don’t call her, he warned himself. Calling might be counterproductive, and drive her away, or else alert others, who would come with their noise and interference. Just search. Take it slowly, be quiet, watch the beach. Watch for her. 

He stood with his back to a rocky outcrop, knowing that he’d be almost invisible from the beach, steeling himself to be patient for as long as it took. 

Even though he tried to suppress the thoughts that flooded his mind, he found he couldn’t help remembering that day, years ago, the day when everything had changed. When he had changed. Walking along the beach with her, the cry of the seagulls had echoed her voice. She’d been speaking in harsh tones, and he knew that was because he hadn’t managed to please her. He’d been younger then, and he’d made more mistakes in his youth. He’d been a young man full of failures and errors. She’d helped him become stronger, more whole, even though she’d done it by breaking him into tiny pieces along the way. He’d accepted each injury, each insult, like shards of glass, slicing deep into his skin.

After he’d lost her, he’d run from his pain for years, refusing to acknowledge it. It had taken him time to regroup, to be strong enough to return, to go through her belongings, and to face up to the fact that if he wanted to see her again, he would have to find her.

At that moment, he was jerked out of his thoughts by an approaching set of footsteps, scrunching over the sand. The clouds cleared from his mind as elation rushed in.

This was her, at last. He knew it. He recognized the angle of her head, that set of her shoulders, and the purposeful way she was striding along the sand. Would she go in?

She was speaking on the phone, and he wondered if she might be setting up a meeting with somebody. Or actually, no. Now he realized what she was doing, with a lightening of his heart. He was making a call to find out where he was. That must be it. She was looking for him, just as he was looking for her. 

Quietly, he left his rock, walking on air. Her voice wasn’t like he remembered it, but that was his fault. He’d misremembered. She must always have had this lighter, softer voice. Of course, it made sense that some of his recollections of her would be wrong. 

It would be fun to surprise her, to get as close as he could before the big reveal. On silent feet, ignoring the quivering ache in his muscles from the cold and the exertion, he crept along behind her. Hardly daring to breathe, he trod as lightly over the sand as he could.

It would be better to wait until she’d finished her call. He had learned politeness at her hands, after all, and he didn’t want to rudely interrupt a conversation. So he hung back, even though it seemed like an endless wait and impatience filled him.

There. She'd wrapped up the call and was now putting the phone away. 

He sped up, his strides longer as he neared her, not worrying too much anymore about keeping quiet. He could afford to be noisy now. In fact, it would work in his favor, because she’d look around, and she’d see him, and it would give him the chance to pick up the joyful surprise in her eyes. With the moon nearly full, there was just enough light to make out her features.

Hearing him, he saw her shoulders tense, and she spun around.

“Is it you?” The words burst out of him.

And as she stared at him, his heart thudded down, as heavy as a hammer blow. 

The consternation in her eyes reflected what was in his face, even though he was adept at concealing his emotions. She’d always preferred it when he held them in check, and he’d learned never to show what he was feeling in his heart.

It wasn’t her. The magic that he’d hoped would happen on the beach had fizzled out, the moment he’d been longing for was lost to him again.

“No!” he cried. 

Now, as he approached her, disappointment escalating to agony, she began to scream shrilly, like the sounds of the gulls, and he knew that she was sad, too. This was a sign of her own grief that she hadn’t managed to come back correctly.

There was only one thing for it, and that was to try again.

“The cycle must repeat itself,” he muttered, grasping her shoulders and marching forward with her, heading purposefully toward the breaking waves.

“The cycle must repeat itself, and you must go back.”

The gulls were screaming around him now, they were clawing at his back, but their beaks were weak and their feet couldn’t penetrate through his wetsuit as he dragged her under, the waves crashing around them both, as he surrendered to the riptide.

She would need to go through it again as he swam back to his starting point.

Next time, she would be ready, he told himself, as he felt the tide begin to pull and carry them – his moving arms, her motionless ones. Disappointment curdled with him, bitter and deep, as he let her go for the sea to take her.

Next time, he promised himself, clinging to the fragile thread of hope. Next time.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

There was somebody in the shadows. Casey could see the movement as she peeked out of her bedroom window, making sure to keep her movements slow and easy. Fast motion alerted people, but if she took it slow, she might appear to be no more than a shadow 

There he was. She had him in full view at last, and now, it was time for the chase. 

Casey leaped up from her hiding place and began to run. She'd been so sure that she would reach him, that she'd be able to grab this man and yell questions in his ear, and find out the truth about who he was and why he was watching her.

But he was running, fast, he was sprinting away from her, retreating at a pace that she couldn’t keep up with. And traffic was getting in the way. Usually quiet, the road outside her house was cluttered with vehicles, their interference making it impossible for her to get up the speed she needed for the chase.

They were sounding their horns in an angry cacophony. The truck driver next to her, blocking her way completely, leaned on his horn, so that the sound filled her ears, the noise blaring out, dragging her back from the road into her bedroom.

Where she sat up, breathing hard, dragged out of her vivid dream not by the sound of a horn, but by the ringing of her phone.

Shaking off the last vestiges of that dream, in which she’d felt unpleasantly helpless, Casey picked up the call. It was Warren, and at six a.m., this could only be bad news.

Her first thought was that Stef had escaped from prison.

But as Warren’s voice sounded in her ear, she realized that was wrong.

"Casey, we've had a report of another body washed up. It's near the tidal creek by Lighthouse Fifteen. I'm going to send you the coordinates now. You're closest to that site, out of the three of us. Please get there, as quick as you can." Crisp and unemotional, Warren's voice nonetheless got Casey's stomach churning.

Another body?

“I’m on my way,” she replied, short and succinct.

He hung up, and Casey scrambled out of bed, pulling on her clothes, dragging a brush through her hair, tugging her hat down on her head, and then shoving her feet into her boots. It was chilling to think that while she’d been stuck in that unpleasant dream, a body had been drifting and eddying to shore, borne by the tide.

As she did them up, now more fully awake, she realized that some urgent triage would be necessary when she reached the scene, which was just five minutes away from her cottage.

The first question she needed to ask the coroner was the time of death.

If the body had been in the water for more than eighteen hours, then Stef Antonio could be responsible for a third murder.

But if the body was confirmed to have been in the water for a shorter time, then Stef couldn’t be the killer, because he’d spent the late afternoon, and overnight, in police custody.

The calculations raced through her mind as she took her car keys from the hook and headed out, slamming the front door behind her as she ran to her car. 

As she unlocked it and scrambled in, she took a quick look around her.

Nobody hiding away. The backyard of the house whose cottage she rented was quiet and still. The neighborhood was sleeping. In the early dawn, the first birds were starting to wake up, and the light was still deep and gray.

Casey powered along the main road, veering down the slip road that led to the beach, seeing the flashing lights of a patrol vehicle ahead of her.

The coroner hadn’t yet arrived, so her first job would be to speak to the witness who’d found this body.

Heading down the beach at a run, Casey arrived at the scene. The patrol vehicle was facing the beach, and its lights were still on, adding some illumination to the still shadowy scene. It was parked next to another car, a faded green sedan with a roof rack that made Casey think immediately the owner was a surfer.

The cops in the patrol vehicle had dragged the body a little further up the beach, ahead of the tide which might otherwise reclaim it. She could see the marks in the sand where it had been moved. It was a woman with dark hair, a sheet-pale face, and a pair of knee-length jeans. One of her sandals had survived the time in the sea and was strapped to her right foot. Her left foot was bare. Her hair was encrusted with sand.

Casey didn’t do more than glance at the disturbing sight before heading over to the cops.

They were talking to a surfer, a guy in his twenties, with a mane of brownish-blond hair tied back at the nape of his neck. Wearing a wetsuit, he was clutching his board, patterned in vivid blues.

“Detective Faith,” she introduced herself, giving a nod of greeting to the two officers. They were both old-timers on the peninsula, in their late thirties. She’d gone out with them on patrol, as the new girl, a few times after she’d joined.

“I’m Larry Crossley," the surfer replied, glancing again at the body. "I came down here earlier, and I – well, I almost fell over this body. She was lying in the shallows. I took one look, and called the cops, and waited here."

He was shivering, probably more from shock and unease than actual cold.

“Anyone else around?” Casey asked.

Larry shook his head. “Didn’t see anyone around. My friend, Mark, was due to join me, but when I saw this, I called him. Told him not to come.”

More lights swung into the tiny harbor. The coroner’s van and Alex, arriving together. Casey took a breath. This meant that in a few minutes, they might know more about the time of death, if the coroner was able to make an accurate estimation.

Alex hurried down to join her, leaving the other man to put on his gloves and get the tools of his trade out of the back of his van. 

“Do you usually surf at this time?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “This time of the year, and this time of day, this beach right here is one of the best. You have to be careful of the ones to the north and south of here. There are riptides that’ll take you all the way out to sea, you know?” Seemingly glad to be discussing the topic of tides, instead of the subject of the body lying behind him, he continued. “Those tides, they don’t really frighten me when surfing, but they’re inconvenient, because they keep washing you out. This beach, you can catch a good wave and be washed in.”

Casey agreed with him. She didn't know this beach as well as some of the others, but the patterns made sense. The body must have been washed from a nearby beach and ended up here. 

"Thank you for calling the police immediately and making sure the scene was protected," she told the surfer.

“No worries,” he replied, sighing heavily.

She turned to Alex, seeing that the coroner had now set up, and in the brightening light of day, was starting his examination near the waves. More people were arriving in the parking lot. Another police car had arrived, and a few onlookers were standing behind the wooden rail, staring down at the scene apprehensively.

“Shall we go see if there’s an ID and a time of death?” she asked.

Clearly having thought along the same lines, he nodded. “That’s a priority,” he agreed. 

Casey headed back to the body, this time looking at it more closely. With the tide starting to wash in again, the coroner was working fast. She watched him for a while, looking at how he worked – hastily, but with practiced expertise. 

Drownings were one of the most common causes of accidental death here on the peninsula, with its strong riptides, its rocky outcrops, and its thundering waves. Every year, a few people were lost, despite the police and the harbor patrol trying their hardest to ensure safety standards were met. And as a result, Casey was personally confident that both the coroners who worked in Greenpoint were among the most skilled and experienced when it came to estimating a time of death.

This coroner was Martins, the same expert who’d attended the previous scene. Now, he raised his head from his work, glancing at her.

“Haven’t even had a chance to say good morning,” the coroner acknowledged wryly, bringing some lightness to the grim task. “This is a real shame. What the hell’s going on? I imagine it’s not natural causes, although there’s nothing obvious I can find on any of these victims.”

“It’s definitely a murder,” Casey said. “Dr. Wayfield, the pathologist who examined the other victims, was able to pick up small details in the autopsy room.”

The coroner shook his head. “I heard the warning about not going into the sea. Didn’t see many people listening to it, though. Hard to get people to be sensible, these days. Everyone thinks that bad things only happen to others until it's too late."

As he talked, he was working, and Casey watched him intently, knowing that one of his very first jobs would be to estimate a time of death.

He looked up at her, his eyes an icy blue above the mask he had put on.

“This body has probably been in the water only a few hours,” he said. “You can see here that her finger pads are not yet wrinkled. I imagine that she was washed up at high tide and then remained here on the sand for while. With the tide coming in again, she might have been moved a second time if she hadn’t been found.”

“And the time of death?” 

“Not far beyond that. I don’t have the tools that the pathologist will have in the lab, but I don’t see any major injuries on her, and it’s likely that the cause of death was drowning.”

“That would have been after dark last night?”

“Correct.”

“Is there any ID on her?”

“I can feel something here in her pocket.”

The woman was wearing a light jacket, probably pale blue in its dry state, but now a dull, dampened gray. With his gloved hand, the pathologist unzipped the jacket pocket, and extracted the item whose edges he’d felt.

It was a hotel room access card, and on the back, it had the logo of a hotel that was located on a neighboring beach.

Casey drew in a deep breath.

They would be able to ID this body very soon. A trip to the hotel would provide the answers.

And Stef Antonio was not the killer. The timing made it impossible. She saw the grim reality reflected in Alex’s eyes.

The hunt for the killer needed to resume at full speed.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“We need to pass on the Stef Antonio case to one of the other attending officers,” Casey said. Sitting in the car, watching the wavelets gusting on the ocean in the morning breeze, she was updating Chief Warren on the latest developments.

“Okay. One of the officers who was at the Antonio house with the forensics team will be here in ten minutes. He’ll be up to speed, and can take it over, and pursue the other charges. Are you sure the time of death rules Stef Antonio out?”

“I’m almost sure, but I’m not going to leave it here. I’m going to check with the hotel. It’s the Blue Sky Retreat. They might have more information on when this victim checked in, or camera footage of her leaving. Then we’ll have certainty on whether Stef might be involved, and we’ll also be able to find out her name.” 

“Okay. I’m on it.” Warren paused. “This is now a top priority, Casey. I’ve got a press conference in the afternoon. The town’s mayor has called it, and they’re even going to try to get the state governor to fly out. This is going to cause major trouble. Over the past year, our murder rate has spiked. I know we’ve solved the last serious crimes, but one unsolved case is one too many.”

“Understood,” she said.

“I’m going to have to answer questions about what we’re doing with our budget, why our beaches aren’t safer, and why we haven’t yet caught a killer who seems to have extensive knowledge of the tides.”

“We’ll do our best to get answers,” Casey said, gritting her teeth. She hated to disappoint Warren, even in small things. And this wasn’t a small thing. This was a massive issue that was about to blow up in their faces and affect the whole peninsula.

She hung up, sighing.

"We need to get something for him. Otherwise, this press conference is going to be disastrous." Glancing at Alex, Casey started the car and headed onto the road, with the signage for the Blue Sky Retreat already in sight. "The problem is now that we've just received additional funding, some money for cameras, budget for three new officers. The fact that we're still short-staffed for the area isn't going to be listened to. They're going to be on the attack, asking Warren what he's done with that budget, and why there's such a spike in crime straight after it's been allocated."

Casey gripped the wheel. These press conferences always felt as if you were swimming with sharks. Even when there wasn’t a serious crime involved, it always seemed like the police were on the defensive, and the media and general public were on the attack. She'd attended one a few weeks ago, at the end of winter, after a violent robbery on the beachfront. It had been like fighting to maintain her balance on slippery ice while being whacked with clubs from all directions. They'd actually caught the perpetrator the day after the conference, and how Casey had wished it had happened a day earlier.

“Well,” Alex said in calm tones, “let’s start off by finding out who this victim is.”

Casey parked outside the Blue Sky Retreat. It was a hotel and wellness spa, architect designed, that had opened its doors a year and a half ago. Looking at the parking lot, it seemed to be busy. There were only a few available places left in the spacious lot.

She headed in, knowing that she’d be the bearer of bad news, with a heavy feeling in her heart.

She and Alex strode to the front desk, and the receptionist, in her royal blue beret and blazer, gave them a welcoming smile.

“Good morning, and welcome. How can I help?”

“We need some information, please.” Casey showed her badge, and then presented the woman with the card, in a plastic evidence bag. “Can you identify this guest for us? The current owner of this card?”

“Yes, sure. I can do that.”

After giving them a wary look, she touched the card to a scanner, giving Casey and Alex one more worried glance before replying.

“This is Wendy Macmillan. She checked in yesterday evening. Has something happened to her?”

Without answering that question, Casey pushed on with getting the information she needed.

“What time did Ms. Macmillan check in?”

“She checked in at six p.m.”

And just like that, Stef Antonio was cleared. At six p.m., while they’d been grilling him in the interview room, Wendy Macmillan had been receiving the key card that would later be found on her dead body. 

Stef Antonio would face other charges. Casey was sure his speedboat would be confiscated, he’d serve time in jail, and she was sure he’d rant and rave and furiously protest it all.

He was a violent drug dealer who'd intimidated and threatened people, but not a killer. The killer was still out there.

“Was Wendy meeting anybody here? Do you know the reason for her trip?” she asked.

“I don’t know. We do have a wellness conference starting today, so it’s likely she arrived for that. She’s booked in for three nights, which is how long the conference is running for. But I’m very worried now. Is she okay?”

"She's unfortunately been found dead under suspicious circumstances."

The woman flinched, her pleasant face tautening as she took in the news. 

“This is so terrible. I can’t believe it. It’s such a tragedy. Are our other guests safe?”

Casey shook her head. “We’ve already issued a police advisory cautioning people not to go down to the beach or into the water alone. Unfortunately, a lot of people clearly didn’t know about it. It needs to be enforced.”

"I'll tell our manager," the receptionist said. "We'll put a notice up here at reception and in all the rooms." 

“Please. That’s imperative. And do you have any details for Wendy Macmillan?” The worst task in the world – informing her next of kin – would now have to be done.

“We do have a number for her next of kin – we asked for it with her booking. She’s from North Carolina. I’ve got a number here for her mother.”

“We’ll need that number, and her address, ma’am.”

“I’ll get it for you now.”

As the concerned receptionist turned to her task, Casey glanced out of the big glass doors at the path that led down to the beach. She wished there were cameras there, like there were in the hotel’s lobby. If only they were able to rewind footage and see the moment when she’d been grabbed. That was what she was now sure had happened. If they couldn’t see that, then what else did they know?

“He knows the tides,” she muttered to Alex. “He must be a local who’s lived here for a while, if he has such a good knowledge of the riptides, and that a body will end up on a different beach from where it’s taken.”

“Why’s he picking on women?” Alex murmured back to her. “Is it just a case of choosing easier targets? Or is there another reason?”

The printer whirred, and the receptionist handed the contents of Wendy Macmillan’s guest file to Casey, who thanked her, and walked out.

“We need to look into why he’s choosing women. It's a very good question. That's the kind of question that Nell would ask in order to get into the killer's mind."

“So that’s where we’re going to need to go next?” Alex asked. “Into his mind?”

“You ready for the trip?” Casey’s attempt at lightening the situation failed. Her voice sounded harsh with stress, and Alex didn’t even crack a smile.

“I don’t think I am,” he admitted.

Dark it might be, but to catch this killer, they were going to have to start thinking the way that he thought – and figure out why he was doing what he did.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“So, what are we looking for, besides the fact this killer has local knowledge?”

Casey thought of what Nell might say, wishing she could call her mentor. But Nell was on an overseas vacation in Tasmania, in a different time zone and a different world, visiting her nieces. Casey knew that her mentor had been looking forward to this trip for months. Time with her family in such a faraway place was precious.

No matter how much she wanted to pick Nell’s brains, Casey could not bring herself to make that call. It would rip Nell away from her vacation time, and it would be unfair. 

Nell had mentored Casey for a reason – so that Casey herself could think the way Nell had encouraged her to. And now, that was what she needed to do. She couldn’t consult Nell, but she could try to channel her wisdom.

So, sitting side by side with Alex at the police station desk, Casey asked the question out loud as a means of getting them to think in the direction they needed to go.

“Maybe he’s got a grudge against women?” Alex asked.

 “Okay, a grudge against women. How about an obsession with the sea and the tides?” she asked.

“That’s an idea. So he could be a dive instructor? Sailor? A scuba specialist? Maybe he owns boats and does snorkeling trips?”

Casey liked the direction that Alex’s theorizing was taking him. Trying her best to add her own suggestions to the mix, she ventured, “Or a swim instructor? Maybe even a surfing instructor?”

“We’re getting a picture,” Alex agreed. “Of who we think he is, anyway. Now, shall we take a look and see if a real person actually matches up to any of this?”

Time for Casey’s weakest part of any investigation, the on-screen research. She knew she was slow at it, ponderous, and that she wasn’t a speed reader. She did her best though, and tried to compensate for those inadequacies by being thorough, at least. If it took her twice as long as Alex to get through a page of text, at least she could be sure that she hadn’t missed any details along the way. 

They divided up the roles, with Casey taking on the surfing instructor and the swimming instructor, her two suggestions, and Alex handling the others. For a while there was nothing but focused silence and the tapping of computer keys as they both typed in the parameters and then scoured the databases for anyone who matched up.

“Nothing so far,” Casey muttered, narrowing her eyes as she stared at the lines of text, forcing herself to read carefully and not to skip any entry. Even something innocuous might lead somewhere. The trick was to check every single entry in a methodical way.

Her trick, at least. She didn’t know how Alex did his hunting.

Casey jotted down one name of a dive instructor that she wanted to look into, and then found another possibility – a swimming coach who was a freelancer, operating in the wider Greenpoint area.

With those two possibilities earmarked, she opened another tab on her search page, with a feeling this might be the first of many. The dive instructor seemed to be above board, because he was currently doing full day coaching sessions for groups, up until six p.m. His website said that he was busy and booked up until June. If he was coaching a group of scuba divers during the weekdays, he could not simultaneously have taken Honey, who’d been grabbed during the late afternoon.

How about the swimming coach? Maybe he was suspect, and used his coaching activities as a front?

She turned to his website, but found that it was very vague. He was a coach for schools, though, and he seemed to be busy most afternoons, working with students in the local school swimming pools, or else with clients in the gyms’ indoor pools.

To confirm that, she made a quick call to his office. The receptionist of the swim school confirmed that he was currently teaching in the afternoons at one of the local gyms, every day until five-thirty. That would not have left enough time for him to take Honey. The elderly woman had a strict schedule, getting into the water at four p.m. and out again by five. This schedule was helping Casey rule these people out.

Unfortunately, she was ruling them out so well that she now had nobody left.

Until Alex gasped in a surprised breath, causing her head to instantly turn his way.

“Look at this, Casey,” he said. “This man’s profile, his whole ethos, is ringing alarm bells.”

“Who is he?” she asked.

He turned the screen, and she took a look. It wasn't difficult to do that. Her eyes were assaulted by the blaze of color on the screen, with flashing capital letters announcing the identity of BOOT CAMP FITNESS AND OPEN OCEAN EXPERT JACKSON VALE.

"Has this guy ever heard of lowercase?" Casey grumbled as she read through the site, causing Alex to snort with laughter.

“I don’t think so. It looks like a self-designed site, done with one of those free packages, and I think it reflects his personality. This is the guy we’re looking at. He’s extreme, he’s fanatical, and read what it says here.

“I suffered an incident recently where a close friend of mine drowned out in the ocean. Tragic and senseless, this loss affected everyone she knew. THERE WAS NO NEED FOR IT! DON’T BE IN DANGER, THE SEA IS A DANGEROUS PLACE! DROWNINGS OCCUR DAILY AND EVERYONE IS AT RISK! RECENT SHOCK DEATHS HAVE HIGHLIGHTED THE DANGERS OF THIS PENINSULA AND ITS RIPTIDES. The skill of ocean swimming is something that everyone needs to master. Having the tools to KEEP YOU ALIVE will allow you to SURVIVE AND THRIVE in a hostile space, in often cold temperatures. YOU ONLY LEARN THROUGH RISK. DO NOT BE A VICTIM OF DROWNING. THE LAST FEW DAYS HAVE SHOWN THAT THE SEA TAKES VICTIMS WHEN IT CHOOSES.”

Casey thought he should be arrested then and there, for misuse of all-caps. But putting the flash of inappropriate humor aside, she read on. 

“We know that the secret to STRENGTH IS SUFFERING. The key to SURVIVAL IS HARDSHIP. 

WOMEN: Our one-on-one open water sessions can be set up to help you LEARN WHAT YOU NEED while taking you TO THE LIMITS and pushing you past them.”

Casey reread the text, this time getting past the glaring caps and the overselling, and looking into the meat and bones of who this person really was.

“It sounds threatening,” she said. “This person claims to want to make people suffer? He’s previously trained top sportspeople? It all sounds like someone who might be unstable.”

Looking down the list of contacts, and finding only one cell number, she added, “Plus, he seems to be a one man operation. Which basically gives him the license to do whatever he wants.”

“Exactly,” Alex said. “This is raising a lot of red flags for me. He sounds like a renegade, someone who threw the rule book away when he opened his doors. It seems like he’s cashing in on these drownings and the riptides remarkably fast.”

“Why are the seas suddenly so dangerous? Could it be because he’s making sure there are enough deaths to cause panic?” Casey summarized. . And I’m not stopping at that. I want to know if he has a record.”

She went into the online database and looked up his name.

Her eyes widened when she saw the results.

“He does. It’s from four years ago. He was arrested in the south of the state, and served six months, for a violent attack while he was out on a boat. He tried to drown the woman that he had an argument with, and he damned nearly succeeded.”

Reading through the case report, she knew they were looking at a violent man. 

“So, where does Jackson Vale operate from now? I’m guessing he’s moved?” Alex asked.

Casey looked at his ID photo, taking in the man’s lined, uncompromising face, and his eyes, which were gray blue, like chips of steel. He wasn’t a kind person. She didn’t sense that about him at all.

“He might be difficult to find,” she said. “The address on the system is clearly out of date if he’s operating from the peninsula now. I don’t see an office address on his website, only a cellphone number. And I don’t see an updated home address for him. Does he live in a mobile home somewhere?” She took a closer look at one of the photos. That seemed like a mobile home in the background. If he did, then she had no idea where he’d be.

“Yeah, he might do that. Or he might just be a bad tenant who changes landlords and rental properties often,” Alex said.

“I guess people contact him, and he sets up sessions close to where they are?” she concluded.

“Does he have a registered vehicle?” Alex asked.

“I’m taking a look,” Casey said, going into the vehicle database. Tapping her fingers on the desk, she waited for the results she needed to flash up on the screen.

"Yes, he does. He has a ten-year-old gray Dodge pickup," she said. “I’ve got the plate here.”

She read it out to Alex, and then looked at him in surprise. “What are you doing?” she asked. 

He’d gone into a screen that was just lines of code. Nothing else.

“I’m testing out something I designed last week. I haven’t had a chance to use it yet. I did a few trials and it seemed to work.”

“What is it?” Interested, Casey leaned forward.

“It’s a piece of software that pulls together the results from our number plate recognition cameras,” Alex said.

Casey stared at him in admiration and surprise. He’d done that?

Explaining further, Alex continued. “You know, we’ve got a few of them around the peninsula now, and I thought, if we can map out the data, it might give us a better picture of where any one vehicle is likely to be. Tracking patterns, you know?”

Casey was still stuck on the astonishing fact that he’d literally written a program to do this complicated, multifaceted task. That was a level of tech expertise that she hadn’t known he possessed.

“We don’t have enough of them, so I thought we could use technology to try to maximize the results. Look, it may get us nowhere.” He held up a warning hand. “When I tested it out, two of the cars I tried at random got no results whatsoever. I think there’s a level of illegibility in some of the plates – if there’s dirt on the plate, then my program won’t be able to find it on the database, and also there’s a level of unreliability – there can be traffic, bad weather. So don’t get your hopes up. But let’s give it a whirl.”

Having gotten over her astonishment that Alex had thought of, and executed, such a trick, Casey was now thoroughly intrigued to see if it worked. Scooting her chair along to lean over his shoulder, she watched as he put in the details of that plate, and then got his program running.

“It doesn’t look very pretty,” he said. “It’s in basic coding. Just the bare bones. I haven't had time to design a nice, user-friendly interface for it, which I guess we’d need if we started using it. But I’m still tinkering with it. Still perfecting it. Unfortunately, I have to translate the results.”

“Because it’s all in code.”

“Yup.”

“Well, I’ll take code over all-caps any day. Much easier on the eyes,” Casey quipped, causing Alex to give her a genuine grin this time. She liked the way his deep blue eyes lit up when he smiled.

“Okay,” he said, turning back to the screen as a row of data, unintelligible to Casey, sprang up. “So, we do have some tracking info from this vehicle. Now what I need to do is plot it on the map.”

Because only Alex understood his code, only Alex could do the plotting. He took a few copies of a large peninsula grid map, and wrote the days at the week on the top, starting from today, going back to yesterday, and then the day before.

Then, patiently, he began plotting.

“Excuse the paper map use,” he said. “I know it doesn’t align with IT.”

“But it’s bigger and easier to see?” Casey said, thinking of how that map would look on a laptop screen.

"The day we have a wall of big screens in this office is the day we can transition to full-scale digital."

“That day may be far away still, if the budget is anything to go by,” Casey said. 

Warren had mentioned the budget a few times in recent weeks. He needed more money, desperately, to advance the IT side of things on the peninsula.

She thought of the media conference with a chill. Strangely enough, unsolved cases didn’t motivate the powers that were, to increase the budget. All they attracted was criticism and complaints. To get a budget increase, Warren would have to show that he was doing the best job with what he had, and that crime was surging regardless, and he could do things even better and faster with more. 

It seemed like reverse logic, but that was how it worked.

“Right.” Alex moved the first map so that Casey could see, pointing to the coordinates. “These are Jackson Vale’s movements today so far. We have activity up until late morning. Late morning, he crossed camera three, heading south.”

Working as fast as he could, Alex then plotted the movements for yesterday and the day before on the other two photocopied maps.

“Okay. Vale drives around a lot. You can see that yesterday and the day before, and the day before that, he ended up activating camera four just after lunch. Then in the afternoon, he was up on the far east of the peninsula two days in a row, and in the west on the previous day.” 

Did that align with where the bodies had been found? The lack of cameras made it hard to tell, because they couldn’t narrow down his movements, but he’d definitely been in the general area where the murders were committed, on both days. Honey had gone swimming from her home on the southwest of the peninsula, and both Clara and Wendy had been on the southeast when they’d been taken. So that fitted, and excitement unfurled within her as she realized the fact.

He had been in their general location.

Now to figure out where he would be at this moment.

"His morning route looks the same on all three days?" Casey gazed at the lines and dots on the map. "He's activated the same cameras at slightly different times. So, if he was going that route, then right now he'd be somewhere in this area."

She circled the part of the peninsula that was located between cameras three and four.

“Exactly. I imagine that Vale leaves from the same starting point. You can see which area he lives in,” Alex said. “Somewhere there.” And in the mornings, he’s always there. In that area. We just don’t know what he’s doing. Maybe he’s coaching people. But today, he hasn’t moved on from there yet.”

Leaning forward, Casey took a look at the finer details of the coastline in between those two cameras.

“If he’s still somewhere in there, then we need to hurry. Those are some of the roughest seas on the peninsula. There’s one beach that even surfers will avoid if the wind’s too strong.”

“The wind seemed pretty strong when we were out in it this morning,” Alex said somberly.

“It is strong,” Casey agreed. “So we need to go there. A couple of miles of coastline can’t take that long to search. If we hunt thoroughly, and check every parking lot, maybe we can find him.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

The cruiser breasted the hill, and Casey adjusted her dark glasses, pushing them as close as she could to her eyes as she scoured the view in front of her for any sign of the gray pickup. She hated the glare, and right now, on this mission of searching for their suspected killer, it was looking into nonstop glare. 

The sun was out, reflecting off the ocean, creating thousands of dazzling, windblown ripples. Every time they checked the parking lots here on the southwest side of the peninsula where Jackson Vale’s gray pickup might be, they ended up staring directly into the sun, and that gleaming sea.

Still, a headache and bedazzled eyes were a small price to pay for finding the killer.

They’d gotten an unexpected break when Warren had messaged to say that the media conference was postponed until seven p.m. That was the good news. The bad news was that they’d postponed it because the state governor was on his way and wanted to attend and ask questions in person.

So, although they had a couple of hours extra to work on this case, the pressure had intensified a hundredfold.

“Not here.” This parking lot was busy, and it had taken them a full five minutes to ease the car through it, checking for anything gray. If only gray stood out. But they weren’t done here. This was a paid parking lot, and Casey had an idea that a guy like this would want to dodge a parking fee if he could. He might have parked on the road nearby the beach, or even in one of the small shopping centers on the opposite side of the road, where parking would be free. They were not going to ignore any possibility, and were going to check everywhere they could as they headed through the demarcated area at a frustrating crawl.

“Not there.” A drive across the road took them into the shopping center, where a quick glance confirmed that it was empty of gray pickups.

Casey turned out again, checking the map, heading for the next beach. She tried to stay focused on the task at hand, fighting off her personal demons of frustration and impatience that were now perched on her shoulders and imploring her to go faster.

“So, we’ve got two more beaches left.” Casey rethought. “Wait. Let’s head down this road, Alex.” She veered the cruiser in that direction, braking, causing someone behind her to blare their horn. As she turned, the person two cars behind saw that she was police. An arm emerged from the other car in an apologetic wave.

“Down here?”

“It’s a tiny beach, and it’s mostly rock. It’s like swimming in a rock pool, with a high chance of being shredded by the incoming waves. We might as well look. It’s a cul de sac, so he can park there for free.”

“Then let’s take a look.” Alex had clearly reached the same conclusions as she had about their suspect’s mindset.

They headed down the road, and Casey’s gaze immediately veered to the battered vehicle she saw ahead.

Color–check.

Make–check. This was a pickup.

License plate – check. Glancing from the plate number scrawled on the top of the map to this car, she saw they'd hit the jackpot. 

He was parked behind another car, a newer looking model in white. Maybe this was a client, and he was busy with a lesson in this treacherous section of the ocean, right now.

Casey parked behind the two cars, and they climbed out. Immediately, the wind blasted her so hard that she had to raise a hand to her hat and mash it down tighter on her head to prevent it from being ripped away.

What was he doing out here? This was crazy weather to be out on this beach.

They headed through the small gap in the wooden fence, next to the faded chevrons of the crash barrier, and down the steep, grassy path that led to this rocky beach. 

Casey guessed that he'd be out in the water, and she was. As the beach came into view, she saw two figures bobbing out in the waves. They were surprisingly far from shore, in a rock pool that she and Harper had nicknamed the Cauldron long ago. Not because it was hot. Quite the opposite. The water was freezing cold most of the year. The Cauldron had gotten its official name, in her and Harper’s book anyway, because it was wide and deep and balanced on rocks, and it bubbled continually with the incoming water that surged over the submerged rocks that separated it from the sea.

Not that far submerged. Those rocks were waiting to shred your legs as you were haplessly swept over them by the strong currents in this particular part of the coast.

“We need a boat,” Alex said, looking queasy as he made the brave suggestion. “We could get out there more easily on a boat, couldn’t we?”

Alex had the worst seasickness Casey had ever known, and she wasn’t sure if he’d brought his tablets along. Luckily, though, that wouldn’t be needed.

“You won’t get a boat out in this part of the coast,” she said. “You couldn’t launch it. Couldn’t even bring it in safely from outside, over these rocks.”

She took another look at the heads, side by side, bobbing out in the water.

“We can walk along the rocks to get there,” Casey decided.

“All the way?” Alex looked surprised.

“Most of the way. It’s like an adventure obstacle course, only you’ll be pulled under by the waves if you fall. I’ve done it before. See that ridge of rock?” She pointed to where the unforgiving sun was glaring off the soaked, gleaming surface. “We can head out there.”

No time for anything further. She needed to get to this suspect now. Vale was out there in dangerous waters, and she wasn't going to wait for him to come in. What if someone else drowned? If he'd started going rogue and developed a lust for killing, then who knew where he'd stop?

The way he’d referred to the death of that friend on his website – Casey wondered if that event could have precipitated him into a psychotic break. It was exactly the kind of event that could have tipped someone over the edge. Especially if he’d been responsible in some way. He hadn’t said so on his site, but he wouldn’t, of course. He’d paint himself as the responsible one, saving people from the dangers of the sea.

She reached the edge of the grass, and jumped down onto the rock, her boots giving her better grip than she remembered her old trainers doing, when she’d taken this same walk as a teenager. And she’d need all the grip she could get. This sea was ferocious. A massive wave foamed over the rocks at the end, sending white spray shooting into the air. Looking at the two bobbing heads, she caught her breath as both were briefly buried in the white water.

Being out there was insane. What was Vale teaching his client? Was teaching even on the cards? Or did he have something else in mind?

She followed the route she dimly remembered. Muscle memory was better than visual memory. Casey found herself preparing for a leap before she'd even seen the crevasse in the rock through which more water foamed. 

Carefully, she leaped across, landing safely on the rough, uneven surface. Stepping forward, she glanced back to make sure Alex had managed it too. With no muscle memory to rely on, he took a leap higher and wider than he needed to, stumbling as he landed and nearly overshooting the rock’s edge.

Then, they were pushing on, walking along a slippery, twisting razor blade, with Casey focusing hard on every footfall. Just one misstep would send her slithering down into a gap in the rock, with sheer sides and a chute of water waiting at the bottom. Fall in there, and you'd find it almost impossible to get out again. This rock had been worn away by centuries of roiling waves, and there wasn’t any grip to be found on its smooth sides.

She tore her focus away from it. Staring into the abyss was only going to be a bad idea. Instead, Casey pushed on, balancing her way down the razor blade, and then jumping down to land on a sloping sheet of rock. Even her boots didn’t have the grip they needed. How had she done it as a kid, either barefoot or in sandals? It struck her briefly that Vale might not be the only reckless person out on this promontory right now.

Well, if a man with a criminal record and an obsession with drowning hadn’t been out here in this churning water, she wouldn’t be risking their necks on the rocks right now.

"Careful!" she yelled, as her foot slipped on a patch slick with lichen. She pointed down at it in case he hadn't heard her over the roar of the sea. Needing to watch the footing ahead of her and hustle up to Vale, she didn't dare risk looking back.

But now, as she slid and hurried across this slick rock, she was getting closer. Vale was ahead, and now she could tell which of the figures was him and which was his client.

He was the darker head on the left, closer to her. And the client, with a slick, damp, slicked back blond head of hair, was on the right.

As Casey neared the duo, she picked up something she hadn’t expected. Shouted voices rang out over the crashing waves, the sound immediately alerting her to trouble.

The two were having an argument.

In the gaps between the rush of the waves, she could pick up 

They weren’t just shouting. With a clench of her stomach, Casey saw this had turned into an actual fight.

The blond man was yelling, treading water frantically as he gesticulated toward the rocky shelf, some way behind, where the two must have entered the water. The wind was surging in their direction, allowing the voices to be audible.

She picked up the words, “Go back, we must go back!”

But Vale, whose self-proclaimed job was to prevent drownings, was preventing this man from returning to shore.

“No!” he yelled. “Be strong. Stay here!”

“You’re gonna kill me! I’m done with this!” the man shouted. He turned and lashed out for the shore, his arms flailing. Casey recognized his demeanor. This man was exhausted. He was using the last of his strength to get back. 

And Vale wasn’t letting him go. He was grabbing his client hard, gripping his shoulders, making Casey think of those bruises found on the bodies.

“No! You won’t fail! Don’t be a coward!” he yelled. 

The blond man’s arm lashed out and got Vale squarely in the jaw. Then, he turned, swimming for his life toward the exit point.

But Vale wasn’t giving up. Lightning fast, he dove after him, managing to grab hold of his ankle. That action caused his unlucky client to tip headlong down under the water, his churning arms fighting but failing to keep his head above the water. With a rush of bubbles, his head disappeared.

“Hey!” Casey yelled, but in that maelstrom of waves and water, Vale couldn’t hear her. He was now too focused on ‘enhancing’ his clients’ endurance by drowning him. Casey could no longer watch. She had to act. This guy needed help, and fast.

“Okay. I’m going in!”

“What?” Alex, leaping across a crevasse in the rock to join her, sounded startled as Casey bent to rip off her boots. She was going to get wet, but there was no other solution. Vale wasn’t letting up on his bullying, if you could call it that. It looked like it had gone a whole lot further. The other swimmer was now trying to save himself, and Vale was holding him back. It was as if he was glorying in the other man’s exhaustion and fear.

“Are you sure this is the –” 

Casey didn’t hear the rest of Alex’s hesitant words. ripped her jacket off, and now, with no boots to weigh her down, it was time to face the cold shock.

She jogged two long, easy strides across the rock, took a deep breath as she felt herself plummet through the air, and then, the icy waters surged over her, and she plunged deep into the sea.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

It was as rough as hell. That was Casey’s first breathless thought as she surfaced, her arms fighting to get her head above the surface. Even now, only a few yards away from the struggling duo, it was difficult to keep them in sight. This sea was flinging her around like a cork. Except, she didn’t have as much floating power as a cork, and had to flail her arms nonstop to avoid being submerged.

With the salty water blinked out of her eyes, she caught a glimpse of where Vale was. A flash of bubbles alerted her, a darker shape in the blue-black waves. The two men were still struggling.

Fighting the freezing cold, which was more debilitating than she’d expected, she struck out in that direction. Astounding as it was, she didn’t think Vale had seen her. All his focus had been the other way, trying to prevent his client from saving his own life. He hadn’t been looking her way at all, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t have a fight on her hands when he saw her.

Casey clawed at the water, trying to get maximum distance for her effort. This could end badly for everyone. At least Alex was on the rocks, watching.

And at least she was now within grabbing distance of Jackson Vale.

She struck out, lashing with a hand, getting lucky and snagging his forearm. She clamped her fingers onto it as tight as she could go.

The effect was spectacular.

Vale must have thought he was being attacked by a shark. He dropped his client’s ankle and his entire body convulsed, limbs thrashing, water pluming and surging, as he struggled to face her.

She kept her grip on Vale’s forearm, even though he was doing his level best to yank it right out of her grasp. It was best to hang on, as tight as she could, while he came to the frantic realization that it was not a shark attacking him, but a person.

Then, he did something that she hadn’t expected at all.

Wrenching his wrist out of her grasp with a violent twist, he didn’t move in for the attack. Instead, he plunged in the other direction. He wasn’t heading toward her, and he wasn’t heading toward the shore.

He was heading out toward the teeth of the rocks that guarded the witches' cauldron. Having been prevented from drowning his client, Vale was now doing his level best to get away.

“You are not!” Casey didn’t know if she spluttered the words out audibly. More likely, they just resonated in her mind, but all the same, she knew that she was not letting this man swim for safety. He’d just been trying to drown somebody, they’d caught him in the act, and now, he was going to flee the scene, by swimming. Over a lethal rock shelf?

He’d practically drowned his client, and now he was trying to get away? Casey had no idea where the client was. He was nowhere nearby, and there was no way she could see further in this rough sea. 

At least Alex was still watching from the vantage point of the rocks. If this client was in distress, hopefully Alex would leap in to save him.

Now, she had to stop this man from getting away before he succeeded in escaping without a trace. If he got over that rock shelf, and she didn't, he'd be away, free and clear, probably fleeing the peninsula while Casey headed to the emergency room, for stitches.

“Okay. So don’t let it happen,” she resolved. 

Casey fought the water, battered by a rogue wave that slipped in from the side, drenching her and getting into her mouth and making her cough. Now she’d lost sight of him. Where was he?

Straight ahead, she encouraged herself. That was where he’d been fleeing. He was clearly a strong swimmer. If she was to have a hope of catching him, then she’d just have to give it everything she had.

Ignoring her wet shirt and pants that were creating a drag in the water, ignoring that strength-sapping cold, Casey managed to gasp in a breath, and lunged forward, twisting through the waves, finding another surge that this time, helped her.

She churned her way forward, fighting the drag, her mind focused only on what she needed to do. 

With everything she had, she fought the waves, fingers outstretched, lunging toward the shadowy shape in the water that she’d managed to catch sight of again.

And she caught his foot. 

Just the same as he’d done to his client, Casey now found herself in possession of a twisting, writhing ankle, encased in a wetsuit. And just the same as his client had done, Vale was panicking. He was flipping over in the water. She had to move aside, luckily being able to use his leg as leverage, as he kicked out at her with his other leg.

“You’re under arrest,” she shouted, not knowing if he’d heard her or not. Probably not. Grasping his ankle more firmly, she yanked him toward her.

“You are under arrest.”

His frantic arm caught her on the side of the head, just as a wave broke over both their faces.

The current was now swiftly taking them to these rocky teeth, and it wasn’t a place Casey wanted to go. This would be lethal. She couldn’t risk it. If there was a way of avoiding it, then she and her wet-suited captive now had to work together. She’d have to let go of his foot, and urge him to swim to safety, instead of taking a lethal risk.

“The shelf!” she yelled. “Too close! Go back!” She guessed he’d heard her because she felt his body language change.

They were heading for it at speed, the backwash sucking them out toward it. The rocks were going to slice and dice them, and they were approaching fast, as she and Vale were drawn inexorably toward the teeth of the cauldron.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Trapped in the freezing water, shunted in the wrong direction by the current, both Casey and her suspect had to swim with all their might to escape the swirling trap.

Casey swung her arms forward, gasping a breath as she saw a break in the waves, and then putting her head down and lunging forward once more with all her strength. She wasn’t going to go out over these spikes. If it could humanly be done, she was going to get out on the right side, and then, she was going to find out the real truth about this man.

Three, two, one and gasp. Repeat. Three, two, one and gasp. Get knocked sideways and right herself.

Fighting the waves with all her strength, Casey caught a glimpse of the sloping ledge that they needed to reach in order to scramble out of this whirlpool.

It looked closer. She was making headway. And now that there was some distance between herself and the cauldron’s teeth, she reached over and grabbed Vale’s wetsuit. She wasn’t risking an escape, and this guy might still trick her. He was irrational, unpredictable, and she still didn’t know what that argument had been all about. One thing was for sure, it had escalated to deadly extremes.

That blond man could have ended up as the fourth mysteriously drowned body that they’d dragged out of the sea.

Stroke by stroke, kick by kick, they headed for the rocks. Casey knew she was reaching the limits of her endurance, and weakness was making her limbs leaden, but he was also suffering. He was also tiring. She was now gripping him as much to keep him going as to stop him from turning. 

Then, with a splash, something hit the water in front of her and to her right. She was so focused on her swimming, on forcing her chilled body to obey her, that it took her a moment to realize what it was.

A rope.

Alex had found a lifeline in their stash of supplies and thrown it their way.

Grabbing it with her free hand, Casey felt the instant relief in her aching limbs as the rope took up the slack, pulling herself and her suspect forward, onto the flat, slippery rock.

To her relief, the blond man was sitting up. Hugging his legs to his chest, gasping with exhaustion and spluttering from the water in his throat, but alive and out of danger.

As her fingers touched the rock, and Alex grabbed hold of Vale’s arm, clamping the handcuffs around it, Casey hoped that this would be the beginning of the end of this nerve-shredding case.

 

***

 

They’d wasted an hour. Casey fumed as she sat by the heater, dressed in a dry set of clothes that didn’t fit her, and a spare pair of boots from the local police station’s store that were way too big, Her feet were rattling around in them, but after the long, cold ride back to the police station, she was grateful for the fresh clothes, and for the warmth. She wasn’t appreciative of the delay, but there had been no choice. The paramedics had been called to check out Vale and his client, both shuddering with cold. The medics had insisted on a full examination of Vale, as well as his almost victim, whose name was Howard.

Howard was pronounced to be healthy, and was now sitting in a warm office, being debriefed by another of the team. Vale, having received a set of warm clothing and shoes, was being installed in the interview room. Gritting her teeth, Casey thought they'd been far too kind to him. He'd grabbed another man who was exhausted. That man could have died. Now, they were fussing around finding dry clothing.

Sighing, she told herself that this was civilian life. They wouldn’t have been so compassionate back in her old life. At least now, the delay was over, and they could go in. And she had to admit, she’d also appreciated the chance to warm up. There was no sense in trying to engage in a battle of wills when she was shivering so hard her teeth were chattering.

“All set,” the officer said, opening the door to the small office. Glancing at Alex, Casey stood up, removing her hands from the warmth of the small electrical bar heater that she’d been defrosting them with.

She stomped through to the interview room in her oversized boots, knowing that the next few minutes could now make or break this case.

Vale had a criminal record, and he was a renegade, a reckless lawbreaker. 

That would make him all the more difficult to question.

Opening the door, she saw that Vale’s immersion in the water had done nothing to help their cause.

The gleam in his eyes was baleful. Now that she was face to face with him, and his hair had dried out, she saw that it was greasy, dark brown, and overdue for a cut. His eyes were hooded and his face glowering, making him look older than the forty years stated on his ID.

Under the shapeless bulk of the oversized gray sweater someone had found for him, his shoulders were hulking, the frame of a man who’d spent years fighting powerful waves. But what else had he done?

Time to start with the charges they knew he was guilty of. That would give them some guidance about the next step.

“Mr. Vale,” Casey said, taking a seat opposite him as Alex checked the recording equipment, giving her a nod to confirm it was working correctly. “It seems we intervened just in time. Your client was begging you to be returned to shore. You were ignoring his requests. You tried to force him to stay in a dangerous situation, with the tide going out, and currents that could easily have taken you both over a jagged row of rocks.”

“He wanted to do it,” Vale said with a shrug that was chilling in its lack of emotion. “I call it the Blade Run. I’ve taken clients over it before.”

“What do you mean by that?”

"He wanted to test himself. I warned him that once we were in the water, there was only one way out and one time out, and he had to trust me completely. He lost his nerve." Vale's unshaven lip curled contemptuously. "He was a baby, and stated shouting that we had to go back to shore. I tried to explain that we were committed now, but he ignored me. He started fighting, and I held him. He'd signed up for what he got. He knew what to expect. All my clients know."

His voice was so neutral, it was as if he was talking about the weather conditions at the time, and not that he’d gambled with somebody’s life.

“Really?” Alex asked, clearly as pissed as Casey was that this man was so flagrantly disregarding his client’s own survival, and lying into the bargain. “That’s an interesting version of events, but it’s not what your client has told us.”

"If he told you differently, he's lying." For the first time, the anger that Casey had sensed simmering inside this big-shouldered man was now evident in his voice. She'd expected it. Casey would have been surprised if it hadn't come to the surface.

“He said you were teaching him to swim against the tides, and that when you were out there, you started shouting that you had to dare the razor’s edge. He didn’t want to, but when he tried to refuse, you forced him.”

Vale shrugged, his eyes cold.

“Now, let’s go back a day or two,” Casey said. Time to get on to the heart of the questioning. She hadn’t gotten the response she’d hoped for. Vale had turned reticent and defensive. He hadn’t been as outspoken in his anger as she’d expected him to be. At least, when people ranted furiously, the truth had a chance of coming out.

“Why would you want to go back? What else are you unfairly accusing me of?”

“Other drownings.” Casey’s voice was firm.

Yet again, his reaction shocked her. She’d expected that he’d behave the same as he had done  up until now. But he sat upright, his eyes flashing.

“Don’t you accuse me of being a killer!” he spat at her, his voice rough.

That was hypocritical, to say the least, considering his client was within moments of drowning at his hands. But Casey was interested in the change in his tone.

“Why are you suddenly so upset?” she asked. “You shouldn’t have any reason to be like this. You’re making such a fuss that I’m wondering if you’re protesting too much.”

“I won’t be wrongly accused. I see what you’re doing. You’re capitalizing on these drownings, which I've heard of. You want to drag everyone you can into this and lock up anyone who you feel deserves it. You think I would have let that man drown? I'm a responsible coach. He wanted his limits tested, and I was showing him where they were.”

“Why do you think that?” Casey questioned. “Do you seriously think that we’d waste time on that?”

“You’re looking to prey on the weak,” he countered.

She couldn’t keep up with his changing form of defense. First he closed up, then he attacked, and now, he was causing the subject to veer off course.

“I’m surprised you consider yourself weak.”

“I wrote on my website why I do what I do. Do you not read?” he jeered.

“What part of your website are you talking about?” Alex asked.

He was either delusional, or else an elaborate liar, Casey thought, as he continued. 

"You know from my own writings that I have suffered and that I lost a good friend to drowning. I was there. She cramped up in the water, I couldn’t get to her in time. It scarred me. Now you’re probably using that against me, saying that I wanted to do the same to others.”

So now they were supposed to feel sorry for him? Casey’s mind boggled. This man was something else. He was referring to a previous drowning as an excuse for what he’d almost done.

“Where were you yesterday night?” she asked. This argument was going in circles, and she was tired of playing games. Time to find out if he had an alibi. The lack of it would count against him, and then she hoped that she’d gain the advantage in the questioning.

Mind games. Two could play them, and if he was doing it, then so was she.

“Why are you asking?” He glowered at her, his breath now coming fast. “I see what you’re doing. You’re trying to blame me, again, for something I didn’t do. I’ve been honest with you. I told you my intentions for this client.”

"I'm not blaming you for anything. The way you're talking, you're blaming yourself," Casey said firmly. "This is just strengthening the case against you if you refuse to answer a simple question. But it's your choice. If you're guilty, you can choose not to. Nobody can force you."

His voice rumbled aggressively in the room. “If you want to frame an innocent person, then so be it. I knew my approach would land me in trouble. Extreme seas take extreme strategies to fight them. And I can’t account for my time last night. Go ahead, throw the charges at me.”

“What about the evening before?” Casey said, remaining patient. Cutting through his bluster, she wanted to rule out that he could account for his time during any of the murders. After all, he’d been in the approximate area where each of them had been committed. This should now be relatively simple.

Except the next moment, it wasn’t.

“I can account for my time,” he said. “I was out on a sailboat with a few others, watching the tides and the surf patterns. We worked the whole of the afternoon. Stopped when it grew dark.”

“Whereabouts were you?”

“Now you’re still looking to find me guilty? Are you getting desperate?”

“I’m asking a simple question.” Casey was tired of his games, but inside her, she couldn’t help a flicker of dread that he was telling the truth.

He was such a strong suspect. They’d literally caught him in an irresponsible moment, putting his client’s life at risk, forcing him to stay in the sea. He had a criminal record, and he’d been in the right places at the right times. His mindset was the one they were looking for, that disregard for others’ lives, that obsession with his own agenda.

Although, maybe it wasn’t.

"Captain Hurst was the skipper. He owns a boat that's moored at the main harbor. I went out with three other people, two of them commercial divers and one a tour operator. We tracked the movements of the seas. We took note of the tides. That's what we do, it’s how we follow the ocean. The human eye can see what your fancy equipment sometimes misses.”

Disparagingly, he stared at her.

“Can you confirm that?” Casey’s mouth felt dry. 

"Of course I can, and I knew you'd ask that. Yet again, you're making me out to be a liar. You'll see the truth soon enough. You'll see that I'm the person saving others from the dangers of the sea and not putting them there."

He closed his mouth, as Casey got up and handed him his phone from the tray containing his personal equipment – phone, keys, and some cash, that had been in a waterproof inside pocket of the wetsuit.

She couldn’t believe that this wasn’t panning out. The patience she’d summoned up had been wasted. They’d spent far too long here, and gotten nowhere, because this strong suspect had a rock solid alibi for Clara Churn’s death.

There it was, on his phone, confirmed by texts, and even by a couple of shots, whose timestamps matched up, that must have been taken out on the boat.

That didn’t alter the fact he was a malicious, violent man who’d endangered his client. The client had already said he’d press charges, and Casey hoped that Vale would suffer when this went to court. He was going to be in trouble – to some extent. But he wasn’t the killer. Standing up, she walked out of the room, hearing his mocking laugh from behind her. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

As she stomped to the police station’s back office, Casey clenched her fists so hard that her nails dug into her palms. The clock was ticking, and the media conference was now just a couple of hours away.

Alex joined her there, jotting notes on his iPad. 

“That’s all set up to hand over to the team here,” he said. “They can take Howard’s charges against Vale further, and I hope these charges stick. He was going to kill him. I could see it. If you hadn’t intervened in time, he would have.”

“He’s violent and irresponsible, and I hope this creates enough bad press that people stop using him,” Casey said, although she knew that people being who they were, it might actually make him popular with the extreme thrill seekers on the peninsula. But it was better not to think about that depressing likelihood now.

"I felt as if we were on the right track," she said to Alex as they headed to the back office once again, Casey still floundering along in her too-large boots.

“I did, too. I thought we’d gotten an insight into his mind.”

They were silent for a while. Casey’s mind was racing ahead now. She wasn’t going to allow this case to defeat her. It was late afternoon now, and even if they only had a couple of hours left, a couple of hours could make or break a case. If they could get a new direction or a promising lead, it would give Chief Warren some ammunition against the barrage of criticism he would be facing.

"I was thinking back on what Vale said when he talked about previous drownings and how they had affected him," Casey said slowly. "It's given me an idea. I was wondering if this killer might have done this before."

“Drowned somebody?” Alex asked.

“Or been present and failed to help somebody who drowned. Maybe it affected him. When Vale spoke to us about his friend, it was the only time I thought he was being totally honest emotionally. That drowning did scar him – but it didn’t exactly stop him endangering others. We found him about to kill another client in the name of helping him to be safe.”

Sitting on the chair, opening her laptop, Casey felt more and more convinced that this was a possibility they hadn’t yet thought of. 

“So, we’re looking for a similar character to Vale, who was also somehow involved in earlier drownings?" Alex asked. "A drowning that was put down to natural causes and a genuine accident wouldn't have been investigated in depth."

“No, it wouldn’t.” Casey let herself think about that, calmly assessing what might have played out. 

"Maybe it was an accident, but it was one that he could have prevented but didn't. Perhaps it was a friend or a family member involved? He might even have been negligent, and let somebody drown. Then the guilt got to him, and he started becoming obsessed with killing." Thoughtfully, Alex listed the possibilities. Casey could see he was buying into her idea.

“Let’s start finding out. There will be lots of drowning reports, sure. But maybe some will raise bigger red flags when we look back at them."

Getting a grip on her impatience, Casey resigned herself to more research. There was no other way they were going to get answers now. She’d just have to do her best to speed up. 

She headed into the police archives, the cases that briefly dealt with straightforward drownings, where foul play had either not been involved, or else, ruled out.

But this wouldn’t be straightforward. Some of the cases would have been more complex. She was looking for a case that could have caused a psychotic break. Perhaps a victim that had almost been saved, and then drowned.

Riptides might also be a factor. This killer seemed to be choosing these beaches specifically. So, a drowning where a riptide was involved would be worth looking at more closely.

“You got any quick way of doing this?” she asked Alex.

He glanced up from his research. "I wish I did. I'm working on it, actually, but it'll involve taking the important key words and phrases out of each case report, and making them searchable. Right now, our only key word is 'drowning'. And it looks like there have been a few each year. So how about you do this year so far, and then going back, I take the years with odd numbers, and you take the even numbers?"

“How far back should we go?”

“At least five years?” 

“Sounds good,” she agreed. “If we don’t find anything five years back, perhaps we can even go further.”

Casey took a deep breath. She turned her gaze to the screen and promised herself that she was going to glue it there until she got results.

Then, she started her search. There wasn’t much so far this year. The sea had been cold, nobody was swimming yet, and the only drowning she found, apart from this current spree, was a fisherman who’d fallen overboard and died of what they subsequently discovered was a heart attack.

So, going back to her next allocated year, she looked carefully, starting in December and working back, month by month. Don’t miss anything, she reminded herself. Any detail could be important.

Casey also found herself having to fight off self-doubt. A little voice in her mind was telling her that this was a pointless exercise, that she'd gone off on the wrong tangent, and that she was wasting precious time.

But what other angle was there?

No, Casey berated herself. Stop having doubts, and start having some confidence in the fact that this is a damaged person, who is forcing people into the sea and then sending them out on the tide. He is on a mission, he’s not going to stop, and there has to have been a triggering factor in his past. 

He's an island local because he knows the tides so well. He knows the bodies will be taken by the riptide. There are riptides on many of the beaches, this time of the year, with the change of seasons. So he's finding victims, and he seems to be choosing a different beach each time.

He’s doing it methodically, and we can, too.

If this way doesn’t work, we’ll find another. But for now, he’s elusive, and we need to think out the box to catch him.

Was there a pattern to the beaches? She glanced at the map, but couldn’t see one. There were two on the southeast coast, one on the southwest. They were fairly close to each other, but not in proximity to each other.

So that pattern wouldn’t help her. Only the case research could find a way forward.

Finally, Casey gave herself the motivation that she knew would encourage her to press on.

Nell would like what you’re doing.

Remember when she told you about her career before Greenpoint? And being part of an understaffed squad in high-crime big cities, and how she had to put herself in the killer’s shoes to find them? And she did find them.

Channeling Nell again gave her the boost of confidence she needed. Now working much faster, she scrolled through the cases, sorted by the basic key word of ‘drowning’. 

A lot of them were clear-cut cases of misadventure, discovered after the fact, with nobody else having been present. At least she could put those aside instantly. There were a surprising number of others that were more complicated. Immediately, Casey flagged two as worth looking at more closely. 

One case, a brother and sister had been out sailing when a rogue wave had flipped the boat. The riptide had separated the two. The sister had managed to get back to shore, but the brother had been washed out to sea.

In another case, a group of friends had gone out swimming. One had gone further than the others, gotten caught in the riptide, and had disappeared. His body had never turned up. That had been before Casey joined the police here. She was looking at a case that had traumatized Greenpoint, a case that had scarred his friends and family.

Working quickly, Casey tried to get more details on these cases, only to find that neither of them panned out. The sister had moved away from the area and was now living in Canada. A social media search told her that.

As for the group of friends, there were three of them. One had died last year in a light aircraft crash, one had left the area soon afterward, and one was a doctor at the hospital. A quick phone call established that he’d been on shift yesterday, all day, and the day before. No way he could have done this.

Even so, Casey was now encouraged. She felt she was getting into the rhythm of the research, and that if she carried on this way, she was sure to find answers. All it took was checking, confirming, following up, and then going back to the start and onto the next one.

And when she saw the next one, which was at the start of the crimes going back another two years, her eyes narrowed.

Now, this was unusual. 

“Alex?” she said. “I’ve got something here. Come and look.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

In a moment, Alex was next to Casey, staring at the results of her research, as excitement surged through her.

"It's a drowning, just like we were looking for. Elaine Morrison was a swimming instructor and a gym coach. She used to swim in the ocean daily with her son, Blake. One day, she headed out too far, and she got caught in the riptide. That's the summary from the police, anyway. She was survived by her twenty year old son, who tried to rescue her, but failed. This is exactly what we’ve been looking for. Trauma, seeing a loved one die, and it could have caused a psychotic break, years down the line. This happened four years ago.”

“And how did the son take it?”

Casey scanned the report. “Police say he was traumatized by the death, that he was in a terrible state, shouting that he’d tried to save her, that he’d tried to get her back, but that she’d cramped up and was screaming in pain and the riptide had carried her out.”

Even the painstakingly written police report carried echoes of that pain, and with Harper’s murder resonating in her mind, Casey found the words difficult to read. She closed that tab. Enough was enough. It was clear that this young man could have been pushed into a psychotic break, and that a few years down the line, his broken mind had prompted him to kill.

“So he’d be twenty-four now?” Alex asked.

“Yes. I’m looking him up now.” Casey opened another tab on her laptop, keying in his name. What could they find on Blake Morrison? Where was he now?”

She let out an irritated sigh. “Alex, I’m not getting anything. I can see that he went to the local high school here. That, there’s a record of. But I don’t see anything else linked to him.”

“He finished school, and he fell off the radar?”

“That’s what it looks like. I can’t find any record of a current residential address.” Opening a new tab, Casey tried a different angle. “I also can’t find anything on social media. There’s no listed workplace.”

“No vehicle registered in his name,” Alex said, trying a different database. “Casey, this isn’t helpful. It seems as if he’s just disappeared.”

“I’m not accepting that. We need to dig deeper. Where did Elaine live? What was her address? He must have lived at home with her until this happened. Maybe the neighbors will know or remember something? Maybe they know more about where he is now?”

With a lack of any other evidence on his whereabouts, they were reduced to following a very cold trail. Icy cold. 

Did he have a bank account? Was he registered as a taxpayer? Those were also questions that might give them answers, but the problem was those questions would take time. That information would have to be submitted, and run through an official process, before they got results. Maybe the FBI could get it within a day or two. Casey guessed that if a local Greenpoint police officer asked those questions, it would take closer to a week, and there would be a lot of hoops to jump through along the way.

Speaking to the neighbors would be quicker.

“I’ve got an old address for Elaine here,” she said. “Let’s head there straight away. It’s in one of the original suburbs of Greenpoint, near a school.”

"If it's near a school, that's a hopeful sign," Alex said, closing his laptop and standing up. "It might mean that the neighbors had kids, too. Maybe one of them stayed in touch with Blake and knows where he is now."

Suddenly, from being hopeless, this case was veering back into the realms of a possible conclusion. Casey grabbed her keys and headed out, running to the car.

The sun was still blazing down, and if it weren’t for the strong wind, ripping the heat away, it would have been a lovely warm day. As it was, the temperature was bordering on unpleasant. Casey knew there would be a good few of these windy days to suffer through, before the sun did a better job, and the water warmed, and the wind finally gave way to the light summer breeze that made sailing a pleasure.

She guessed that having grown up on the peninsula with a mother who swam in the sea regularly, Blake Morrison would have had a textbook knowledge of the tides and the seasons. He knew that now, in the spring, was when the riptides were the most savage. Maybe that's why he'd chosen to do this now.

“Okay. We’re looking out for Fisherman’s Way,” Alex said. “Second road from here, go left.”

Casey followed the directions, her eyes fixed on the road, and her mind now lodged in the past, thinking of Blake Morrison, and what he’d gone through.

“Number ten. Here we are.”

She braked outside the house, exhaling deeply, and then opening the door, an instinctively placed hand already on her hat to fight the wind.

Slamming the car door, she headed up to the house.

This was one of a row of small, elderly, two story homes that were typical of the older housing on the peninsula. Newer homes were either larger and architect designed, or else smaller, square and featureless, built by developers who wanted to get maximum bang for their buck.

She liked the old homes, and she remembered that in this sort of neighborhood, everyone had known everyone else’s business. Hopefully, this would give them some insight into the case.

“So, a year after her death, the sale of this home went through,” Alex said, checking his phone. “The new owners are a Mr. and Mrs. Peters. And it doesn’t look like they’re in.”

The front door was closed, and the curtains in the front rooms were drawn. There was a carport on the side of the house – these old homes weren’t built with garages – but the carport was empty, and no cars were parked directly outside in the street.

Her guess was that the Peters were both at work. Well, this was just checking a box, she told herself. The neighbors had been the reason they’d come here, and it was more important that one of them was home.

“Left first?”

“Let’s do it,” Alex nodded.

Casey headed to the home on the left. This home had its curtains open. That was encouraging. She thought she could hear voices coming from inside, which was better still.

The front door was slightly scuffed and chipped. Casey brought the knocker down, and her eyes widened as it precipitated a wild, childish scream.

“Just wait!” A woman’s voice yelled out the word irritably. “Just wait. No, you can’t go outside.”

Casey took a step back from the door as frantically running little footsteps thundered toward it. She needed to be ready to field the little person that might shoot through the door at top speed if it was opened. Glancing at Alex, she saw he was also at the ready.

But then, the scream changed from delight – or so Casey thought – to anger. She guessed that the toddler had been scooped up on the other side, and a moment later, awkwardly, the door was opened a crack.

A tired-looking woman, with curly ginger hair, peered through the gap. The toddler, with identical ginger hair and a crimson face, was now on her hip, and he was screaming so loudly that Casey felt battered by the sound waves.

“What do you want?” the woman asked, sounding breathless and harassed.

“Police.” Casey showed her badge, which the woman barely glanced at. "Do you know who used to live in the house next door four years ago?" She pointed in its direction.

There was a pause, during which the toddler’s yells gained even more volume. Casey was beginning to feel deeply sorry for knocking on the door. This poor woman. It didn’t look like her child was going to be ready to tone it down anytime soon.

“No,” she said. Casey lip read the word over the screams. Then, during a small pause where the feisty ginger child drew breath, the harassed mother added, “We moved in three years ago.”

“Thank you,” Casey said, as the mother closed the door. The screams were still audible. Now, Casey felt really bad.

And they’d lost one chance. Time to try the house on the other side. There were no houses opposite – the homes backed onto the school playing fields. This was their last chance at finding the family that would have been closest to Elaine and Blake Morrison.

She headed that way and knocked on the door, noticing that this one was shinier, more freshly painted. Rapping the knocker, she listened out.

After a pause, a tentative voice came from the other side.

“Who’s there?” a voice asked. It belonged to a woman, and Casey’s immediate impression was that this was an older lady. That gave her hope that she might have history in the area. Maybe they were going to get lucky on this last-chance effort.

“Detectives Faith and Mercer," Casey said. "Ma'am, we'd like to ask you some questions about your former next-door neighbors."

There was a pause. Then, in a slow and deliberate way, the door was unlocked.

Casey’s guess had been right. The woman on the other side was probably in her early seventies, with a cropped head of hair that was dyed a daring bright red, and wearing a deep green tracksuit top and comfortable looking pants. 

She felt a brief flare of amusement at the fact that from the voice, she'd honestly expected a silver-haired woman in a housecoat. She needed to put those preconceptions aside. That's what Nell would have reminded her, no doubt, with a glint of humor in her eyes.

“Police? Which neighbors? What do you want to know?” she asked, her sharp gaze veering from Casey to Alex.

“Mrs. Elaine Morrison, and her son Blake,” Casey said. “We’re wanting to know more about them. Would you be able to help us?”

For a moment, the woman hesitated, and Casey saw a strange expression on her face. She could only describe it as reluctance. 

"That's a strange question to be asking so many years down the line. I guess you know what happened?" she said, her nails – painted in funky bright blue – tapping on the wooden surface of the doorframe.

“Yes. We understand that Elaine drowned in a riptide, and that Blake was orphaned at seventeen?” Casey asked.

The woman shook her head.

“That’s not all of it. Not at all. That’s only a tiny part of the Morrison’s story.”

“What’s the rest of it?” Casey asked.

“Do you need to know? I’d rather not say. It’s something I – well, even all these years later, I don’t feel comfortable speaking about it.”

That made Casey all the more eager. She had no idea what it was, but if it was making this woman nervous, four years down the line, it surely had to be important.

She was still trying to figure out what approach would work the best, when Alex, with his pitch-perfect tone, asked the favor.

“You know, we’re struggling against the clock here. There have been a series of suspicious drownings, and we’re following up on all leads. Our main aim is to make sure that nobody else is killed. This information could help us save a life.”

Sighing, the redheaded woman relented, just as Casey had known she would do when Alex worked his magic. “I don’t really want to think back to that time. But since you’re here – well, my name’s Yolande Houghton. Come on in, and I guess I can tell you the whole sad tale.”

Glancing at Alex, curiosity now flaring, Casey followed the woman inside. Despite the pressure of the case, she felt a moment of delight as she took in the eclectic décor. Bright red couches, a black and white striped rug, and vivid oil paintings in cheerful primary colors. There were a few framed photos on a side table. It looked as if Yolande’s children and grandchildren shared her adventurous tastes in hair color.

But there wasn’t time to do more than steal a glance at them, before they sat down on those crimson couches, and Yolande sighed, glancing out of the side window, from which there was a faraway view of the sea.

"Please," Casey encouraged her. "Tell us about Elaine Morrison. And even more importantly, tell us about Blake. We need to know more about what he was like and if you saw him at all after Elaine's death. Was there ever a time you saw him acting suspiciously or violently?"

Yolande’s eyes widened.

“Blake Morrison?” she asked in surprise. “That sweet, innocent young man? He had a heart of gold, and he wouldn't have harmed a fly. You clearly don't know the whole story at all. That young man never, ever deserved what she did to him.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

He had to keep looking for her. He had to keep searching. Beach by beach, hour by hour, he’d do what he needed to in order to piece together the loss he’d experienced. It was his mission, his purpose in life, and he was going to make sure that one day, he found her again.

The woman who’d loved him and ruled him and guided him through life. Her rules were harsh, but they had prepared him well for an uncaring world. She’d taught him that what happened at home, behind closed doors, stayed there. He’d learned to lock those painful memories away.

She’d taught him to live in a cupboard for what seemed like weeks, but which had ended up being days. It was all so confusing when she let him out again. Calm and loving, as if the rage he’d seen in her face had never existed, she’d seemed like the perfect mother to him again.

He began to realize that it was only those moments when they were alone, where she showed her true face to him, and he learned who she really was. And it was terrifying.

How she ranted and raved at him, how she threatened him with painful punishments – and she did those, too. She was a woman of her word. If she said she’d hurt him, then she would hurt him.

And yet, he’d loved her for it. He knew he’d needed the punishment. He wasn’t capable of controlling himself. She’d always kept him under iron discipline, under her thumb, so that he never had a chance of unleashing the person that she said he was.

And all the punishments she gave him? They had helped to restrain his character where it needed to be. He knew that he'd spend his life with her and that she would always be in control.

All the small tortures, the moments of abuse, they were nothing compared to how she helped him.

Until one day, something inside him had snapped.

How could he have lost her? It had all happened so quickly. One minute she’d been out, swimming in the sea, and he’d been with her.

The sea had been rough and troubled, and the waves had reflected his own state of mind. He’d been agitated, angry, and suddenly, he’d rebelled against the rules. He’d decided that he shouldn’t follow them anymore, that the rules were unfair. All it had taken was one angry moment, and his life had changed forever, because she had gone.

The thought had come to him so suddenly that there had been no turning back. It had been like a devil in his mind, prodding him with its pitchfork.

What would happen if you drowned her? They’d never know it was you. Her body would go out with the tide, all the way out. You know it wouldn’t come back. They wouldn’t even know you’d been with her at the time. You could slay that monster and free her from it.

He’d been unable to resist that voice. The next moment, taking a deep breath of water, he’d pulled viciously at her shoulders, and drawn her under, so that she’d disappeared and only a shower of bubbles had remained. 

Immediately, fear had filled him. Her legs had kicked out against him, powerfully, almost dislodging his grip, but he’d known that he had to hang on. It was vitally important. If he didn’t hang on now, then she would take another breath of air, and then the revenge that she’d mete out to him would be unlike anything he’d ever known.

Doggedly, he’d kept his grip. Her body had gone limp, and he’d clung on for a few seconds longer, until his own lungs were bursting.

His mind had been buzzing with the thought of what he’d done. But the next moment, guilt had filled him.

He couldn’t have done such a thing! Not him. He was meek and sweet, everyone’s favorite student, the quiet child who was never a problem at all. 

Breaking out of the water, he’d gasped for air, his entire body begging for oxygen. And as the air had rushed into his lungs, he’d realized that it hadn’t been him at all.

He hadn’t done it. He’d tried to save her. Never, ever would he have attempted to kill her. He’d struggled to bring her back as she’d fought the riptide, and he’d failed.

By the time he’d gotten back to shore, the story had been so clear in his mind that there had never been an alternative way.

It had always been his mother, and the cruel tide, and his own valiant efforts to save her.

He'd shut the memories away behind a wall in his mind, and they'd stayed there for years. But when he'd come back to go through her things, those memories had all leaked out again. Guilt had filled him at what he'd done, even though his mind was imploring him that he'd done nothing at all, and that he'd tried to save her.

It was then that he realized maybe he could bring her back.

Maybe the riptide would release her to him again?

He smiled, as he thought about his efforts, and how much he’d strived to do what was right, to create the scenario where the sea would bring her back again.

But every time he saw a woman that he thought was his mother, she turned into a monster before his eyes, and there was nothing for it but to set her out to sea on the riptide, and try again.

He needed to be patient and remember what she looked like, and perhaps this time, when he searched, he would find her at last. He’d decided he was going to do it a different way. It would be better, because he’d already heard the police warnings on the local news, and he knew that people would be scared. It wouldn’t be easy to find her roaming there, unless he lured her out. 

You can do it, he told himself. You’ll be able to do what you need to.

Maybe this time, the fourth time, would be the charm.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

“You have no idea what it was like,” Yolande confessed as Casey listened intently, “to be their neighbor. Because Elaine was totally mad.”

The spry redhead spoke with conviction in her tone, causing Casey to glance uneasily at Alex.

“What do you mean by that?” she asked.

Yolande was perched on the edge of her red couch, her arms wrapped around her knees. The stance looked protective, and Casey wondered if she was subconsciously harking back to how she’d felt when Elaine and Blake Morrison had lived next door.

“Well,” Yolande said, “she would be all happy and smiling the one minute. And the next, she’d be like a snake. Hissing in your ear, threatening that if you didn’t make right whatever she thought you’d done wrong, you’d pay for it. She was a disturbed woman. Maybe she was psychotic. All I knew was that it was better to avoid her and keep out of her way, and not to have any confrontations with her. Goodness me, I felt so sorry for her students. I think most of them must have been in a state of fear. That’s all I can think of. I don’t know why she wasn’t reported for her conduct, but maybe that was why. Sometimes, in the house, I used to hear her screaming at him. Screaming! And the worst of it was that I didn’t dare to tell the police. I was too worried about what she’d do to him – and never mind that, what she’d do to me, too. I had the feeling she would make good on her threats, and I had a husband I loved, and a dog and a cat. I couldn’t risk harm to any of my family.”

The puzzle pieces were starting to fit together. A domineering mother with a loose grasp on sanity, and a son who had suffered the brunt of this abuse, and who might also have had an undiagnosed hereditary condition himself.

A son.

The parallels to Harper’s murder were uncanny. Pushing that thought aside, she questioned Yolande further.

“Did you see Blake at all, after Elaine’s drowning?”

"He left the area. At least, I think so because I didn't see him around for more than a couple of days afterward, and the house stood empty for a long time. I always thought it was a pity, that sweet, quiet little boy – well, he was a young man by the time she died, wasn't he? I'd never really spoken to him, because of his mother, but I thought to myself that I should make the effort, go over there, reach out to him and make sure he was okay."

“That was a kind thought,” Casey encouraged her.

"I wish I'd been able to do it. I always regret that I didn't make the time. And I wish I'd found out where he went, but you know, life happened. My husband got very ill, I was preoccupied with his health. I don’t know if Blake had any close relatives?”

“Did you see anybody?”

Yolande shook her head. "The only thing I saw was that Elaine's house got packed up. I saw the truck outside a couple of weeks later, so I guess somebody would have organized that, but I didn't see Blake there."

The house, packed up? Where had those belongings gone? Was this going to be a way of tracing him?

“Did you notice the removal van? Was there a name on it?” She didn’t know how far this woman’s memory would go, but there was no harm in asking.

And this time, Casey got lucky, because Yolande nodded.

“Now you mention it, I did remember the name. Greenpoint Removals. I used them before now, to pack up my husband’s office. They’ve been around here and operating forever. So yes, they were the ones who saw to that.”

Casey had an idea, and it was starting to make sense to her now.

Maybe Blake Morrison had left the area after his mother's death, and it had taken him a while to return. Perhaps he'd run short of money and come back to pack up the contents of the home and sell them. Or maybe he hadn't been able to bring himself to come back until now.

Either way, if he’d been so abused as a child – even though Casey had questions about that death, and wasn’t sure it was a genuine drowning – then unpacking the belongings in storage could easily have triggered the desire to kill. Suppressed emotions would have flared. This young man could have tipped over into murder after confronting those memories again.

The removal company might know more. One step at a time, they could follow the breadcrumb trail.

“Anything else you remember?” Alex asked, but the redheaded woman shook her head. 

“Why are you asking all of this?” she asked curiously.

Casey shook her head. Now wasn’t the time.

“It’s a confidential matter, but you’ve been very helpful,” she said.

“Well, I’m glad of that.”

Yolande still looked curious as she and Alex hustled out.

The oldest and best-established removal company on the peninsula had cleared out Elaine Morrison’s house.

And they might be the quickest route to finding out where Blake was.

As they hustled down the garden path, Casey bracing herself once more against the wind, she realized that she and Alex weren’t going to agree on this.

"Casey, I'm not sure this is going to work," Alex said. "We don't even know for sure that Elaine's death is related to these murders. I think we should go back to the drawing board and see if there's a stronger link."

It didn’t help Casey, at all, that he was voicing her uncertainties about the case, too. Then, he added, “You know, you could be more focused on this because of the similarities with your sister’s case.”

Now thoroughly triggered as she scrambled into the car, Casey turned to face him, defensiveness surging. 

“I can’t help it if there are parallels with Harper’s case,” she retorted, hearing the anger in her own voice. “It just so happens that both of the criminals are young men. Well, you know, that’s not exactly a small section of the population when it comes to committing crimes, and there are differences, too. This guy, Blake, was clearly abused. You can’t say that Kevin was. There wasn’t a hint of abuse from across the road. We never heard a thing. Those parents were gentle. They weren’t a monster like Elaine.”

“Okay, okay, I understand.” Alex was backtracking now, but Casey wanted to drive home her point more forcefully anyway.

“How far back in time do you want to go? That’s the first case we found that had the right parallels. We could keep looking, but it doesn’t make sense to do that until we’ve totally ruled this out. And that means seeing if we can find Blake Morrison.”

Alex stared at her, eyes narrowed, lips tight.

She was worried that she’d caused a fight to flare up between them. What if this was now the single moment that damaged their partnership forever? She wasn’t the best at relationships. What she’d said now, in that angry tone, could have caused harm.

But then, to her surprise, Alex nodded.

“Casey, you’re right. I’m just so wound up about the timing, and this press conference, that I’m not seeing it clearly. I feel like the pressure is causing me to make bad calls here.”

She nodded. The pressure was affecting her too. She couldn’t lie about that.

“We just have to push on,” she said. “The removals company isn’t far away. We can go there, see if we can find out more, and then rethink. At least it’ll be a quick trip. Going back into that database and carrying on scrolling through those case files is going to be far longer.”

“It is,” he said. “So let’s get going.”

But, as she turned to grab her seatbelt, ready to snap it into place before hitting the gas, Casey saw that flicker of movement again.

It was coming from across the road, from behind one of the trees that lined the sports field.

She wasn’t letting it go this time. Someone was watching her, someone was following her, and now, she was certain it was related to this case.

Everything seemed to hang in the balance. The need to get to the removals company, the pressure to find out where Blake Morrison was now, but over and above that, in Casey’s mind, was the imperative to find out who this was. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

“I’ve seen that lurker again,” Casey said to Alex. “And I’m going to chase him. Now.”

Casey had time only to hear Alex’s startled, “What?” before she burst out of the car, sprinting across the road toward that thick, dark bank of trees.

Almost immediately, she realized this was a terrible idea. Mainly because of her boots.

With her toes curled up in them as she’d marched across the road to interrogate Yolande, she’d forgotten exactly how loose and unstable these borrowed boots were. Her feet were flapping around inside them, and the boots were landing at a different time and angle from her actual soles. 

The man, meanwhile, had vanished. She’d caught a glimpse of movement as he’d moved sharply left, darting through the trees as if he’d planned his route and was now simply following through on a strategy.

Even so, Casey gave it her all. Was she going to let boots stop her? No way. She could scrunch up her toes at a run. Sort of. She could keep these oversized snowshoes under control. She’d done worse in the desert. Much worse. Just none of it involving inappropriately sized footwear.

Storming across the road, she was impressed by her own speed as she launched off the blacktop, landing on the softer grass, already finding the next step, knowing the route she needed to take.

Unfortunately, running over uneven ground was so much harder than running over straight, flat tarmac.

Bursting through the trees, stumbling over nothing more than her awkwardly angled boot, Casey stared in the direction he’d disappeared.

Nothing there. He’d gone into the thicket of trees, and although her adrenaline was surging, she realized that she couldn’t go after him. Not with her current footwear.

If this was the killer, she’d need to find him another way.

Now, though, the knowledge that she was being watched was burning inside her. Had this man really been tracking them all this time, all the way to the door of his old home? There was something calculated and intensely evil about those actions. She thought so, anyway.

But he’d gone. She’d failed, and he’d gone, and now she needed to stop delaying the investigation. Letting out a sigh, she trudged back across the road.

Alex was standing and watching her, leaning against the car with his arms folded, his demeanor reminding her of a disapproving parent.

“What was that about?” he said.

“I told you.” Scrunching up her toes again, which were now aching, Casey stomped over to the car.

“You didn’t tell me a thing. You were watching the window, and you gabbled something out as I was texting an update to Warren, and the next thing I knew, you’d gone.”

She got in the car. Slammed the door.

“It was that man again. The one who’s been watching me. I saw him. But he’s so elusive, and I couldn’t chase him because of my boots.”

She shunted her unwieldy footwear onto the gas pedal and started up the car.

“That’s disturbing,” Alex said. “I’m sorry I didn’t try to help. I was about to start following you, but then I saw you slowing down.”

“I lost him almost immediately,” Casey confessed. “I really don’t like this. It must be this killer, who else could it be? The fact that he’s so sharp, and he’s tracking us so closely, is just so damn worrying.”

“You’re right there. It is. I guess at least if he’s following us, he can’t also be looking for his next victim,” Alex suggested in reasonable tones. “He can’t do both. So maybe, if he’s distracted by trying to keep an eye on us, it’ll work to our advantage.”

“I guess so. I don’t like it, though. It feels too – too practiced. Too slick.”

“You’re right about that,” Alex admitted.

“Let’s go talk to the removal company.”

Casey wasn't used to feeling as if she had the creeps while she was driving around the peninsula. But, as they headed inland to the industrial area close to the pathology lab, she realized that she was continually checking her mirrors, watching her back. 

Whoever this person was, they’d gotten inside her head. And she didn’t like it at all.

 

***

 

Greenpoint Removals was located in a big warehouse, between a car repair company, and a furniture manufacturing firm. The warehouse was side by side with a row of self-storage units. It was strange that such a bland commercial looking area could be anywhere in this peninsula, Casey thought. It felt incongruous. The industrial area had exploded in size since she'd last been around this side of it before she'd left to join the Army. She remembered some vacant land behind the commercial area that they'd used to play baseball as kids.

Now, it was covered by warehouses.

She stopped outside the Greenpoint Removals logo. She and Alex got out of the car and Casey couldn’t help looking around her suspiciously before they headed in. She saw Alex staring at her in a way that told her he’d noticed.

For now, though, they had to push on. No time to discuss this.

She headed to the lobby, opened the steel door which stood ajar, and headed inside.

A woman in a gray smock was standing at the reception area. With her head bowed, she was sorting through a number of long, narrow printed invoices, occasionally taking one out of the main pile, and putting it into one of a few side piles.

When the door banged shut, and Casey and Alex walked across the concrete floor, she looked up, her gaze sharpening immediately.

“Afternoon. Can I help?”

Even though the police had walked in, Casey thought she detected a smidgeon of relief in the woman’s face as she abandoned her paper sorting task.

“Detectives Faith and Mercer,” Casey introduced them. “Ma’am, we need some urgent information on one of your previous clients. We’re here at a critical moment in a case.”

She hoped that this would put pressure on the receptionist, making her less inclined to refer the matter to a higher authority, like her boss. This killer struck in the late afternoons or evenings and every minute that ticked by, came closer to that time again.

“What information is that?”

“It’s simple,” Alex said. “You cleared out a house about four years ago, belonging to a Mrs. Elaine Morrison.”

“Four years ago?” She blinked at Alex in confusion, as if wondering why a job from four years ago was suddenly so urgent now.

Casey hastened to explain.

“We need to know if you took the items into storage, and if the unit was accessed recently,” she said. 

“That, I can check for you,” she said, before adding in more dubious tones, “I suppose.”

“That would be so helpful of you.” Alex stepped forward, making eye contact, and Casey knew that he was the best person to convince this receptionist. She stayed back, not interfering, letting Alex establish a rapport with her.

“Do you have the information on your computer?” he asked, as she turned toward the keyboard.

“We have the basic info. I’d need to get authorization to look into the actual records. I’m not sure I should be doing this without speaking to my boss,” she said.

“The basic info will be fine for a start. That’s so helpful of you,” Alex encouraged.

That got her conflicted. She stared at Alex, looked at the keyboard, and then Casey could watch her decide that the easiest way out would be to give the police the basic information that they needed.

“That home’s contents were kept in our storage section,” she said. She glanced up at Alex. “And I see it was cleared out recently, in fact, just a couple of weeks ago.”

Casey tensed. Her instinct was to storm around that desk and look at the records. Was there an address for the person who’d cleared it out? That would be a huge lead for them. But Alex was holding his nerve and taking it slower.

“Is it unusual for a home’s contents to be in storage for so long? he asked.

“Fairly unusual. We’ve had contents stored for ten years or more, though. It all depends on what happens. Sometimes, life happens,” she said.

“It was her son who claimed the contents, wasn’t it? That’s the information we have?” Alex glanced at his iPad, doing his best to reassure this woman that she wasn’t telling the police anything they didn’t already know.

“Yes. That was him. He came in personally. His name is Blake.”

“Blake. He’s a tall man, right?” Casey hoped that by dangling a random fact in front of her, she might be tempted to either confirm or correct it with additional information.

“He was tall, yes. With brown hair and eyes. We have camera footage, but it’s held by the security company and my boss would need to release it.” She glanced at the discreet eye of the camera behind the reception desk. “He was no problem, though. Very polite, he paid for the storage, there were no issues. Do you have an issue with him?”

Anxiously, she stared at them.

“We need to speak to him urgently,” Alex said in his easy way. “Did he give you his home address?”

“He gave us a delivery address, yes. I don’t know if I’m authorized to tell you, though.”

Now, at the worst possible time, she was hesitating again. They were one jump away from finding the killer, and Casey was one twitch of the arms away from leaping over the counter and taking a look for herself.

“It’s really no problem, ma’am. It’ll be far more inconvenient for us to come back with a whole team, and a warrant, and a subpoena. That could really hold things up, you know.”

Again, Alex’s cool head won the day. 

The receptionist nodded. "I guess I can tell you then. The belongings were shipped just two weeks ago to an address on the other side of the peninsula. Number two, Cradock Drive.”

“Thanks,” Alex said casually. “Anything else that you have? You got a contact number for him?”

She didn't like this, Casey could see. But she was committed now. She read out the number, and Casey felt a mixture of triumph and deep relief. They had what they needed now to find this man.

The only problem was time.

As they rushed out of the warehouse, Alex was already keying the address and the phone number into his phone, with a frown on his face.

“Okay, we have a problem,” he said, as Casey crinkled up her toes again to stop her shoes from shuffling. At this rate, she’d have blisters before the day was out. There hadn’t been a moment since they’d interrogated Vale to try to switch out her shoes for a better-fitting pair.

That word ‘problem’ drove her boot issues right out of her mind.

“What do you mean, a problem? What problem?” she asked.

“Firstly, I’ve just used my app, the one that tells me if a phone number is currently on the network,” he said, climbing in and slamming the door.

“And?” she asked.

"And that number is not on the network. The phone's turned off. Maybe it was even a burner. A guy like this, if he's the murderer we're looking for, he's going to cover his tracks. He's come back to Greenpoint to do a whole series of killings. It's related to his mother somehow, sure, and he's far from sane, but that doesn't mean he's stupid. You get me?"

“So we go to his house.”

Alex’s voice was hard.

“I attended a callout near there just a couple of weeks ago. Maybe even a few days before all this furniture arrived. Casey, that is not a residential area. It’s small storage units, just the same as the ones next to the warehouse. He probably just moved them there so that he could look at them somewhere more private.”

“So it’s not a house?” It was strange to Casey that Alex knew that part of the peninsula, which had undergone a lot of change and development recently, better than she did.

And this news was a bombshell.

“He might be there,” she said.

“Sure,” Alex agreed. “He might be there. It’s all the way on the other side of Greenpoint, though. It’s going to take us half an hour at the earliest to get there. What if he’s not there? We still don’t know where he lives.” He got on the radio, issuing urgent instructions, repeating the address.

“Okay. We’ve got the closest patrol vehicle heading to that warehouse. They’ll be there in ten minutes. I’ve warned them that the suspect might be armed and dangerous, so they’ll be ready. If he’s there, they’ll pick him up quicker than we can. But what if he’s not there?”

Campsite, caravan park. Casey’s mind was circling around again to the thoughts she’d had earlier, only this time, they were tainted with desperation.

They knew so much about this man, but they didn’t know enough. He’d managed to stay ahead of them so far, and they would catch up with him in a couple of days if they staked out that warehouse and continued tracking his phone.

But in a couple of days, more people would have died. Whatever his agenda was, he wasn’t slowing down. They could not afford to have more deaths. 

“There has to be another way,” she said.

“What other way? What have we missed?” Alex’s voice was edged with tension, just like hers.

“I don’t know what we’ve missed.” Now, Casey was the one fighting to stay calm, to keep things from erupting. “All I know is that we have new information. And when you have new information, you recalibrate. We now know where he used to live. We know where the furniture is stored. It’s not much, but it’s something. Maybe it’s enough to allow us to figure out where his next hunting ground would be.”

Alex turned to his laptop bag. Rummaging inside, he pulled out a map of the peninsula. Unfolding it, he spread it over the steering wheel, grabbing the other side to hold it steady, and taking a pen from his bag.

“Good old pen and paper,” he said. “So now, with this new information, what do we know that we didn’t pick up before?”

Casey stared at the map, picking out the two points that they now knew – his old home address, and the warehouse where he now was. The murder sites on this map were already highlighted. All that was left was to see if she could find a pattern, some method to what they had so far.

“I don’t see a pattern,” Alex said, sounding disappointed.

She saw nothing. Her mind was telling her that this was random, that there were too many beaches that had strong riptides, that there was no visual association to be seen.

You don’t do that, Casey told herself. Giving up is not an option. If there's anyone who can solve this, it's you. You have the local knowledge he does. You went swimming on these beaches as a kid, and you know where the strongest rips are, just the same way he does. Now, use what you know. Use it!

She stared at it again, one last time, unwilling to give up. This time, she tried to look at things a different way. Casey added in a different element. Not looking at the beach where Elaine Morrison had drowned, but looking at the one where the report had said her body had washed up, carried by the tide. And finally, she saw something.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Casey was on a knife edge of tension as she stared at the map, double-checking the calculations she'd made, making sure that she'd gotten the beaches right. There were two close to each other. One was calm all year round, and the other one had seriously vicious tides.

“How did you figure it out?” Alex asked.

Casey let out a breath.

“We overlooked something obvious,” she said. 

“What’s that?” Alex asked.

“We looked at the beach where the drowning happened. The one that was mentioned in the case file. Right?”

“Correct,” Alex said. “That’s what we plotted on the map. But it doesn’t seem to align with any of the others in terms of the location.”

“It’s because we looked in the wrong place,” Casey said. Now, at last, she realized. “We looked at the beach where they were swimming at the time. The location of that beach doesn’t make any logical sense compared to the others.”

She moved the map, pointing at a new location.

“But I remember, in the case file, it briefly mentioned where Elaine’s body was found. They didn’t make a big mention of it, because where the body was lost, where she went missing, was where they focused. Then, the body was found in an unexpected location due to that strong spring riptide. She washed up a day later, here.”

Casey pointed to the spot on the map.

“That’s the beach where the very first victim, Honey Crewe, went missing. And it’s the same one where Elaine’s body washed up.” Wondering if Alex would accept a theory that sounded borderline crazy – but which made sense in a strange way – she asked him, “What if he went to that beach to look for her, and when he realized that this swimmer wasn’t her, he drowned her again?”

Alex stared at her, looking alarmed. 

“So he’s delusional?”

“He’s suffered a lifetime of serious abuse from his mother, and he might have inherited whatever condition she has. One thing we can say for sure is that he’s not normal. He’s operating according to his own logic, though. And if we take that as the starting point, he’s then going to the closest beaches on either side. The next exposed beach on the left is where Clara was taken from. Then he moved to the next beach on the right.” She drew in a deep breath. “It makes sense, to me, that he’s looking for his mother.”

She was silent for a while, as Alex took this in. Then he nodded.

“Yup. That makes sense. Once you plot the starting point where her body washed up, there’s a pattern to it. That means he might be there or there. Depending on which side he tries next. He might go east, or west."

Casey’s mind surged with the possibilities. They could put police roadblocks at the entrance to these two beaches. They could issue an urgent warning to residents and hotels in the area. That would buy them some time to hunt for him, and in the meantime, Chief Warren could announce, at the media conference, that they had found a very strong lead, and that it was likely this killer would be arrested in the next few hours.

They had the edge, and if they moved fast, then they could get ahead.

Except there was something in Alex’s face she wasn’t liking, as her partner read the map, staring from each of the sites, to another set of data that she couldn’t see, but which he’d called up on his phone.

In a voice now taut with strain, he said, “We don’t have time, Casey. We don’t have any time. Because if you look at this table here, he’s most likely taking his victims just before the peak outgoing riptides. Look here. Wendy’s timing is the most accurate one we have, because of her check-in at the hotel, but we can assess Honey’s, too. That’s what he’s doing. He’s watching the tide coming in, and then he’s taking them before it goes out again. Maybe he thinks the tide brings his mother in?”

Casey swallowed.

The peak tide, on both beaches, was just minutes away.

This was now beyond urgent. It was a code red emergency. 

“We need to get people on both these beaches. Now,” she said. “It’s going to be the only way to stop him.”

“Casey, that’s going to be impossible. In a matter of minutes? Both those beaches? We only have one car between us, and at least one of the available patrol vehicles is now on the other side of the peninsula, checking that warehouse.”

“We have to make it happen. What can we do? Call in. See who’s available.”

“Okay.” Alex was on his radio, the urgency in his voice crackling over the airwaves. “Harbor Patrol. Do we have any boats close to Shell Beach and Surfer’s Line?”

“Closest boat is ten minutes away,” the reply came back.

“Which one are they closest to?” 

“Shell Beach.”

"Okay. They need to get there as fast as possible. We need a patrol vehicle to that location, also . Anyone available?”

“Seven minutes,” a voice crackled over the radio.

Alex turned to Casey. “Then that beach is covered as best we can do, and we’ll go to Surfer’s Line.”

Surfer’s Line was just around the corner of the rocky outcrop, a couple of miles away by road. That was the good part. The bad part was that it was a long beach. A wide expanse of sand, separated by a couple of rocky outcrops. There were a few hotels across the road from it.

She floored the gas, speeding along the road. Veered into the beach’s parking lot. The tide was about to turn. He might be here, now.

“We need to split up,” she said. “This beach is wide. You go down to the left, and I’ll head right?”

Alex nodded. “We need to check the water, as well. Could be he swims in, using the tides to get here and to leave.”

It was a cloudy evening, and the sky was darkening. Thick clouds were gusting in with the wind, heralding the start of another cold front before winter released its grip. The sea was churned into waves, and fine gusts of sand were eddying up from the beach, scooped up by the gale as it passed.

There were a few people on the beach, Casey saw to her despair. There were even one or two on the pier. As the evening darkened, people had clearly decided to go out for a walk, despite the wind and the warnings. Maybe the thought of tomorrow’s bleaker forecast had motivated them to make the most of today.

As she walked, treading along the paved walkway that ran alongside the beach, she scrutinized each person closely. Who were they? Were they prey, or the predator. Was Blake Morrison going to change his MO, knowing that the police were tracking him?

If she saw him, would she recognize him again as the man she'd briefly glimpsed watching her earlier?

The worst of it was that with the cloud was blotting out the light. It was already much darker than it should have been at six p.m. The figures on the beach were difficult to make out. That was a woman, there, dressed in jeans and a jacket, strolling along the boardwalk with her hands in her pockets.

Approaching her, Casey gave an urgent warning.

“Ma’am, it’s not safe here. Please head inside. We’ve had a warning about a criminal at large on the beach. Please, go back home.”

The woman gave her a doubtful look. One less potential prey, Casey thought, as she turned and walked up the paved path, crossing the road to the hotel.

A man on his own was standing in the distance, looking out over the sea. Casey headed his way, walking fast.

“Sir?” she called to him. “Sir, can you come here, please?”

He turned and looked at her, and immediately, she saw this wasn’t the man she wanted. He was older, in his forties, wearing a dark green coat and with a genial expression on his face, that turned to surprise as he heard Casey’s tone.

"Sir, please, can you leave the beach," she said. "There's a police operation underway at the moment. We are clearing the beach. Please come back tomorrow."

Giving her a surprised look, he turned and walked away.

Who else was around?

There was a couple at the end of the pier. The man was pointing to something on the horizon, and the woman was nodding, peering into the distance at what Casey saw were the faint lights of a ship. Her gaze moved on as she strode past, now focused on the figure right at the end of the beach. Who was that? Would they be the man she was looking for – or a vulnerable woman who needed to go back inside?

But as she strode on, leaving the pier behind her, Casey felt a sudden pang.

Nell’s words came back to her, clear and urgent.

“Don’t let yourself think too narrowly in a situation, Casey. Always consider all the options, and remember that criminals can be like shape shifters. They can do whatever it takes to hide.”

Narrow thinking. She was on the lookout for people on their own. 

But what if the killer had anticipated this? 

What if he’d presented himself as an amiable man, out for a walk, and ready to offer company to a woman on her own? From what the neighbor had said, Blake Morrison was a presentable young man who’d been inoffensive in his demeanor and nonthreatening, until he struck.

He could have done that. Walking with somebody would be the very best way to ensure that he didn’t get caught.

Casey turned back. It was almost fully dark. 

But, straining her eyes into the gloom, she saw that the couple at the end of the pier had vanished.

It was as if they had simply disappeared.

No way. That was impossible. There hadn’t been time for them to walk back along the pier, and that meant there was only one place they could have gone.

Into the water.

He’d struck again, camouflaging himself, taking a victim literally in front of her eyes.

Swearing under her breath, Casey turned back, heading for the pier at a run.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

As she sprinted toward the wooden boards of the pier, Casey got on the radio.

"He's on the pier. He had someone with him, and he took her over the side. Get back up here. Now.”

Urgency flared inside her as her boots hit the boards. She raced along, her shoes thudding, heading for the end of the pier as fast as she could. She’d be glad to get these boots off. That was about the only advantage of this perilous situation. Already, she’d been in the water once today, and the cold still seemed to be chilling her bones.

Nothing for it. She was going to have to go in again.

The water was inky and impenetrable, and she couldn’t see a sign of anyone. But he was there, she knew it. A breaking wave smashed against the pier, showering her with spray, but the backwash was stronger as the sea churned out again, drawn by the changing tide.

With her boots removed, Casey took one last look. Could she see him anywhere, now that the wave had gone?

There. The tiniest break in the water provided a guide, and she didn’t hesitate. She leaped into the water, bracing herself for the shock of the cold, as it enfolded her.

The chill almost took her breath away, and she had to stop herself from gasping involuntarily. It was dark, the sea was churning, and there was a surprisingly strong current that she could feel immediately, tugging at her.

Even though the tide was turning and starting to head out, the restless waters meant that there was a real danger of being flung into the pier’s concrete supports, which she could barely see in the black waters as she struggled to orient herself.

This way. This was where she needed to go. She’d seen the edge of a shape in the other direction, further out. It was him, and he was swimming hard.

As she peered into the gloom, the hazy figure ahead of her made sense. It was a man, and he was holding another struggling figure under her arms.

He’d gotten her. He was pulling her out to sea, and Casey might already be too late.

Kicking forward, trying her best to slice through the buffeting waters, Casey lunged with her arm, grasping something. Her fingers brushed it, and she managed to hold on, and she realized it was the trailing ankle of the victim herself.

She tugged at it with all her might, hoping that she’d manage to jerk the woman out of her captor’s grasp. She didn’t, but it did mean that she pulled herself forward, close enough to be in contact with the killer himself.

His hand was welded to the woman’s shoulder, but Casey grabbed his arm as hard as she could. She could feel a neoprene layer under the cloth of his shirt. He’d worn a wetsuit, concealed by normal clothing. That was how he’d disguised himself, making sure he could survive in these waters.

Neoprene or not, she was going to break his hold on this captive, while the woman still had a chance of breathing.

She wrenched at his wrist, using the grip that her combat instructor had taught her. Hit the right pressure point, and you will cause pain. Even with a neoprene layer between her and him, Casey knew she could do damage. Turning her fingers into a spear, she dug them into the point she needed, and felt him flinch.

He lost hold of her. In the turbulent, dark water, Casey knew that her priority was to get this woman free. She had to give her the chance of reaching the surface, before her air ran out. Now she was sideways onto them – she thought, at least. She'd gotten one of his arms away from her. Now for the other. 

Wrenching at it with all her force, Casey tried her utmost to pry this man’s fingers away. He was clinging on, holding onto the woman’s jacket with a desperate grasp, but she kicked out savagely, bashing the inside of his thigh as she wrenched at his other wrist. 

The double assault, the push and pull, combined with the pain of her combat hold, did what she’d been praying it would.

His grasp loosened and his fingers broke free. With a desperate kick, the woman was gone, floating upward. Casey had one of Blake Morrison’s arms in her own. He grabbed for the woman’s leg, missed, and she was gone. Casey had no idea if she’d make it to the surface or not. If she did, Alex should be on the scene at any moment. 

Now, she had a different job – to get the killer himself.

Her lungs were already burning. At a disadvantage here, since he had a wetsuit and she had nothing but a police jacket and pants, already heavy with water, she dug her fingers in harder. Right now, her main objective was to buy time. Time for the victim to get to the surface and save herself, and for Alex to rush to the pier, and for help to arrive. Then, Casey would have to strike out for the surface, too. She couldn't stay under much longer. She'd have to get up, get air, and then go in again with backup. With the harbor patrol on the way and more police arriving, he wouldn't get far. At any rate, she hoped so.

But then, as Casey adjusted her grip, her lungs burning, this killer did something that she hadn’t anticipated.

His other hand lashed out, he grasped her shoulder, and with a vicious strength that she hadn’t expected, he dove deeper, pulling her far under the water.

Shock filled Casey, as the cold, churning sea grew darker. Her air was about to run out. Her lungs were convulsing with the need to draw breath, and she had to clamp her lips together to stop herself gasping.

Too late for self recrimination. She should have seen this coming. With his original prey ripped from his hands, he’d simply gone for her instead. His grip was tight and desperate, his fingers welded to the fabric of her jacket.

She kicked hard, struggled against him, her hand slipping off his neoprene suit. In her fingers, she managed to snag a strand of his hair, but it ripped out of his head, leaving her with nothing.

Casey had really thought she’d had the advantage here. That she’d been the one in control. It had taken only one moment for him to gain the element of surprise.

Turning, she fought again, but now his hand was biting into her wrist, and he’d found her nerve center, digging his own nails in so that the nerve center flared with a paralyzing pain.

It was almost as painful as her lungs. He must be short of breath, too, but she knew that this man could have developed the stamina he needed to go without air for longer periods. He’d be able to outlast her. This was his environment, not hers. And he was winning the fight. She could feel the darkness surging in, and the overwhelming need to take a breath was like a scream.

With the last of her strength, she managed to wrench her wrist away from him, twisting her arm so violently that the pain shot all the way up into her shoulder. He still had hold of her jacket, his grip dragging her right arm back so that she couldn’t go for her gun. Not that she rated her chances anyway, firing in the dark and at a target who was now mostly behind her.

Plus, he was lethally fast. In these conditions, she didn’t want the gun ripped from her own hand.

It felt as if she was mired in blackness now, the last of the oxygen in her lungs ebbing, weakness suffusing her. She felt the pull and surge of the tide, carrying them out. Just now, she’d be caught in that rip. 

Fight, Casey told herself. Fight.

He has your jacket. So get out of it. Leave it behind.

Instead of trying to fight him, Casey changed strategy, her chest now convulsing, knowing that only moments remained before she’d lose this battle forever. Instead of clawing at his arm, hitting nothing but neoprene, she went for the zipper of her loaner jacket.

It was too big. And that was a huge advantage for her now. Her earlier struggle in the water might just have saved her life, because this borrowed jacket was loose in the shoulders, and when she arched her arms backward, she was able to surge forward, tugging free of the garment, his own grip on it making it even easier for her to leave it behind.

She sensed that he made a desperate grab for her leg as she kicked forward, flailing now, every fiber in her body longing for air, not knowing if she’d have the chance to break the surface before she had to breathe.

The light above her turned from dark to deep to gray, and then, she was spearing through the churning foam and she was sobbing in a breath of air that she’d never believed she’d be able to take.

Hyperventilating to get in as much air as possible, she got her bearings, shocked by how far out she’d come while in that underwater battle. She gulped in air, because he was still down there, and at any moment, he’d break the surface. She needed to be ready for him. 

Treading water in the surging waves, Casey was alerted by a splash to her right. From the pier. There were gleaming flashlights now, their beams criss-crossing through the darkness.

She waved an arm as high as she could.

“Here! Here!”

Alex was swimming powerfully toward her. Feeling lightheaded as fresh oxygen flooded her veins, Casey yelled to him. “Here! I’m going to find him!”

She was shuddering with cold, and the thought of going under the water again, being without air for another endless time, was terrifying, but Casey didn’t give herself the chance to be scared. 

She plunged under the water, staring through the grayness as best she could, searching for the man that she knew was waiting.

Or was he?

Her leg kicked against something solid, and she jackknifed down, plunging deeper, grabbing for what she’d felt.

It was his arm.

As she grabbed it, she felt it move. And it grabbed her back. 

Her mind reeled. This man’s underwater endurance was phenomenal. The earlier struggle seemed to have taken eons, though it was probably only a minute – but she’d come up for air again and he was still lurking. Still waiting, and with enough steely strength to pin her.

It was the stuff of nightmares. Casey’s instinct was to pull away again, but as she gathered her strength, with a flurry of motion in the water, another figure appeared.

Alex.

She pointed down. He dove deep. And, as he grasped the other arm of Casey’s relentless attacker, and began swimming up, she kicked as hard as she could. Gaining momentum, she felt the pull of the tide lessen. They had managed to swim out of the rip, and more help was at hand.

They were going to do it. Together, they were going to drag him to the surface, and this delusional man would finally pay for his crimes.

 

***

 

“You know,” Casey said, “I never knew the meaning of ‘cold to the bone until I got out of that water.” She took a deep breath, her hands wrapped around her coffee cup. “And I never knew the meaning of relief until I saw you coming in to help.”

She and Alex were sitting side by side on her couch in her cottage. Casey's hair was dry, and she was wearing a pair of her own tracksuit pants, and the biggest, fluffiest, most shapeless sweater she owned. The heater was on, and they were now on their second cup of coffee each.

A pizza delivery was due to arrive any minute.

“I’m so glad we were able to rescue that woman,” Alex said with feeling.

When the shivering, spluttering victim had been debriefed, she’d explained that Blake Morrison had in fact befriended her, in the lobby of the hotel, saying that he’d walk with her if she wanted to stroll down to the beach, so that she didn’t feel unsafe. He’d come across as quiet, polite and gentlemanly. She hadn’t suspected a thing, until he’d looked into her eyes while they were standing at the end of the pier, and asked her, in an eerily intense voice, “Is it you?” 

A moment later, the thirty year old businesswoman had described, in a shaking voice, how she’d seen the rage flare in his eyes.

Then, with abrupt strength, he’d shoved her over the railing, dived in after her, and pulled her under.

Thanks to Casey’s rescue, the woman had enough air left to get to the surface – just.

“He looked like part of a couple. I would never have guessed it was him, if I hadn’t thought back to what his neighbor told us about that sweet, well spoken young man. He waited until I was beyond the pier before he took her. He might be clinically insane, but there’s a calculating side to him.”

A monster like his mother, Blake had been ranting and raving about needing to find her, that she’d gone out with the tide and it was his job to find her and bring her back.

At least, in his talkative state, he’d been ready to answer questions after he’d been arrested and brought back to the police station. Shivering with cold, all wearing borrowed shirts and socks, Casey and Alex had spent a patient hour with him in the police station’s interview room, with the heater turned up as high as it could go.

Blake Morrison had confessed to the crimes. In the process, through what he’d said and hadn’t said, Casey guessed that he’d also been responsible for drowning his mother – an action that had, over time, triggered his dark obsession to find her again when he started going through her stored belongings. 

He’d told them that for the past while, he’d been living in rental houses, cottages and bed and breakfasts around the peninsula. Keeping on the move, keeping his address constantly changing, was a very sly and intentional strategy from somebody who’d presented such an incoherent front when they’d pulled him out of the ocean. Although he was mentally unstable, she sensed there was a dangerously calculating core to him.

Casey’s best guess was that he’d spend the rest of his life in a psychiatric prison, but for now, he was under police guard in the holding cell at the local police station. 

The media conference had been a huge success. Instead of criticism, Chief Warren had received praise and accolades as the news of the arrest was radioed through just minutes before the conference began. 

With the state governor in attendance, Warren had been able to announce that the crime was solved, and had personally praised Casey and Alex for their bravery, and the role they’d played in rescuing the final victim.

Alex moved on the couch, shifting his legs, and as he did so, he wrapped his arm around Casey.

She leaned into his touch, and exhausted as she was, she felt another surge of desire.

This wasn’t just friendship, it was more, and weirdly, she didn’t feel conflicted about it anymore. Instead, she felt as if she was at the start of an exciting rollercoaster ride.

Then, the doorbell rang, and Casey gave his hand a squeeze before moving away.

“Better go get those pizzas,” she said.

She stood up and went to the door, opened it, and took the boxes from the delivery man.

It was a windy, late night, and the trees were rustling, but Casey was alerted by another movement.

Something beyond the trees. She glanced that way, eyes narrowing, but there was nothing more to be seen.

Her instincts flared, as she stared into the darkness, wondering if it had just been an optical illusion, and deciding it must have been. She told herself firmly that the killer was arrested, safely in jail. This had to be her own imagination, still overactive after the harrowing day they’d had.

It couldn't be a person watching her. 

Could it?


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Casey stood at the front door of the humble looking home, in Tucson, Arizona. She was side by side with a local cop, who she’d ridden with from the airport. Jurisdiction issues had made his presence necessary, but the Arizona police had been happy for her to come along to the new home of Mr. and Mrs. Raymond.

Kevin’s mother and father were nomadic. They moved from state to state, and had moved three times since Harper’s murder. They’d gone to a small town in Oregon, then to the south of Maine, then to Arizona, in this wooden home that was in a small town, basking in the arid, semi-desert heat.

“We’re going to interview the parents, with the intention of finding the whereabouts of their son,” Casey said, repeating the brief that they’d been given by Chief Warren.

“Yes, ma’am,” the cop said. “And after this, we’ll be deploying police to watch the house and look out for him.”

“Thank you,” Casey said.

This was only a preliminary interview. There was no hard evidence that linked Kevin Raymond to the crime, as yet. But Casey wanted to be face-to-face with him. She had questions, and she wanted his answers. She wanted to try to break him.

Raising the knocker, swallowing hard, she brought it down and waited, her back straight, her face grim, all the emotions locked tightly inside her.

Footsteps came to the door, and it opened in a hesitant way, as if the person inside was fearful. Which was ironic, Casey thought angrily. The danger was inside the house. This woman, whose face she now recognized as the gap widened, had lived with it all his life.

Mrs. Raymond stared at the police in shock, her gaze focusing on Casey.

She recognized her. Casey could see it in her eyes. She was surprised by how much older the woman looked. Her hair was graying, her face set in harsh lines.

“Detectives Faith, from Greenpoint, and Bristol, from the Arizona police,” Casey introduced them. “Mrs. Raymond, we’re here to speak to you about your son, Kevin.”

The woman blinked, apprehension engraving new lines of stress in her features.

“Kevin? I don’t know where he is. I haven’t seen him for months.”

“We’re going to need to come inside and speak to you, ma’am.” Detective Bristol led the way, heading into the living room that Mrs. Raymond indicated with a shaking hand, and turning to watch while the others followed.

But before she could go through the living room door, Casey felt a tug on her sleeve. Mrs. Raymond was staring at her, fear and anxiety combined in her face.

“I know why you’re here,” she whispered. “I can’t say anything. I won’t. He’ll hurt me if I do. He’s always been like that, ever since he was old enough, strong enough.”

Moving closer to Casey, her next gabbled words were no more than a breath.

“He knows you’re looking for him. He’s angry about it, and he’s been watching you. He always wanted you – he told me so. I begged him not to do anything else. I told him to stop after what he did to your sister, even though he hurt me badly for trying to give him orders. But, know this, Casey Faith, he always wanted you.”
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THE UNKNOWN NEIGHBOR (Book #3)

THE UNKNOWN GUEST (Book #4)

THE UNKNOWN PAST (Book #5)

 

CASEY FAITH MYSTERY

BEHIND HIS EYES (Book #1)

BEHIND HIS SMILE (Book #2)

BEHIND HIS MASK (Book #3)

BEHIND HIS LIES (Book #4)

BEHIND HIS THOUGHTS (Book #5)

 

BECCA THORN MYSTERY

GONE COLD (Book #1)

GONE DARK (Book #2)

GONE SILENT (Book #3)

GONE HOLLOW (Book #4)

GONE FOREVER (Book #5)

 

JESSIE REACH MYSTERY

HIS OTHER SIDE (Book #1)

HIS OTHER SELF (Book #2)

HIS OTHER SECRET (Book #3)

HIS OTHER WISH (Book #4)

HIS OTHER PLAN (Book #5)

 

KELLY CRUZ MYSTERY

WHERE YOU GO (Book #1)

WHERE YOU HIDE (Book #2)

WHERE YOU SLEEP (Book #3)

WHERE YOU RUN (Book #4)

WHERE YOU FEAR (Book #5)

 

MAEVE SHARP FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

WITH MALICE (Book #1)

WITH ENVY (Book #2)

WITH VENGEANCE (Book #3)

WITH RAGE (Book #4)

WITH YOU (Book #5)

 

ALEX QUINN SUSPENSE THRILLER

FIRST, MURDER (Book #1)

SECOND, DEATH (Book #2)

THIRD, ENVY (Book #3)

FOURTH, LUST (Book #4)

FIFTH, WRATH (Book #5)

 

TARA STRONG MYSTERY

GIRL WITHOUT A CHANCE (Book #1)

GIRL WITHOUT A HOME (Book #2)

GIRL WITHOUT A TRACE (Book #3)

GIRL WITHOUT A NAME (Book #4)

GIRL WITHOUT A PRAYER (Book #5)

GIRL WITHOUT A PAST (Book #6)

 

HAILEY ROCK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

BEHIND YOU (Book #1)

BESIDE YOU (Book #2)

AFTER YOU (Book #3)

WATCHING YOU (Book #4)

JUDGING YOU (Book #5)

FOLLOWING YOU (Book #6)

 

SADIE PRICE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

ONLY MURDER (Book #1)

ONLY RAGE (Book #2)

ONLY HIS (Book #3)

ONLY ONCE (Book #4)

ONLY SPITE (Book #5)

ONLY MADNESS (Book #6)

 

MIA NORTH FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

SEE HER RUN (Book #1)

SEE HER HIDE (Book #2)

SEE HER SCREAM (Book #3)

SEE HER VANISH (Book #4)

SEE HER GONE (Book #5)

SEE HER DEAD (Book #6)

 

CARLY SEE FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

NO WAY OUT (Book #1)

NO WAY BACK (Book #2)

NO WAY HOME (Book #3)

NO WAY LEFT (Book #4)

NO WAY UP (Book #5)

NO WAY TO DIE (Book #6)

 

MORGAN STARK FBI SUSPENSE THRILLER

TOO LATE (Book #1)

TOO CLOSE (Book #2)

TOO FAR GONE (Book #3)

TOO LOST (Book #4)

TOO BROKEN (Book #5)
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