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PROLOGUE


Ijumped when the door to the Rolling Thunder burst open with a clatter. It was late afternoon, and up until then, the bar had been fairly quiet. It had been a slow day for business, but not at all dull, thanks to the fact that Charlie and Ty had been here for a few hours already.

“Sorry I’m late!” Rhoda called out as she scampered across the floor, her bag swinging from her shoulder as she rushed to get behind the bar.

“It’s fine,” I replied from behind the bar, nonplussed. Things had been slow, and besides, Rhoda had scarcely ever been late in the entire time she’d worked here. If anything, I’d been worried since it was so unusual.

“Traffic was ridiculous,” she huffed, rolling her eyes as she sidled behind the bar. She pulled a hair tie off her wrist and quickly got to work, pulling her hair up into a high ponytail. “Apparently, there are some alligators a few streets down.”

“What!?” Charlie guffawed, a grin cracking over his face as he looked at her.

It was Rhoda’s turn to be surprised as she noticed the two of them sitting there for the first time.

“Oh, you’re here early,” she noted as she plucked an apron from where she had hung it the night before on a hook behind the bar. She looked between the two of them as she pulled it around her waist. “Where’s Mac?”

“Visiting family,” Ty replied. “Someone’s getting married. Or having a funeral.” His face scrunched up into a thoughtful pout as he looked up at the ceiling. “Or something. I can’t remember.”

“Well, there’s a pretty big difference between those two options,” I replied, raising an eyebrow at him.

“I hope it’s the former,” Rhoda muttered. “How do you not remember?”

“She doesn’t talk much,” Charlie replied defensively.

“Or you just don’t pay attention,” Rhoda shot back teasingly, rolling her eyes as she came to stand beside me at the bar.

“I swear, she barely gave us any details,” Charlie insisted. “She used to talk even less.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Ty replied. “She got friendlier after she started coming to the bar with us.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Rhoda mused. “It used to be the three of you, right? At the beginning? When was it that Mac started coming too?” She pursed her lips and looked up thoughtfully. “It’s been so long now, I can’t even remember.”

“It wasn’t that long after,” Charlie replied. “And it was because Ty lost a bet.” An impish smile overtook his face as he turned toward Ty, who sputtered around his drink as he lifted his eyes to meet Charlie’s.

“What kind of bet?” I asked curiously.

“Arm wrestling contest,” Charlie replied at the same time that Ty tried to mumble that it was nothing.

“She beat you?” Rhoda asked, casting a mirthful eye on Ty, who shot Charlie an annoyed look.

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I bet her a drink she couldn’t, and then she did. So we brought her along the next time we came.”

“Well, that’s what you get for making a bet like that,” Rhoda huffed, moving to grab a couple of glasses off the shelf to prepare a set of drinks. “I’m sure she already deals with enough of that kind of stuff, being the only woman surrounded by a bunch of dudes.”

She threw an annoyed look Ty’s way. Mac had mentioned before, a long time ago, how much she had to work just to get her fellow Navy members to respect her at times. It wasn’t something she complained about or even brought up often, but I knew it had to be true. The Navy was only about twenty percent women, and like in any profession, there were bound to be jackasses who’d give her a hard time just because she wasn’t a man. I wondered if that was the reason Charlie and Ty claimed she used to be so much quieter before.

“That’s not why!” Ty exclaimed, looking genuinely affronted. “I mean… I didn’t think I could beat her because she’s a woman. I just… thought I was stronger.” He fidgeted for a moment before lifting his arm and rolling up his sleeve. “I mean, come on.” He flexed his bicep, smirking confidently up at Rhoda.

“Yeah, yeah, put that away,” Rhoda replied flatly. “You’re not impressing anyone.”

“Ouch,” Ty hissed, bowing his head in mock pain as Rhoda set the glasses down in front of him and Charlie. That was enough to perk Ty back up. “Ooh, thanks!” He pushed aside his empty glass and grabbed the one Rhoda had just slid toward him.

“Well, I hope whatever family stuff is going on isn’t anything bad,” Rhoda murmured, crossing her arms.

“I don’t think it was,” Charlie replied as he reached for his own drink. “She didn’t seem sad or anything when she left. But anyway, what was that you were saying earlier about alligators? Not that I don’t care about Mac’s thing or whatever, but—alligators!?”

“Oh, yeah,” Rhoda replied, sighing heavily as she shook her head. Her face twisted up in disgust as she leaned one hand on the bar top. “There were two of them just strolling along a few streets from here. Which, of course, meant everyone and their grandmother stood around, trying to get photos and videos of it. Which clogged the street, which is why I’m late, even though I left home an hour ago!” She exhaled sharply in frustration. “So dumb. All that ruckus just to get a photo of an alligator.”

“What do you mean!?” Charlie gaped at her. “It’s an alligator! No, two alligators!” He leaned halfway up out of his stool, glancing toward the door. “I wonder if they’re still there.”

“What?” Rhoda scoffed at him. “Why? Charlie, just google a picture of an alligator if you want to see one. Animal control probably already took them away.”

“No, it’s different seeing one in real life than in a photo or a video,” he argued, pouting slightly as he slumped back down.

“It’s not the first time gators have been spotted roaming around residential areas,” I pointed out. “This is Florida.”

“Yeah, but usually they’re found near, I don’t know, golf courses and stuff, right?” Charlie asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of one being found here in the city.”

“Maybe somebody flushed them down the toilet,” I suggested with a shrug. “I could have sworn I’ve heard about that happening somewhere. People keep them as pets and then flush them when they get too big.”

“That’s horrible!” Ty gasped, looking at me like I’d personally done that to an alligator. “Poor things.”

“I think that’s just an urban legend,” Rhoda pointed out. “But then again, they did find two of them just down the street, so who knows? Whatever the case may be, I still think it’s dumb of people to drop everything that they’re doing and clog the road just to take a photo of an alligator.”

“There are worse things to want to take photos of,” I remarked off-handedly.

“Oh?” Charlie asked more loudly than was necessary. “That sounds like a story—”

He stopped short as the sound of screeching tires brusquely cut him off. Rhoda screamed in surprise as she looked toward the window. I did the same, just moments before an ear-splitting crash tore through the air.

Charlie and Ty were up in an instant, and all four of us rushed toward the front of the bar. Through the windows, I could see where a car had just crashed on the opposite side of the street, having slammed straight into the corner of a building.

“Oh my gosh,” Rhoda gasped.

“Call 911,” I instructed before running outside.

I rushed out of the bar, expecting the worst, but fortunately, it had sounded worse than it was in reality. The sound of screeching tires and twisting metal had been loud and intense, but it seemed like it had been a simple rear-end collision.

“Ugh,” the driver of the car in front groaned as he stumbled out, his hand pressed to his neck. I walked over to help, irritation spiking through me as I noticed people around reaching for their phones to record or snap photos, as though the accident was some kind of sideshow attraction.

“Hey, you all right?” I called out to the man.

“Ah, yeah,” he replied. “Just my neck.”

“It might be whiplash,” I warned. “Try not to move around too much.”

“Hey, man,” the driver of the second car called as he got out. “Hey, I’m so sorry. My brakes—I don’t know what happened. I pressed them, but they didn’t—”

“It’s all right,” the first man replied, waving a hand at him. “Accidents happen.”

“I swear I hit the brakes,” the second man insisted, looking genuinely remorseful.

“Why don’t we all just calm down?” I suggested, instructing both men to sit while we waited for the police. All the while, people continued to film.

Luckily for all involved, the accident was settled amicably. As it turned out, the second man was a tourist in a rental car whose brakes had failed. That technically made it the rental place’s fault for not maintaining their brakes, and luckily, the tourist had insurance, so after exchanging insurance information, the entire matter was settled peacefully.

Unfortunately, the tourist, Elgin, was left without a car. He couldn’t drive it with bad brakes, so after it was towed away, he was left stranded. I offered to let him wait inside the bar while he figured something out, with a drink on the house for his troubles. He accepted gratefully, and we made our way back into the bar after that.

“Of all the places to get stranded,” Ty remarked jokingly after everyone had settled back into their seats with drinks in hand. “Ethan’s bar is probably one of the most ideal.”

“Hey, I got a free drink out of the deal,” Elgin replied, grinning as he lifted his pint. “I’m not complaining. Well, I’ll be complaining to that wretched rental company later, believe you me.”

“Where are you from, Elgin?” Mac asked as the man took a sip of his beer.

“Aberdeen,” Elgin replied. “In Scotland. Thought I’d come to Miami for a little sun-filled holiday. Hadn’t expected this. To tell you the truth, I was a little worried I’d done something wrong back there. I’m not used to having the steering wheel on the left side. But no, those officers confirmed it was the brakes.”

“It was pretty crappy of them not to do proper upkeep,” Charlie grumbled. “You could have gotten really hurt.”

“Yeah,” Ty agreed. “What if you’d rolled into an intersection or something?”

“True,” Elgin replied. “But I’m fine. All’s well that ends well.” The man certainly had a positive attitude.

“Hey, Ethan, you’ve been to Scotland too, right?” Charlie asked before taking a sip of his drink.

“A few times,” I confirmed. “The first time was when I was chasing the Hollands.”

“Who now?” Elgin asked, and before I could respond, the kids jumped in, giving him a truncated summary of my old job and the kinds of things I used to do.

“Really now?” Elgin blinked up at me. “That sounds awfully impressive.”

“You should stay and hear a story now,” Ty suggested, turning to shoot me an eager look. “I bet Elgin would appreciate that, Ethan. After the traumatic experience he’s been through.”

“Traumatic?” Elgin guffawed. “That seems a touch dramatic. Not that I’d say no to a good story.” He shrugged as he turned to me. “These ones certainly made it sound interesting.”

“I’ve had my fair share of ‘interesting’ experiences,” I replied. “And sure, why not? These three will just keep bugging me until I do, anyway.”

“You got that right,” Charlie replied impishly. I shook my head at him, but I couldn’t keep from smiling all the same.

“All right,” I hummed as I moved to pour myself a drink. “This one starts on a small island, buried in the sand of an even smaller beach…”
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“Race you there!” Jonathan screamed before tearing off down the beach.

Behind him, Izayah whined as he scrambled to catch up. It was unfair, Jonathan knew, to take off like that without giving any warning, but he still snickered under his breath as he raced across the sand, the scent of the sea breeze rich as he inhaled deeply.

It was still early enough in the day for there to be plenty of sunlight for them to play by for another few hours or so. The weather, too, was good—neither too hot nor too humid, with a warm breeze that shook the fronds of palm trees at the far end of the beach. Tourists didn’t often venture this way, either, usually content to stay at the much larger, much more well-known beach just a few minutes down the road. That was a shame for them since this spot was so much nicer and cleaner, but a boon for Jonathan and Izayah because it meant their favorite play spot was always empty, just for them.

“Haha, beat you,” Jonathan teased as he made it to the water’s edge first. He turned to gloat, sticking his tongue out at Izayah, who shot him a discontented frown in return.

“That’s not fair, you cheated!” Izayah griped, kicking sand at him.

“No, you’re just too slow,” Jonathan sneered as he looked down at the sandy beach in search of something he might be able to use as a pretend sword.

He spotted his prize just moments later, lying halfway buried beneath the sand. A large piece of driftwood, covered in cold, spongy moss, called out to him like a beacon. Jonathan ran over and quickly dug it out, breaking it in half before offering the smaller piece to Izayah.

“Let’s play pirates,” Jonathan suggested eagerly, still slightly out of breath from the run. “You be the bad pirate, and I’ll be the good pirate who’s trying to stop you.”

“You always get to play the good guy,” Izayah whined, taking his chunk of the driftwood. “Why don’t you be the bad pirate? And all pirates are bad guys, anyway. They steal stuff.”

“Fine!” Jonathan groaned, rolling his eyes as he threw his hands up in an exaggerated show of frustration. “You can be the police, then. I’ll be the bad guy pirate. But I have more powers because I’m a pirate.”

“That’s not fair!” Izayah argued, stomping at the sand. “And there’s no police on the ocean!”

“So then, who’s fighting the pirates!?” Jonathan countered, grinning smugly when Izayah fell silent, clearly at a loss for how to respond. Truthfully, Jonathan wasn’t really sure of the answer himself. Were there police officers who worked out in the ocean? Maybe that was the reason pirates lived on ships because there was no police out there to take back all the booty they stole.

“Fine,” Izayah relented at last, dragging out the word before crouching down to snatch a rock out of the sand. “But if you have powers, then… then I have a magic crystal that makes me invincible!”

“No, you can’t!” Jonathan scoffed, launching into an argument about exactly why that wasn’t allowed.

The two boys bickered for another minute, laying out the ground rules for what exactly the rules of the game were and who was allowed to have which powers. By the time they’d finally started playing, the sun had begun to dip down out of the sky.

“Maybe we should head in,” Izayah suggested mid-battle, frowning as he looked out at the horizon.

“But we just started,” Jonathan whined. It felt that way, anyhow. He could have sworn it had only been a few minutes since the two had run down here, but it seemed Izayah was right. The sky was beginning to turn a shade of pink as the sun began its descent. “Let’s stay a little longer.”

“Won’t your mom be mad?” Izayah asked, shifting anxiously from one foot to the other. He’d always been such a big baby.

“It’s not even that late!” Jonathan huffed, gesturing up at the sun as though Izayah was too blind to see that it was still up there in the sky. “And my house is right there.”

“Yeah, but—” Izayah muttered, his lower lip trembling.

“Oh my gosh,” Jonathan groaned. “It’s fine! My mom’s probably still cooking dinner! And she won’t yell at you ‘cause you’re a guest. Come on, you can’t even see any stars yet!”

“Okay…” Izayah reluctantly agreed, to Jonathan’s delight.

“Okay, I’ll be the monster now,” Jonathan offered as he knelt down in the sand to assume the proper monster position. As he did, though, his knee brushed against something rough and hard. “Ow.”

“I didn’t attack you yet,” Izayah remarked, frowning down at his friend in confusion.

“No, I hit my knee for real,” Jonathan explained as he twisted around so he could get a look at the scrape. It wasn’t that bad, though Jonathan briefly considered playing it up as a means to prevent his mom from being annoyed at them for staying out so late.

“What’s that?” Izayah asked as he pointed down at the object Jonathan had scraped his knee against.

“I don’t know,” Jonathan hummed in response as he reached over to dig it out. He could only see a small corner of it, and the wet sand it was buried in squelched as he pushed it away. “What is this?” He made a face as he pulled the object free. It was a really large, thick book, but the cover was blank.

“Oh, that’s a photo album!” Izayah declared as he knelt down beside Jonathan, pointing at the oversized book. “My gran has one. My mom has one, too, but there’s nothing in it. She always says she’s gonna print out pictures and put them in there, but she never does.”

Jonathan pulled back the cover, wondering what kind of photos might be inside. To his immense shock, the first page contained a picture of a man twisted up in what appeared to be agony. His mouth hung agape as a knife stuck out of his chest, and bright red blood was splattered all over his shirt.

“Whoa, gross!” Izayah gasped as he leaned closer to get a better look.

“There’s blood everywhere!” Jonathan exclaimed before quickly turning to the next page. The next two photos were equally gruesome. One was of a man and the other of a woman, though the former had, once again, been stabbed in the chest while the latter appeared to have been stabbed in the head.

“Should we call the police?” Izayah asked, his face twisted with worry again. “I think this is a bad guy’s book.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Jonathan scoffed, rolling his eyes. “It’s just fake! Like in Grand Theft Auto. They’re not really dead.”

“Wait, really?” Izayah frowned at him before looking down at the book again.

“Yeah, dummy,” Jonathan retorted. “If they were really dead, there would be more blood everywhere. And a bad guy wouldn’t take pictures after he killed someone! Then the police would know he did it!”

“Oh, yeah…” Izayah agreed, nodding along slowly. “You’re right. I thought it was real. I’m not allowed to play Grand Theft Auto.”

“Yeah, ‘cause you’re a baby,” Jonathan teased.

“Nuh-uh!” Izayah whined before reaching over to snatch the book. He turned the page, expecting to see another stabbing victim, only to find someone who looked like they were just sleeping. “There’s no blood at all on this one.”

“Hmm… Maybe he was poisoned!” Jonathan snickered, reaching up to grab his own throat in a show of suffocation.

“Yeah!” Izayah agreed, grinning as he turned the page. “Oh, this one looks like he exploded.”

“The killer must have used a bomb!” Jonathan exclaimed. The two continued to peruse through the photo album, laughing and making morose jokes about the various ways the killer might have ended each of the ‘victims.’

“Come on,” Jonathan proclaimed a little while later when he finally noticed that there were barely any rays of sun still streaming across the sky. “We should go in.”

“You’re bringing the book?” Izayah asked, pausing as he noticed that Jonathan was toting the album along with him as he made his way back toward the house.

“Yeah, I want to look at it more,” Jonathan rebutted, staring at Izayah as though he’d just asked the dumbest question ever.

“What if your mom sees it?” Izayah asked warily, casting a nervous look around as though Jonathan’s mother might materialize right there on the beach to scold them.

“It’s just fake!” Jonathan scoffed. “Besides, I’ll just hide it in my room. Come on!”

“But—” Izayah began to argue, but Jonathan was already on his way back, running off toward the lights of his house.

He knew Izayah would follow. He was afraid of the dark like the baby he was and wouldn’t want to stay out on the beach by himself.

A few minutes later, the two boys were stumbling through the door of the house. The appetizing scent of something cooking wafted out at them as they kicked their shoes off at the entrance.

“Jonathan!” a stern, all-too-familiar voice called out just a moment before Jonathan’s mother came stomping toward the door at them. “Do you have any idea how late it is?”

“The sun’s barely even down, Mom!” Jonathan whined.

“You know better,” his mother reprimanded, though there was very little bite to her words.

Jonathan had learned long ago that he could pretty much get away with staying out, so long as he stayed on that one little section of beach that could be seen from the windows of the house. Sure, his mom always got on his case whenever he eventually strolled back inside, but she was never really that mad about it, especially not when he had Izayah over.

“You two go and get cleaned up,” his mom tutted, shaking her hand. “Tracking sand all over my house. And what is that?” She raised an eyebrow as she pointed down at the dirty book that Jonathan was still clutching.

“Uh… nothing,” Jonathan replied unconvincingly.

“You picked up some garbage on the beach?” She sighed with exasperation. “Johnny, for goodness’ sake.”

“It’s just a photo album,” Izayah replied.

Jonathan threw him an annoyed look for offering any explanation at all before he could get the chance to run to his room and hide it.

“A photo album?” his mom repeated, raising a curious eyebrow at them. “Someone left a photo album out there? That’s sad. I hope they didn’t lose any important pictures.”

“No, it’s just—uh—” Jonathan stammered, trying to come up with something on the fly.

His mother caught on to his fib right away, leveling him an unimpressed look.

“Jonathan,” she addressed him sharply. “Give me that.” She held her hand out for the book, and Jonathan felt his face heat up with panic.

“It’s nothing, Mom!” he whined, his fingers flexing around the book.

If anything, that just made his mother more suspicious, and she bent down to snatch the photo album out of his hands.

“Ugh.” She grimaced at the grainy, muddy texture of the sand as it rubbed against her hands. “Now, why would you want to keep something like—” She stopped dead as she flipped the book open.

Jonathan waited with bated breath as he watched her expression grow more and more horrified.

“It’s fake, Mom!” he blurted out, getting more scared now that he would wind up in trouble over a dumb book.

“What?” She looked down at him from over the book, her eyes wide. “Is this some kind of joke? What is this?”

“They’re just scary pictures,” Jonathan murmured, though now he felt a bit unsure himself. He’d expected his mom to be mad that he’d been looking through the book. After all, she didn’t like that he played violent video games, either. He hadn’t expected her to seem so scared, though. He couldn’t understand what his mom could possibly be worried about because the photos were obviously fake.

Right?

“Did you get this at school?” his mom asked him, her face twisting up into an expression of fury. “Have you been hanging out with that boy again? What’s his name, Bradley? I’m going to have a talk with his mother. I knew he was a troublemaker, but this—” She shook her head, looking disgusted as she perused through the pages.

“No, Mom!” Jonathan whined. “We found it on the beach. We—”

He stopped, flinching suddenly as his mother shrieked. She threw the book down to the floor as though it had burned her, still wailing as she stared down at it.

“What?” Jonathan asked, eyes wide as he looked back and forth between his mother and the book. “What is it?”

“That girl,” his mother murmured, her face still locked in an expression of pure shock. “That girl from the bar. She—Why is she there?” She looked up at Jonathan, her shoulders trembling. “Jonathan, where did you get this!?”

“At the beach,” the boy replied, trembling slightly under his mother’s stare. She didn’t look angry at him. She looked scared, and somehow that was worse. Moms weren’t supposed to be scared, but she was.

“No.” She gasped, swaying slightly. Jonathan reached out to her, worried she might fall.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” Jonathan asked, tears welling up in his eyes.

“We… I need to call the police,” she replied. She looked down at the book again, and Jonathan couldn’t understand why she was so afraid of it.

“I’m sorry,” Jonathan whispered, his knees shaking.

He didn’t like this at all.
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ETHAN


Iwoke up to the sound of yelling.

Those first few seconds were a swirl of confusion, caught halfway between sleep and wakefulness and unsure what exactly had woken me up. Then someone yelled again. My nose was hit with the acrid smell of smoke, and I was suddenly wide awake.

I looked around, halfway to panic, as I tried to gauge what was going on. My first knee-jerk reaction was to assume that my boat was under attack. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time an enemy had launched a surprise attack on my boat. It wouldn’t even be the first time that someone had used fire or explosives to do so. As I took a moment to listen and gain my bearings, however, it became evident to me that the shouting was coming from some distance away and not from directly outside the windows of my own boat.

With that in mind, I hopped to my feet and rushed out onto the deck. Sure enough, there was a fire a few boats away. I winced as I glanced over, trying to see if anyone was inside. It didn’t look like anyone was around, which was good, at least as far as injuries were concerned. Maybe someone had left their gas on unattended or something. Of course, that meant that nobody was aware of the fire, which could easily spread to other boats if it wasn’t contained.

“Crap,” I murmured under my breath as I ran back inside to grab my phone. I snatched it off the coffee table in the sitting area where I’d left it before running back outside. Before I could call 911, though, I realized that there was someone standing outside. A thin woman was standing on the dock, just staring up at the boat. I glanced down at my phone and quickly dialed before jumping off of my boat and onto the deck.

“911, what is your emergency?” the operator asked.

“There’s a fire,” I explained as I broke into a run toward the woman. I rattled off the address of the marina as I got closer to her. The woman glanced up at me, looking surprised to see me there.

“Are you all right?” I asked. Her face was oddly blank. She didn’t look fearful or panicked or anything, which wasn’t altogether unusual if I assumed that she was in shock.

“I, um, I—” she stammered nonsensically. Before she could go any further, she was cut off by the sounds of barking. I turned to look at the boat, my heart dropping for a moment before I snapped my head back to look at the girl.

“Is there a dog in there?” I asked.

“I—Yeah,” she replied stiltedly. “My boyfriend’s dog. This is his boat. I—”

I swore under my breath as I looked back at the boat. It was about as big as mine and fully ablaze. Going in there was foolhardy, but…

The dog barked again, and my stomach twisted into knots. Death by fire was an awful way to go, and I couldn’t, in good conscience, just let the animal slowly burn to death while I stood by.

“The fire department is on the way,” I said to the girl as I shoved my phone into her hand. Then I turned and rushed over to the burning boat.

The heat from the flames prickled against my skin even before I’d actually made it inside to where the dog was. Smoke stung my eyes and burned inside my lungs as I bent closer to the deck and tried to find some entry point into the boat’s cabin.

As I ducked and was promptly hit with a burning blast of acrid smoke, I found myself regretting that I hadn’t stopped to grab something I could cover my mouth with, a shirt or a rag. Of course, with a situation as urgent as a fire, it wasn’t usually possible to pause and think things through.

The dog was easy to find, fortunately. He was curled up beneath a small foldable table that was set into the interior wall of the cabin. He barked at the flames that were rapidly encroaching toward him as though he might be able to scare the blaze off via intimidation alone. He didn’t even notice me until I was right in front of him, at which point he turned in my direction and froze.

I went still as well, for just a second, worried that he might bite me in a panic. To my relief, the dog was friendly and quickly came crawling over, whining all the while.

“Come on,” I huffed, coughing as I went to grab him.

My initial plan, when I’d first come running into the boat, had been to grab the dog and simply carry him out, the way I might have done with a small child. What I hadn’t expected was for this dog to be so big.

I hadn’t quite been able to discern his size while he was still partially hidden under the table, but as he tottered over to me, I realized just how massive the beast was.

Arguably too big to be kept on a cramped boat, a part of my brain hissed with disapproval, but I’d shelve that thought for another time. The fact that the boat was so small and cramped, at least in comparison to a house, meant that the flames were moving all the faster. In the time it had taken me to find the dog, they’d all but surrounded us.

“Come on,” I grunted again, grabbing the dog by its collar to drag him outside.

He whined as I did, digging his paws into the floor of the cabin. I wasn’t sure if it was the flames he was frightened of or if he just felt nervous about having a stranger drag him around. Either way, we were both going to die if I didn’t get us out fast. Despite his size, I crouched and grabbed the dog around its middle, lifting him up and onto my shoulder the way I might have carried an unconscious man. He was lighter than I expected, though he wriggled a lot more than a downed man would have.

Once I had a hold of him, I quickly raced back toward the door, wincing as flames licked at my arms. The smoke was worse now, thick enough to clog my lungs and blind me. The exit, however, was still visible and, thankfully, only a few scant steps away.

I coughed as I rushed back out onto the exterior deck, trying to breathe in the fresh air outside but finding only more caustic fumes. The dog was thrashing around now, and I barely managed to make it over to the side of the boat before he broke loose, pushing away from me and jumping down into the water. Rather than try to battle my way through the flames, I opted to do the same.

The air was fresher down closer to the waterline, and I was finally able to draw in a decent lungful as I made my way back to the dock. The dog was faster than I was, obviously used to water as he swam rapidly up onto dry land. By the time I caught up to him, a fire truck had just started to pull into the marina.

I took a few steps away from the flaming boat, its heat now intense enough to feel even from several feet away. I watched anxiously as the flames threatened to spread to adjoining vessels. My own boat was far enough away that it would likely be fine now that the fire department was here, but I still felt bad for anyone whose property suffered damage tonight.

The dog padded slowly over to the girl, who was still standing where I’d left her, silently watching the boat go up in flames. He sat at her feet, but she didn’t take her eyes off the boat to look down at him in return.

The firefighters had just started to put out the blaze when a car came screeching into the marina. It stopped just behind us, not bothering to pull into an actual spot. The girl, who’d barely moved a muscle the entire time she’d stood there, finally broke free of whatever spell she’d been under as she turned to look at the driver of the car.

“Layla, what happened!?” the man shouted frantically as he ran up to the girl. Her face twisted its way through a gamut of emotions before she started to tear up.

“I’m sorry,” she hiccuped, burying her face in her hands. “It was an accident.”

“My boat!” the man exclaimed, reaching up to clutch at his hair as he stared at the charred remains. “Layla, what the hell?”

“I just wanted to make some tea,” she sniffled, bowing her head. “I put the kettle on, and then I… fell asleep, I guess. When I woke up, there was fire and smoke everywhere, so I just ran. I didn’t mean to leave Macy inside.”

“You left her inside!?” the man roared, looking away from the girl to check on the dog instead.

The dog panted heavily, her tail wagging as she jumped at the man.

“Seriously?” Layla snapped, her demeanor turning on a dime. “I could have burned to death, and you’re mad at me right now?”

I noticed right away that there wasn’t a single tear in her eyes.

“She’s fine, isn’t she?” Layla asked.

“Did the firemen get her out?” the man asked, his voice lowering as he patted the dog.

“No, that guy did,” Layla replied, tossing me a half-hearted point.

The man finally turned to look at me as though noticing me for the first time.

“Hey,” he exhaled as he straightened and walked over to me. “Thank you so much.”

“Don’t mention it,” I muttered as I reached out to shake his hand.

Behind him, Layla rolled her eyes and folded her arms. Truthfully, a part of me was a little miffed that she was behaving so rudely after I jumped into a fire to save their dog, but I told myself she was probably just in shock and left it at that.

“You keep your boat here too, right?” the man asked, glancing toward the end of the marina where my own boat was docked. “I’ve seen you around. My name’s Ahmadu.”

“Ethan,” I replied with a nod as Ahmadu turned to look back at his boat.

“Looks like we won’t be neighbors for much longer.” He sighed, shaking his head.

“You should see what your insurance says first,” I replied, trying to be optimistic. The boat itself was toast, literally, but maybe there was some hope yet.

“For a kitchen fire that my own girlfriend started?” Ahmadu scoffed. “Yeah, not likely. But she’s safe, and Ms. Macy is safe. That’s what matters, right? Thank you again so much, honestly.”

“No problem.” I coughed, my lungs still raw from the smoke. “I’m just glad I woke up when I did.”

“Yeah, well, I guess I should go talk to the firefighters or something,” Ahmadu muttered, looking lost. I felt a pang of sympathy for him. My boat had been ransacked on a few occasions, but I couldn’t imagine how I would feel if it ever completely went down in flames.

I bid Ahmadu goodbye and returned to my boat, eager to get some more sleep since it was still dark and hours before I was set to head to work. Jumping into action to pull a dog out of a fire had left me wide awake, though, and after just a few minutes, I knew there was no chance I’d be getting another wink.

With that in mind, I got back up, got changed, and decided to go for a run.
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The run turned into more of a jog, which then devolved into a walk that I gave up on just a few minutes in. Normally, I would have relished the thought of getting a nice long run in before work, but my body was less than pleased with the idea. Honestly, getting out and getting some fresh air had helped as far as my lungs were concerned, but the mild burns on my arms and the general fatigue I felt from being ripped out of sleep just a few hours in had me feeling exhausted before the run had even gotten started. In the end, I decided to head back to my boat and pull out some of my notes and clues from my investigation of the Rogue instead.

Just a few days ago, Bonnie had come to me with the news that the body Robbie and I had discovered in a shipwreck just off the coast of Exuma actually belonged to Grendel. The news had come as a great shock, and honestly, the sense of disbelief had hardly faded. Even just thinking about it now caused a sensation like butterflies in my stomach. I’d spent so long researching Grendel, who I knew for a fact had, at one point, taken the Dragon’s Rogue from my ancestor, Jonathan. After countless clues and leads, suddenly, he was right here.

Well, he was at the bottom of the ocean, but at least I’d finally found him. At long last, I knew what had become of Grendel. And yet, the discovery had just led to even more questions.

I still didn’t know the name of the ship we’d found his body on. It certainly wasn’t the Rogue; I’d spent long enough memorizing diagrams and drawings to know that much easily enough. I also didn’t know how exactly he’d died. I couldn’t even be certain that he had drowned. We’d found him inside of a wreck, sure, but it was still possible that he had somehow died before the ship went down.

I would have to go back at some point. Robbie and I would need to take a closer look at the body to determine if there were any signs of foul play. It wouldn’t be easy, given how long the body had spent decomposing underwater, but we might still be able to pull something off the bones. If he’d been shot, for example, then there may be a bullet hole somewhere on the skeleton.

There was also the matter of the other bodies to consider. Grendel’s wrist had been tied to a woman’s with a strip of fabric. There was also the other guy, who’d been chained to a post. Somehow, though I’d found his remains, I was no closer to figuring out what had happened to him, or the Rogue for that matter.

I pulled out the large crate I had stored beneath my desk and set it on top of my bed. I’d taken to storing most of the documents I’d collected on the ship there. The artifacts I’d found, the gold and the cannonball and the door, were mostly all with Dr. Slade. He had the means to preserve them properly in his lab, whereas I couldn’t do the same here on my boat. I had photos and copies of everything here, though, neatly stashed inside the crate.

I spread everything out over the surface of the bed so I could see it clearly, trying to organize the fractured timeline I’d uncovered as best I could.

Jonathan Finch-Hatton had been robbed of the ship in the early 1700s. Not long after, his wife had died. She’d been buried in the Bahamas, which was where so much of the Rogue’s legacy seemed to remain. I’d found multiple mentions of Jonathan’s son, also named Jonathan but normally referred to as Johnny, but I had no indication that he’d ever searched for the ship himself.

He must have, though, because I was still searching for it today. The quest to find the Rogue was a long-standing family mission. Regardless, I knew that he’d never found it and had died searching for it upon being shipwrecked. At least, that was what I could assume, given that I’d found his body strewn in the small cove by the beach.

For a while after that, Grendel had kept the ship. I had some evidence that a certain Captain Winston Marcus, owner of the Searcher’s Chance, had been desperate to find Grendel during that time, not specifically because of the Rogue, but because Grendel was a ruthless pirate. He wasn’t nearly as ruthless, however, as his friend, Captain Leycester. The Blue Devil, as he was known because of his penchant for wearing a blue coat while he slaughtered entire crews, was apparently a close friend of Grendel’s. I’d found letters written between the two of them, as well as evidence that Grendel had once gifted Leycester a set of gold earrings, considered to be good luck according to old pirate lore.

Had Captain Marcus finally been the one to find and end Grendel? It was possible, but I doubted it. I had a copy of Marcus’s notes here in my files, in which he promised to kill Grendel by shoving stones down his throat until the aforementioned man choked to death. It didn’t seem like that had been the way Grendel had ultimately died, though.

What I did know for certain was that Leycester had not been Grendel’s only friend. Tessa and I had uncovered pieces of what looked like a sort of pirate treaty in which a large coalition of pirate captains agreed to work together, sharing their gains communally. I had photos of gifts and weapons that had been traded as a way to honor the treaty: a gun, a sword, a spyglass, and a harpoon, to name a few.

One of the most significant ‘gifts’ given during this time was the Rogue’s figurehead. A unique and striking sculpture of a woman riding atop the back of a dragon, the figurehead was unmistakable. That was why I had been so struck to find it at the bottom of the ocean, near the wreck of a completely different ship.

The figurehead was what kept the ship from going down. Not literally, of course, but according to superstition, the sculpture of a woman was necessary to keep the seas calm and to ensure a safe voyage. For Grendel to have given the figurehead away would be unthinkable unless he had given it to someone he considered a very dear friend.

Or if it had been stolen, of course. That was a possibility as well, especially considering that a friend of mine had also found the Rogue’s signature red captain’s cabin door several hundred miles in a different direction. That one was more difficult to explain, but theft seemed the most likely conclusion. I couldn’t imagine Grendel gifting someone a door, but I could easily imagine some barbarous captain taking it as a sort of trophy after a victory.

As I looked at the photo of the door that was currently housed in Slade’s lab, I shuddered. The thought that someone might have taken down the Rogue just to tear it apart and salvage pieces from it filled me with dread. Setting the photo aside, I resumed putting the timeline together.

The little pirate league had not lasted. It was unsurprising, given that it consisted entirely of looters and murderers, and Tessa and I had discovered clues that indicated the group had fallen apart after a few chose to betray the rest, splintering the group into factions. After one particularly bad battle, one of the captains had accidentally steered his ship completely astray in his bid to flee. He’d wound up all the way in the waters of Alaska, where his ship had eventually run aground, and he and his crew had been lost to the elements.

After that was where things got dicey. I knew that, much later, another ancestor of mine, Atticus, had found the Rogue. The greatest piece of proof I had of this was a painting he’d done of the ship herself. However, I had no idea how it had once again become lost after that or even if it had ever truly been in his possession. I only knew for certain that he had seen it long enough to paint it. The date on the painting also indicated that he’d found it nearly a hundred years after it was first stolen, which meant that Grendel had been long dead, anyway.

As I finished spreading everything out to the point where every inch of the surface of my bed was covered, I frowned. Grendel had taken the Rogue, joined a band of merry pirates, and then gotten himself killed on a completely different ship. Meanwhile, the Rogue had somehow ended up in someone else’s hands, only to pop up a hundred years later, still intact enough for my ancestor to draw a picture of it.

It seemed like I’d spent too long and uncovered way too much to be able to summarize it that concisely and still with so many holes. I grumbled under my breath as I stared down at the collection of letters, journal entries, and photos that were littered all over my bed. What I wouldn’t have given for a time machine to be able to go back and see for myself what had happened.

I dragged a hand through my hair. Sitting here and wishing for something so fanciful wouldn’t gain me anything. There might still be pieces missing from the puzzle, but I’d still made some significant headway. I’d certainly gotten closer than my grandfather had. No matter what it took, I would uncover the rest of the story and determine what had happened to the Dragon’s Rogue.

It was on that thought, with my room in a relative state of disarray, that I realized it was time to head to work. It hadn’t felt like it had taken all that long to lay everything out, but evidently, I’d been at it for two hours by then. I resigned to clean everything back up after I got home, and then I left for the office.
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“Wow, you’re dumb,” Muñoz remarked flatly as I finished recounting the events of the morning later in the office. “Or maybe it’s brain damage. I feel like you’ve been hit over the head enough times that it’s a definite possibility. No, wait—” She paused, her eyebrows furrowing together thoughtfully as her gaze flitted over to Robbie. “It’s Holm that’s always getting conked in the head, isn’t it?”

“Not lately,” Robbie replied with a shrug, leaning back in his chair so that it tipped backward precariously. “Not that I remember, anyway.”

“That’s probably the head trauma talking.” Muñoz sighed dramatically. “Isn’t that something? Our two star agents, and they both have severe brain damage.”

“You’re right,” I snorted. “We are star agents. That’s why we get all the best cases.”

“Nah, Diane probably just wants to keep your recklessness as far outside the country as she can,” Muñoz teased, shaking her head. “I mean, seriously? Didn’t you die a few weeks ago? And you’re rushing into burning buildings on your off time?” She shook her head. “Reckless.”

“First off,” I quipped back, “it was a boat, not a building. And there was a dog inside.” I made a face at her. “You’re telling me you would just stand by and let some poor little dog burn to death?”

“How heartless are you, Muñoz?” Robbie chimed in, barely looking up at her but clearly following the conversation.

“Obviously, I wouldn’t,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “But I also wouldn’t have gotten myself killed, so it never would have been a problem.” She scoffed. “I don’t think I’ve ever even broken a bone while on a case, and here you two are, getting eviscerated and dying.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” I murmured in response, smiling in spite of myself.

It wasn’t exactly a funny topic, but dark humor was how we survived around here. Besides, I couldn’t really offer a counter-argument. Muñoz wasn’t wrong. Robbie and I did tend to get involved in more scrapes than the other agents. Still, it wasn’t as though we deliberately went out in search of danger. It always just seemed to find us.

“And you said you went on a run after?” Muñoz tutted, shaking her head as she tossed me a smirk.

“For about ten minutes,” I scoffed. “After that, I went back and did some reorganizing with my notes on the Dragon’s Rogue.”

“Oh?” Robbie chimed in as he set his chair back straight and leaned toward me, obviously more interested in this line of conversation. “It’s been a while since we went out looking for any more clues, aside from finding Grendel, of all people. Has Bonnie told you anything else yet?”

“Afraid not.” I sighed, disappointment seeping into my voice. “No clue who the woman or the other guy are.”

“How did she even know it was Grendel?” Muñoz asked, eyeing me curiously. “With your ancestor, she was able to check with your own DNA, right? How did she get a hold of Grendel’s?”

“Ah, right,” I replied, grinning with excitement. “She cross-referenced it with the journal, apparently.”

“The journal?” Muñoz blinked at me owlishly. “I’m not following.”

”Grendel’s journal,” I clarified. “I don’t know if you remember me telling you about it—”

“How could I forget?” Muñoz scoffed, rolling her eyes. “It was all you would talk about for a while. Wouldn’t shut up about it for days.”

“Right,” I replied, choosing not to rise to the obvious bait. “Anyway, toward the end, the entries started descending into madness, basically. It was mostly just rambling, paranoid, scattered thoughts, stuff that didn’t make sense.”

“I think I remember that,” Muñoz agreed, nodding slowly.

“Well, a few of the pages had blood on them,” I replied with a shrug. “Nothing huge or horrifying, so it wasn’t like he murdered someone with the journal. It was probably just a nosebleed or a small cut on a finger or something.”

“Unsurprising that a pirate might have few cuts and scrapes,” Robbie added.

“I never really thought much of it,” I replied. “I assumed it was his blood, obviously, but what good was it to me, you know? I didn’t even know you could extract DNA from an old, dried-up blood stain.”

“But Bonnie did?” Muñoz smirked. “If anyone could do it, she and Clyde could. When did she take a sample of it, though?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied honestly. “Maybe around the time she went rogue and found Ava using my blood, too.”

“Oh, yeah,” Muñoz mused as she leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs. “There was a period there where Bonnie was almost as obsessed with investigating the Rogue as you were.”

“She must have taken it from my desk,” I replied. “I used to carry it around with me, even on cases, back when I first found it. Then it occurred to me that maybe I shouldn’t be lugging something so valuable and important around all over the place.”

“That was when you switched to making copies of stuff, right?” Robbie confirmed. “And sent everything to Slade to store.”

“Yeah, mostly,” I replied. “I still have the journal and a few other less delicate things on my boat.”

“On your boat?” Muñoz parroted, sounding alarmed. “The thing that’s floating on the water right now? What if it sinks? Or gets set on fire like your neighbor’s? Then that stuff is gone.”

I opened my mouth to respond but shut it again as her words sank in. She wasn’t wrong, technically. Of course, it was crazy to live in fear that something might happen to my houseboat, but she made a good point. Even if that stuff was less delicate, maybe it would behoove me to find somewhere safer to store it.

“Maybe I should move everything over to the house,” I murmured thoughtfully, drumming my fingers along the surface of the desk. “I’m barely ever there, but a house is probably safer than a boat, at least.

“Speaking of houses, didn’t Agent Rivers find some hidden wall in your grandpa’s old room?” Muñoz reminded me. “Whatever happened with that?”

“Ugh, I practically forgot about that,” I replied truthfully. Between the Rogue and just tackling cases left and right, I’d all but cast aside the odd occurrence. The two of us had uncovered a bunch of strange documents behind a false wall in the room, including an old wanted poster bearing my family name. “I’m not even sure if that’s related to the Rogue, honestly. The date on the wanted poster was for nearly two hundred years after the Rogue was first stolen, and the criminal’s name was Marston, not Finch-Hatton.”

That was a bit of a mystery in and of itself. In truth, I wasn’t sure how the change had come about. My ancestors might have adopted a new name for whatever reason, or it was possible that, at some point, the Finch-Hatton family had dwindled down to a single female descendant who then went on to marry into a different family. I pushed the thought to the back of my mind to examine later once I found some more downtime.

“Hey!” Birn’s hiss came as he came speed-walking at us from the doors of the office.

“You’re not usually late,” Muñoz noted. “What’s up?”

“I wasn’t late, technically,” he replied as he quickly sat down at his desk. “I was downstairs eavesdropping.”

“Eavesdropping?” Muñoz repeated, looking enthralled by the very notion. “On who? About what?”

“Diane’s downstairs with the new hire, doing a tour,” he explained, and I nearly did a double-take.

“New hire?” I asked, glancing toward the door. “Since when were we getting a new hire? And why are we whispering like it’s a secret?”

“Right, you died, and Diane kicked you out of the office for two weeks.” Muñoz snorted. “We’re bringing someone over from one of the other branches.”

“And we’re whispering because rumor has it that he’s a complete sack of—” Birn stopped short, clearing his throat and sitting up straight as the doors to the bullpen opened up.

I glanced toward the entrance of the office, wishing he’d had time to finish the thought but somehow understanding nonetheless what he’d meant to say.

A tall, angular man walked in beside Diane, who was explaining something to him in a low voice. From that very first glance, I didn’t like him. He wore a self-assured smile that screamed of arrogance, and everything about him seemed sharp and biting. He was an older man with gray-flecked hair, which I found a little unusual for a transfer hire.

“Everyone,” Diane addressed us as the two of them paused between the bullpen and the door to her office. “This is Agent Gale Dechart. Gale, Agents Marston, Holm, Muñoz, Birn, and Baker. I already told you about Clime and Bonci down in the lab…”

She continued on after that brief introduction, giving the new agent a rundown of everyone’s positions. Dechart barely gave us a passing glance, let alone bothering to say hello. Just a few moments later, the two of them disappeared into Diane’s office. The second the door closed, Muñoz leaned in conspiratorially.

“I heard he got the boot for being a gigantic pain in the butt,” she hissed, somehow looking giddy as she spoke. She really did enjoy gossip.

“Oh?” I frowned, glancing back toward Diane’s office for just a moment. “Why would Diane hire him if he’s hard to work with?”

“Baker needs a partner,” Muñoz replied as she nodded at the agent in question. Even though all the other newbies had left after Hariska’s coup, he had kept his desk way on the other end of the bullpen, far from the rest of us.

“Dechart won’t need training since he’s already got experience as an MBLIS agent,” Birn added with a shrug.

“Ah, that makes sense,” I replied, nodding in understanding.

“Eh, still,” Robbie grunted, his expression twisting with displeasure. “Is it really a good idea to hire someone with a reputation like that?”

“It’s just a rumor,” I argued. Even though something about Dechart had rubbed me the wrong way from the moment I’d first laid eyes on him, it still seemed a little messed up to rag on him before he’d even started his first day.

“We’ll see,” Muñoz chirped with a shrug. “I feel bad for Baker, though, if it’s true. Kid’s already got a hard enough time without getting saddled with a jerk for a partner, too.”

“Well, Diane must be confident that she can whip Dechart into shape if she hired him,” I insisted. “She wouldn’t have brought him on otherwise.” Diane was neither impulsive nor careless. Whatever this guy had gotten a bad rep for couldn’t have been that bad if he was transferred as opposed to outright fired.

At least, that was what I thought until I’d actually spoken to the man.

“You’ve been here for how long, and you’re still a field agent?” Dechart chuckled twenty minutes later after he’d finally emerged from Diane’s office and wandered over to chat. “Why haven’t you gone on to be a director somewhere?”

I raised an eyebrow at him, suddenly understanding why the other branch might have foisted him onto us. I’d just finished casually explaining how long I’d been working at the Miami branch when Dechart hit me with that crude comment out of nowhere. The tone in which he’d said it had sounded innocent enough, even friendly, but there was no mistaking the mean-natured glint in his eye.

“I dunno, why aren’t you working as a director somewhere?” Muñoz shot back before I could come up with a less abrasive answer.

I would have gone with something a bit less directly antagonistic, not wanting to rise to the obvious bait, but it seemed Muñoz had no issues with lashing back with complete brusqueness.

“I’ve never been one to settle down,” Dechart replied flippantly. “I like to hop from place to place. Lucky for me, there are federal offices pretty much everywhere.” He chuckled. “I can’t imagine staying in one place and just remaining stagnant, though.”

There it was, another little barb. He was being so antagonistic for no reason, and the worst part of it was that he wasn’t saying anything directly offensive. His comments were just vague enough to skirt the line.

“It’s just funny,” Dechart went on. “Diane’s younger than half of you, isn’t she? And already a director. And a woman at that.”

“What do you mean?” Muñoz asked without missing a beat.

“Hm?” Dechart cocked his head at her.

“What does her being a woman have to do with anything?” Muñoz clarified, and I could almost feel the heat radiating off her as she started to boil beneath the surface.

“Oh, nothing,” Dechart replied dismissively, waving a hand in the air. “What a time to be alive, right? Used to be that the men went out and earned a living while the ladies stayed home bringing up the little ones. Not anymore, though. How things change.” He plastered a fake, grating smile onto his face.

I could definitely see now why the other branch had wanted to get rid of him. I glanced over at Baker, who was still at his desk. He was staring at Dechart now, though, looking like he was considering his chances if he took a leap out of the window.

“Markus, Gale!” Diane called out as she poked her head out of her office. “In here, please.”

“Hitting the ground running,” Dechart replied, smiling broadly. “Great. Can’t call yourself a real agent unless you’re out there hitting the pavement, you know? These new kids today just want to sit on their butts, clicking away at a desk.” He shook his head.

It was almost impressive that he’d also managed to get a dig in at the agents who weren’t even present in the bullpen at the moment. Maybe it was for the best that they weren’t. Price was even more volatile than Muñoz was.

Baker looked miserable as he got up and followed Dechart into Diane’s office. I felt another wave of sympathy for him and, at the same time, a twinge of bitter envy that he was being assigned a case and not us.
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Markus wondered as he followed Dechart into Diane’s office whether he might have done something truly vile in a past life.

Maybe he’d been a serial killer, or maybe he’d spent all his time swindling widows and kicking puppies. He couldn’t imagine why else the universe constantly saw fit to hit him with the worst of luck.

Dechart was awful. The man had barely said two words to Markus, only deigning to offer him a short greeting before moving on to mingle with the rest of the more senior agents. Well, ‘mingle’ was perhaps a generous way of putting it. Dechart had done nothing but make little scathing remarks and needle away at them. Dechart spoke loudly enough that Markus had been able to hear it all, even from his desk in the corner of the bullpen.

Why was he the one stuck with the passive-aggressive braggart? Markus supposed that this guy was at least better than Hariska, given that Dechart had not attempted to murder him as of yet, but that was about all he had going for him. At least those mean little remarks had not yet been lobbed Markus’s way, though Markus suspected it was only a matter of time.

Or maybe Dechart saw Markus as being too small and unimportant to bully. He’d barely even acknowledged him, after all, and Markus was undeniably less impressive than any of the other agents.

“A case already, eh?” Dechart grinned, rubbing his hands together as he plopped down into one of the chairs in Diane’s office. “So, what are we dealing with?”

Markus frowned at him from the corner of his eye as he sat as well. He didn’t like Dechart. Even now, when he wasn’t doling out thinly veiled barbs, something about him rubbed Markus the wrong way. Markus couldn’t say for sure why that was. A gut feeling, maybe. Agent Marston had talked about stuff like that before—being able to tell something was wrong even when you didn’t have any solid evidence for it. Markus had always thought of it as some kind of superpower only he had, but now, looking at Dechart, Markus understood the feeling perfectly.

“A book washed up on a beach in Saint Kitts and Nevis,” Diane replied.

Before she could say any more than that, Dechart snorted.

“Must be some book,” he scoffed, settling back in his chair. “If it’s caught our attention.”

“You’re right about that,” Diane replied, nodding tersely. “What’s alarming about it is what was inside. Dozens of photographs all depicting dead people.”

“What?” Dechart replied as he adopted a disgusted grimace.

“Like those old Victorian death albums?” Markus asked, Diane’s words sparking a memory of something he’d read about a long time ago. “Didn’t people used to take photos of their relatives only after they died? Because photography was too expensive or something?”

“Well, these photos were taken much more recently,” Diane explained. “And unlike those old memento photographs, these depicted the victims in the moments right after they were killed, still bloody, mangled, and mutilated in some cases.”

“So we’re dealing with some kind of serial killer?” Dechart took a guess. “Sounds like a book of trophies to me.”

“That’s one possibility,” Diane replied. “Assuming this thing is real. The authorities were reluctant to believe it was, at first. The woman who found it, however, claims that she recognizes the woman in the last photograph of the book.”

“Then it has to be real,” Markus replied. “If she recognizes the victim.”

“Unless it’s all some hoax,” Dechart scoffed, shaking his head. “People are sick. They do all kinds of disgusting things for attention.”

“The local police were of the same opinion,” Diane replied. “But as it turns out, nobody can find the girl in the photo. According to the woman who found the book washed up on the beach, the girl in the photo was a waitress at a local bar. When the police went searching, they were told by the bar owner that the girl had suddenly stopped coming in to work one day and hadn’t been seen or heard from since.”

“That’s definitely a bad sign,” Dechart murmured.

“It is,” Diane agreed. “And if this book is real—” She shook her head and clasped her hands together on top of her desk. “We’re dealing with a huge number of victims. What’s strange, though, is the wide range of the deaths.”

“What do you mean?” Markus asked.

“Well, with serial killers, we’d usually see patterns,” Diane replied. “They’re predictable, usually. In most cases, serial killers become obsessed with following a routine. Their kills are ritualistic, usually targeted at a specific kind of person—”

“Because they’re unable to kill the person they actually want to murder,” Dechart interrupted. “And they hunt down people who are similar as a substitute.”

That was the second time he’d cut Diane off, and Markus found himself liking this guy even less by the moment. From the way Diane narrowed her eyes at him, it seemed she wasn’t all that impressed either. She let it go, though, much to Markus’s disappointment.

“That’s correct,” she replied. “Which is why the book is so strange. There are no similarities between the victims. Male, female, young, old, short, tall, different skin and hair colors. There are no similarities between the murders, either. In some of the photos, it’s beyond clear what happened. Some of the bodies sport slit necks or gunshot wounds. In others, though, it’s impossible to tell how they were killed. They almost look like they’re sleeping, not a scratch on them.”

“Poison or strangulation, maybe,” Dechart offered.

“Sure, but that isn’t the point,” Markus rebutted. “Ultimately, it doesn’t matter how they died. We can assume they are dead because they’re in the book. The point is that it doesn’t fit the usual serial killer MO for them to all be so different.”

“Exactly,” Diane agreed, and Markus didn’t miss the way that Dechart shot him a glare. Was he annoyed that Diane had agreed with him? How childish was this man?

“The short of it is that I need the two of you to head to Saint Kitts and Nevis to check it out,” Diane went on. “The girl in the photo was identified by police after they looked further into it. She’s an American college student who was participating in an exchange program.”

“Are they allowed to work while they’re doing those programs?” Dechart asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Does that really matter right now?” Markus scoffed, doing his best to resist rolling his eyes at Dechart’s comment.

The skin between Diane’s eyebrows pinched as she looked back and forth between the two of them. Markus could see the gears turning behind her eyes, and he wondered if she was regretting pairing them together or maybe hiring Dechart at all.

Markus certainly regretted it.

“Eh, right,” Dechart muttered. He sounded off balance like he was surprised Markus had snapped back at him. “That’s true. I guess it doesn’t matter. But the girl is American or was, anyway. That’s why we’re taking the case on?”

“It is,” Diane replied, still sounding a bit tense. Had she really not noticed until now what a tool Dechart was? “Anyway, you two will fly out tomorrow.” The tone that she spoke with carried finality.

“Great,” he replied quickly, getting to his feet before Dechart could say something else and irritate the both of them even further. “We’ll go and get ready then.” He nodded and turned to leave Diane’s office.

He’d said that, but really, there wasn’t much for them to ‘get ready.’ They’d been briefed on the case, and all that was left to do was wait for tomorrow, but Markus really had no desire to spend another moment in any kind of proximity to Dechart.

It was to his intense displeasure, then, when Dechart suddenly popped up behind him on the other side of the office and clapped a hand onto Markus’s shoulder. Markus jumped in surprise. He hadn’t heard Dechart coming at all, which was especially surprising when he considered just how boisterously loud Dechart had been all morning.

He was capable of being stealthy then. Markus wasn’t sure how he felt about that. It was only natural, he supposed, that Dechart would be skilled in that area. Despite how obnoxious he was, he still had years of experience with both the FBI and then with MBLIS. He’d bragged about as much earlier. Still, Markus already didn’t trust Dechart without the knowledge that he was apparently able to skulk about undetected.

“Let’s go get lunch,” Dechart declared, already halfway to turning around before Markus had even responded.

“Oh, I really don’t want to,” Markus replied, surprising himself with how blunt his response had been.

If the stunned look on Dechart’s face was anything to go by, Dechart hadn’t been expecting it either.

“Ha!” the older agent guffawed, clapping Markus’s shoulder again as though the whole thing had been a very funny joke. “You’re a funny guy, Baker. Come on, my treat.”

Dechart turned and stalked off then, not giving Markus a chance to respond. Markus really didn’t want to go, but Dechart was his partner now and would be, presumably, for the foreseeable future. It would be wiser to at least try to get along.

With that in mind, Markus swallowed the retort he eagerly wanted to give and followed the other agent out of the office.

“Do you always get lunch in the middle of the morning first thing after getting to work?” Markus asked Dechart dryly a few minutes later.

Dechart had insisted they take his car, which Markus thought smelled like old, unwashed bath towels. It wasn’t like they had much else to do now that Diane had assigned them a case, but still, it felt strange to head out so soon after he’d arrived.

“Sure,” Dechart replied with a snicker. “Helps to beat the lunch rush.”

Markus didn’t bother responding. He had a feeling that Dechart would have some flippant reply to whatever he said, so he might as well save his breath. He turned to look out the window as Dechart drove, not really caring where they headed. It was early enough still that Markus really wasn’t hungry, anyway.

It wasn’t until Dechart pulled up to what looked like a casino that Markus snapped out of the daydream he’d slipped into.

“What the heck?” he murmured, looking over at his partner for an explanation.

Gambling laws in Florida were complicated, to put it simply. Different counties had different rules, to say nothing of the entirely different laws that applied on Native American reservations. As far as Miami was concerned, gambling was technically illegal, though there were still places that surreptitiously skirted the law.

The building they’d stopped in front of was unassuming. There were no huge signs or anything over the facade that advertised it as a casino, but Markus could clearly see the flashing lights through the windows.

“Just wait here for a minute,” Dechart grunted as he took off his seatbelt and pushed open the driver’s side door.

“What!?” Markus balked at him, unable to believe that he really intended to go gamble right now, in the middle of the work day. He was a little relieved when, rather than walking into the casino, Dechart suddenly made his way across the street. That relief, however, quickly faded when he realized that his partner was walking into a strip club instead.

“Are you kidding me?” Markus hissed, halfway to opening his own door and jumping out to give Dechart a piece of his mind. He quickly thought better of it, though, and shut the door before ducking low in his seat. Markus had no idea what Dechart was doing here, but he certainly didn’t want to be spotted himself. He couldn’t imagine Diane’s face if she somehow caught wind that they’d been seen traipsing around some seedy part of the city.

“This is not fair,” Markus whined to himself. Of all the people he could have been paired with, why did it have to be some degenerate who hung out at strip clubs before it was even noon? He reminded himself once again that his last partner had tried to destroy MBLIS entirely and had landed him in the hospital, riddled with bullet holes.

At least Dechart hadn’t done that.

Still, Markus couldn’t just sit here. There were thousands of people in Miami, but he couldn’t shake the paranoid fear that someone would recognize him. He’d already had to work doubly hard to prove that he was capable of doing this job competently without constantly getting hurt, so he didn’t need to earn himself a rep as some perv.

“I’m leaving,” Markus grumbled, his eyebrows furrowing together as he got ready to clamber over the center console and into the driver’s seat. Dechart could figure out some other way to the office and explain himself on his own.

Before he could, though, Dechart suddenly came running out of the strip club. He looked panicked as he sprinted toward the car, and Markus’s stomach dropped as he wondered just what his partner had gotten up to.

“What happened?” Markus asked as Dechart yanked open the door and threw himself into the car.

He’d barely managed to close it before he slammed his foot down on the accelerator. Markus winced as the car shot forward, throwing him roughly back against his seat.

“What is happening!?” Markus demanded again, turning to look over his shoulder toward the strip club as Dechart pulled a sharp U-turn.

“Don’t worry about it,” he gritted out, just as two men and a woman came running outside. By then, they were far enough away that Markus couldn’t make out any discernible features.

“Don’t worry?” he repeated, staring at Dechart in disbelief. “Are you joking? What did you just do?”

“Just taking care of a little business,” Dechart replied with a shrug, and for some reason, his unperturbed demeanor just made Markus even angrier.

“Business?” He scoffed as he quickly tugged his seatbelt back on. “What business do you have at a place like that?”

“What do you think?” Dechart snickered, shooting Markus a lecherous look.

“What?” Markus gaped at him. “It’s the middle of the day! And you’re a federal agent! You shouldn’t be… going to places like that, anyway!”

“‘Places like that’?” Dechart parroted, doing a mocking imitation of Markus’s voice. “What does being a fed have to do with it? Just because I’m in law enforcement doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy looking at beautiful women.”

Markus clenched his jaw. As he’d thought, no matter what he said, Dechart had some stupid, laissez-faire retort ready.

“Geez, lighten up, will you?” Dechart groaned, rolling his eyes at Markus. “Quit looking at me like I just killed your grandma.”

Markus just continued to glare at him. He wanted to pry further, to demand to know the truth of what Dechart was doing in there. He’d been in there for less than five minutes, so somehow Markus doubted he’d gone in to actually… utilize their services. The people who had come out had looked mad, too, just based on their body language. Markus held his tongue, though. Dechart would just hit him with another dumb comment or crude remark, so what was the point?

“Geez, kid, if looks could kill, I’d be dead ten times over already.” Dechart chuckled, and Markus rolled his eyes and went back to looking out the window. Even when he wasn’t talking, Dechart somehow found a way to carry on with his annoying comments.

Maybe he’d beg Diane for a different partner once they made it back to the office.
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“What did you do at the strip club?” Markus asked again half an hour later.

They’d stopped by one of Markus’s favorite spots, Ted’s Burgers. It was a kind of fast food place that, to Markus’s knowledge, was exclusive to Miami. It was infinitely better than McDonald’s or other similar chains, albeit just as cheap, and it was one of Markus’s favorite places to get lunch or dinner on his way home.

There was no way he’d tell Dechart that, though.

“I already told you—” Dechart sighed around a mouthful of burger.

“No,” Markus cut him off. “You fed me some bull about how much of a pervert you are. What were you actually doing in there?”

Markus’s whole body felt like it was tingling with adrenaline. It was unlike him to be so direct, so rude even. Growing up with only his mom and two sisters, Markus had striven to be as patient and accommodating as possible, even when he was dealing with someone he didn’t like. As the newbie of the office as well, he’d tended to keep his head down and defer to the other, more experienced agents. Normally, Markus wouldn’t have dared to speak so frankly to someone like Dechart, who obviously had years of experience under his belt.

Something about the older man rubbed Markus the wrong way, though. Actually, everything about him rubbed Markus the wrong way. Why should Markus be respectful to him when Dechart had been nothing but rude and passive-aggressive to everyone else?

“I told you,” Dechart spat, punctuating each word. “I had business to deal with. And I did.”

“Business?” Markus scoffed, setting his own untouched bag of food into the backseat of the car. He really didn’t have much of an appetite. “At a strip club? Didn’t you just transfer to Miami? What business did you have in a city that you’re new to?”

“Trying to psycho-analyze me, huh?” Dechart snorted before stuffing another handful of fries into his mouth.

“That’s not what psychoanalysis is,” Markus replied flatly, grimacing at the way Dechart continued to speak even with his mouth full of food.

“Look, it doesn’t matter, all right?” he insisted. “It’s dealt with now. What we should talk about is this case Ramsey told us about, with the murder book.”

“Didn’t seem like it was dealt with,” Markus muttered. “With the way you came running out of there with your tail between your legs.”

“Listen here, you little—” Dechart growled, leaning sharply over the center console. Markus stood his ground, or, well, his seat. If Dechart tried to hit him or something, then all the better for Markus. Diane would surely give him the boot if that happened.

Dechart and Markus both froze, however, when someone on a motorcycle suddenly pulled directly into the parking spot in front of theirs. Markus went stock still, bracing for whatever was coming. The parking lot was almost entirely empty, so the fact that the motorcyclist had stopped right in front of them wasn’t a coincidence. The fact that the man was staring directly at them didn’t bode well, either.

“What the hell—” Dechart grunted, but he didn’t manage to get any more than that out before the man on the bike suddenly whipped a gun from inside his jacket pocket. Markus didn’t even have time to react before the man suddenly fired two shots through the front windshield, striking Dechart twice.

Markus looked up at the man, his breath catching. There was no way he’d be able to grab his own gun in time, especially not sitting down. The man on the bike turned to look at him, and time seemed to slow for Markus.

Then, the man suddenly holstered his weapon and shifted his motorcycle into gear to leave again.

He hadn’t shot Markus.

A small but viciously loud part of Markus’s brain wondered why. This man had come to attack Dechart without provocation or explanation and then just turned to leave without so much as sparing Markus a second glance. It didn’t make sense.

As the man took off on his bike, Markus pulled his gun from its holster and shot back at him through the windshield. Even if he hadn’t attacked Markus directly, he’d still shot and killed a federal agent. He couldn’t just let this guy ride away. The bullet hit the bike’s wheel, causing it to explode and sending the motorcycle toppling over halfway down the parking lot.

As the man fell to the asphalt, Markus jumped out of the car. Pistol still in hand, he raced toward the mysterious assailant, running as fast as he could down the length of the lot. Markus had nearly reached the man by the time he’d gotten back to his feet.

“Freeze!” Markus yelled. The man flinched before spinning around to face him, his hands already up in the air. “Hands behind your head. Get down on the ground.”

The man didn’t move. He didn’t reach for his gun, but he didn’t obey Markus’s orders, either. Suddenly, Markus felt the slightest twinge of panic. What should he do? The man wasn’t armed, so he couldn’t just shoot him, right? But he wasn’t listening. If Dechart was still alive and here with him, Markus would have kept his gun trained on the thug while Dechart circled around to grab him.

Markus had never been in the field alone.

Diane had sent him on some minor cases for a while before she hired Dechart, but he’d always worked those with the police. Never before had he been in a situation where it was just him and the perp.

“Get down on the ground,” Markus demanded again as it occurred to him that he should call for help. He’d keep his gun trained on the man until backup arrived, and nobody would get hurt—

“No!”

The man suddenly turned and sprinted toward the road. Markus cursed under his breath as he gave chase. If he were a cop, he could tase the guy to get him to stop. MBLIS agents didn’t carry tasers, and Markus found himself wondering why not. How the heck else was he supposed to take someone down on his own without killing them? He certainly was not about to shoot this guy in the back.

“I said stop!” Markus shouted as he caught up to the man. He reached out to grab his arm in an attempt to pull him backward, away from the road. Just as Markus managed to wrap his fingers around the man’s arm, the goon suddenly spun, swinging a knife at him.

Markus hissed in pain and surprise as the knife cut through his arm. He hadn’t even seen the guy pull it. The pain of the slash caused Markus to stumble, and the man took the opportunity to pull away and run off again—

Directly into the path of a large truck.

The driver of the truck honked in warning, but just a brief moment later, the thug was splattered all over the road. Markus exhaled with horror, eyes widening as he watched the truck swerve sharply, skidding to one side and then the other before the driver finally managed to get it back under control. Several cars behind him did the same, and it was nothing short of a miracle that there was no collision by the end of it.

It had all happened in the span of just a few terrifying seconds. When it was done, Markus stood frozen at the edge of the road, staring down at the blood and viscera that used to be the assailant. A faint sting radiated from his arm where the man had cut him, but Markus could barely feel it.

What in the world had just happened?
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The morning had droned on rather uneventfully, which I supposed was a blessing. No action meant that nobody was smuggling drugs or kidnapping babies, which was good.

“No, no, no.” Muñoz sighed, sounding exasperated as she attempted to explain some new movie to Birn. “She went back in time. That’s how her husband found out where she was in the future.”

“What?” Birn stared at her blankly, and Muñoz groaned with frustration.

As she shook her head, I caught the briefest glimpse of a smile on his face before he went back to looking artfully clueless. He was messing with her, and Muñoz was getting more frustrated by the second.

I shook my head and smirked. Muñoz was usually the one teasing all of us, so I supposed it was only a fair turnabout. Birn was playing a dangerous game, though. Muñoz would get him back doubly hard once she realized he was just egging her on.

The relaxed chitchat stopped the moment Diane’s office door slammed open.

“Just stay there!” she exclaimed, and for a moment, I thought she was yelling at us until I noticed she was holding her phone to her ear. “Yeah, I’ll be there in a second.”

“What’s going on?” Muñoz asked as she rose to her feet, her demeanor suddenly serious.

“Markus and Gale,” she replied hastily, not pausing on her way to the door. “I’ll be back later.”

With that, she was gone, the door to the office clicking shut behind her.

“What was that?” Robbie asked, his face crumpled with concern.

“Don’t usually see Diane all worked up like that,” Birn added.

“Dammit!” Muñoz suddenly yelled, balling her hand into a fist as she glared at the door.

“What!?” Robbie looked at her, alarm and confusion in his eyes.

“It was Dechart!” Muñoz insisted angrily. “I knew he was bad news the second he got here. He must have done something.”

“Like what?” Birn asked, pursing his lips. “I know he’s a jerk, but he wouldn’t actually do anything to hurt Baker… You don’t think, right?”

“Whatever it was, it had to have been bad for Diane to run out of here yelling like that,” Muñoz grumbled.

I frowned as I realized that she was right. Diane had a gift for remaining calm, even in dire situations like when Robbie had been kidnapped and then disemboweled. She’d been mad, sure, but she’d managed to keep her cool and handle the situation. Running out like that with barely a word of explanation was out of the ordinary for her.

When Diane hadn’t returned an hour later, Muñoz called to check in.

“Everything’s fine,” she replied. She sounded tired over the phone’s speaker. “There was an incident with Markus and Dechart. I’m handling it. Are Ethan and Robbie there?”

“We’re listening,” I confirmed, leaning closer to the phone in Muñoz’s hand.

“Good,” Diane replied, exhaling shakily. “Come to the office early tomorrow. I need to speak with you two about taking over their case.”

“Oh,” I replied, surprised to hear that. So it had been bad if they weren’t fit to work for the moment.

“Will do,” Robbie replied.

“I probably won’t be back at the office tonight,” Diane replied tersely. “I’ll see everyone tomorrow.”

After a round of brief, almost awkward goodbyes, Muñoz ended the call. The mood in the office was soured and tense after that, and after finishing up a few more reports, I decided to just head home for the day.

Diane hadn’t offered us much information about what exactly had happened with Baker and Dechart, and though I was curious, we hadn’t pried again after that one phone call. If we needed to know, Diane would have told us. Nevertheless, I hoped Baker was all right. I was honestly not all that worried about Dechart, even less so after Muñoz had suggested that whatever happened might have been his fault. It was pretty suspect that something had gone catastrophically wrong the very day he’d arrived. On the other hand, Baker had a bad knack for landing himself into trouble all on his own.

I tried not to think about it as I pulled into the marina, shifting my thoughts instead to what the new case might hold. Diane had mentioned that Robbie and I would be taking over for Baker and Dechart, but she hadn’t given us any details. She would tomorrow, assuredly, but until then, I couldn’t help but ponder. What would it be this time? Drugs were the most likely option, as it seemed the majority of our cases somehow came back to that. Trafficking was, unfortunately, another high possibility. It seemed like there’d been a rise of it in the past few years, which I supposed wasn’t surprising given how easy access was into Miami from the Caribbean islands, but that made the subject no easier to stomach.

I was pulled out of my thoughts as I got out of my car and noticed movement over by my neighbor’s boat. The smoke had long since cleared up, though there was still a distinct, acrid smell in the air. A small green car was parked on the dock just in front of it, and I watched as the girl from this morning hauled a box of things off the boat and over to the car.

I frowned as I watched her, a little concerned. It probably wasn’t safe for her to be rummaging around in the battered remains of the boat. There was enough open air around it that smoke inhalation likely wasn’t an issue, but the structure was probably very unstable. If it collapsed on her, she could be injured.

I considered telling her as much, but I thought better of it and made for my own boat. She was an adult, and based on how snappy and standoffish she’d been this morning, I suspected she probably wouldn’t appreciate my meddling, anyway.

“Will you go away!?” she suddenly scoffed, and I paused halfway to my boat, assuming she was speaking to me. When I turned to her in confusion, I realized she was talking to the dog.

It was the same one from this morning, and in the light of day, I could see it more clearly. She was fluffy, with scraggly bits of hair that fell over her eyes as she shuffled around, sniffing at the girl’s legs. She was a pretty cute dog, and I felt glad I’d been able to save her. It would have been awful for such a friendly-looking animal to have suffered such an awful death.

The girl, Layla, if I recalled correctly, didn’t seem to share my sentiments. She glared at the dog as though its presence infuriated her.

“Go away, stupid ugly thing!” she hissed, kicking at the dog. I watched in shock. Luckily, the kick was ill-aimed, and she missed, but the dog seemed to think that Layla was just playing.

“Look,” Layla suddenly cooed as she reached into the front driver’s seat. When she emerged again, she was holding half of a bagel. “You want it? Go get it.”

Layla launched the bagel away from the boat, toward the road, and I raised an eyebrow as the shock I felt only intensified. Not only was she throwing garbage around the marina, but it had come dangerously close to landing in the road beyond the parking lot. Cars didn’t tend to drive very fast here, but still, the dog could get hit.

She finally seemed to notice me standing there after she threw the piece of food, and her face went white as a sheet upon seeing me.

“Everything okay?” I asked, glancing down at the dog that, luckily, hadn’t gone running after the piece of bagel.

“Yeah!” Layla replied brightly, pasting a big, fake smile on her face. “Just fine! I, uh, I came to get some of my boyfriend’s stuff.” Her smile faltered for a moment as she looked down at the dog. “Come on. We should get going.” She opened the back door of the car, and the dog jumped in without hesitation, obviously used to doing that. Layla shut the door with a little more force than was probably necessary.

“Have a good day,” she called out to me stiffly before moving to climb into the driver’s side.

“Yeah, you too,” I replied, a little shaken by the exchange.

Honestly, I was more worried about the dog than I was about her. Layla’s behavior was strange, to say the least. She seemed to waffle between blank-faced and angry, with no pleasantry to be found except for when she briefly spoke to me, and even that had seemed forced. I definitely didn’t like how she had tried to kick the dog.

There wasn’t much I could do as the car drove away, though. If I saw the owner of the boat again, maybe I would mention that his girlfriend had been mean to his dog. He’d certainly seemed a lot more concerned about her after the fire than Layla had.

After that, I retreated into my houseboat.
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Iwoke up to the sound of barking and a wave of déjà vu.

At least it wasn’t the middle of the night this time, though, for a moment, I was struck with the concerning thought that something might be on fire again. The lingering scent of burnt wood and melted metal still lingered slightly in the air, probably because the burnt boat hadn’t yet been hauled away. As I glanced out the window, though, I was glad to see that it was just the remnant smell of burning and that nothing was actually on fire.

I was less relieved to see Macy, the dog.

I pulled a shirt on over the pair of sweatpants I’d worn to sleep and stepped out onto the deck. Macy was sitting very calmly a few yards away, near the charred remains of her owner’s boat. With mounting concern, I noticed that nobody seemed to be out there with her.

I groaned under my breath as I stepped off my boat and down onto the dock. The day before, it had looked like Layla was trying to shoo the dog away, kicking at it and throwing food far from the car. It had given me pause and made me concerned for the animal, but I’d brushed it off in the end after she’d driven off with the dog. Now, I wondered if that had really been the end of it.

“Hello?” I called out as I walked over to the boat.

Macy stood up and turned to look at me as I approached, wagging her tail. I knew enough about dogs to know it wasn’t a great idea to approach one you weren’t familiar with, but this one had seemed friendly the few times I’d interacted with it before.

“Hello?” I called again, yelling toward the boat.

Part of me hoped that Layla or her boyfriend were in there, grabbing more things, and that the dog was just waiting on them. I noticed, however, that there was no car parked nearby like there had been the day before. As far as I could see, the dog was here alone.

“Seriously?” I muttered under my breath as I looked down at the scruffy dog. I’d never kept pets myself, always a bit too busy with a job that required constant travel, but I couldn’t imagine just abandoning one on the side of the road or in a marina, in this case.

“Hey!” I called out one more time, hoping that somebody might emerge from the burnt boat to claim Macy. I wasn’t surprised when nobody answered or emerged from the wreckage.

Macy, on the other hand, seemed happy for the company. She walked over to me and sat at my feet, staring up at me through her fringe of scraggly fur.

“What do I do with you?” I asked out loud as I reached up to run a hand through my hair. I didn’t have my neighbor’s contact information. Honestly, I could barely remember his name. I might be able to go to the office and get his number, but who knew if they’d even be willing to give me other people’s personal information? Even if they did, I didn’t have time to sit here waiting around for her owner to come claim her. Diane had specifically told us to get to the office early so she could brief us on the case we were taking over from Baker and Dechart.

“Come on,” I grunted, looking down at the dog. She immediately got up and started to follow me back to my houseboat, which made me think that she was well-trained.

Well, maybe not that well-trained if she follows anyone who gives her a command, I thought to myself as I led her up onto my boat. I didn’t want to leave her out there where she could get hit by a car or something, but I couldn’t keep her, either.

As soon as the dog was inside, she moved to settle onto the couch as though she’d always lived there.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” I warned as I went to grab my phone. “You’ll be heading out soon.” I checked the time as I grabbed the phone from the desk in my bedroom. I still had a little while longer before I needed to head to the office, but not much. For now, I’d call animal control to come and get the dog. Later, I’d find time to stop by the front office to let them know to call the neighbor and tell him where the dog was.

A quick internet search was all I needed to find the number for the nearest animal control service, and as I dialed, I hoped they’d be able to come and pick the dog up in time for me to get to work early as Diane had wanted.

That particular hope was not to be fulfilled.

“What do you mean six hours?” I asked after the man at animal control had explained that it might be a while before someone came by.

“Sorry, sir,” the man hummed in response. “Normally, it wouldn’t take nearly that long, but we got a call this morning about a couple of gators wandering around a residential neighborhood. We found one, but we’re still looking for the other. We’ve got our hands full with that since, well, it’s a gator. No offense, but it’s a little more high-priority than a lost dog.”

“No, yeah, I get it.” I sighed as I glanced over at Macy, who was now snoozing away on my couch.

“Sorry again,” the man replied. “But if the dog isn’t sick or hurt… maybe you could just hang on to her until your neighbor comes home? You said the dog lived nearby, right?”

“Sort of,” I murmured. Most people who docked here didn’t actually live at the marina, unlike me. Macy’s owner didn’t live here either, so it was a little more complicated than a matter of just waiting for him to show up.

“There are also shelters you could take her to,” the man on the phone replied. “They’ll be able to hold on to her and contact the owner themselves, assuming she’s micro-chipped, which most dogs are these days.”

“Yeah, I guess I’ll do that,” I replied a little sullenly. So much for getting to the office early. My boat was no place for a dog, though, especially not one this big. If animal control couldn’t come and get her, I’d just have to drop her off on my way to the office. “Thanks, anyway.”

I ended the call and turned to look at Macy again. She looked right at home, and I found myself wondering what it might be like to have a dog of my own—preferably a smaller one and a lazier one since a boat didn’t offer a lot of room to move around.

But no, it wasn’t a good idea. I was often gone for days at a time, sometimes weeks. It wouldn’t be right to have a dog I couldn’t be around to take care of. Still, maybe someday.

I was about to call Diane to let her know that I’d be a little later than expected when my phone rang. Diane had beaten me to the punch, and I cringed, worried she might be calling me to remind me to head to the office.

“Hello?” I answered, holding the phone up to my ear.

“Ethan, I need you to head to the airport ASAP,” she replied.

“What?” I uttered, shocked to stillness. “I thought we were going over the case this morning.”

“We were.” Diane sighed heavily. “But we need to accelerate things. There’s been a development, and I need you and Robbie to head out there now.”

“What happened?” I asked, my heart thrumming at the urgency in her voice.

“The police in Saint Kitts and Nevis have just found a survivor,” Diane explained, and though the statement sent a rush of exigency through me, I realized after a beat that I didn’t actually understand what she meant by that. Since I hadn’t yet been briefed on the case, I had no idea what this person in question had survived.

“All right,” I muttered as I started to collect my things, quickly switching gears as the plan shifted from heading to the office to going to the airport. “And this is a survivor of what, exactly?”

“Right.” Diane sighed again, sounding tired. “Look, I’ll give you a brief rundown of what happened over the phone, and I’ll send over some files that you and Robbie can look over on the flight. I really need you two to head out now, though. The short of it is that we’re likely dealing with a serial killer, and we have every reason to believe that it won’t be long before they strike again.”

“Oh, crap,” I muttered as the severity of the situation sank in.

“Yeah,” Diane replied tersely. “So it’s imperative that you get there as fast as you can, not just because we need to stop them before they strike again, but—” She paused, and I froze as well, holding my breath as I waited to see what she might say.

“She might not make it very much longer,” Diane finally finished. “The victim, I mean. From what I was told, she is in very critical condition. It’s a miracle that she survived at all.”

“And if she doesn’t make it,” I surmised, “you want us to try to talk to her before she dies.”

It was a horrible, cold thought, but it made sense.

“Yes,” Diane replied. “As callous as it sounds, we need to do everything we can to try to get information about the killer before that happens. If it happens.”

“You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Diane,” I replied. When I went to grab my pistol, my eyes flitted back over the couch and the dog that was currently napping on top of it. “Oh, crap.”

“What?” Diane asked, her voice tight.

“No, it’s nothing to do with the case,” I replied as I reached up to press a hand to my forehead. “The thing is, I was actually about to call you when you called me.”

“Oh?” Diane hummed, sounding only marginally less concerned now.

“Yeah,” I muttered, pursing my lips. I quickly explained the situation and the bind I was in now. Diane needed us to get to the airport right now, and she was right to feel a sense of urgency considering the state of the victim, but that meant I now had a dog I had no time to deal with.

“I’ll handle it,” Diane replied after I’d finished giving her the rundown.

“What?” I asked, blinking in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Let me worry about that,” Diane replied. “I’ll figure something out with the dog. You just go and meet Robbie at the airport.”

“I—” I uttered, still confused by her declaration. I knew I could trust Diane, though, and if she said she would handle it, then she would. “All right, yeah. I’ll head down there now.”

“Thanks,” she replied quickly. “I’ll gather everything we have on the case and send it over so you and Robbie can brief yourselves on the plane.”

“Got it,” I replied before ending the call.

Once I had, I turned to look at Macy, who seemed completely unbothered on the couch. I frowned, hoping whatever plan Diane had would be put into motion soon. Friendly or not, I’d prefer not to have some strange dog loose on my boat.
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On my way out of the marina, I stopped briefly at the front office, hoping to at least alert the man at the desk to keep an eye out for my neighbor in case he happened to return. To my dismay, there was a small piece of paper taped to the front window declaring that the office was closed until the following day, with no further explanation provided.

Cursing under my breath, I turned on my heel and trotted back to my car. Of course, it was just my luck that he wouldn’t be in on the rare occasion that I actually needed to speak with him. The manager of the marina tended to respect the clients’ privacy so long as nothing was amiss, so it was rare that I interacted with him at all. I had the man’s number, though, so, with no better option, I shot him a quick text letting him know that I had a dog belonging to the owner of the burnt boat and to please forward the message. As I hopped back in the car, Diane called back.

“Hey, I’m on my way now,” I assured her as I answered the call and put the phone on speaker so I could drive.

“Great,” Diane replied. “Robbie should be there soon. I called him before I called you. I just spoke with animal control as well.”

“Did they also tell you that it would be six hours before anyone came to get the dog?” I snorted.

“They did,” Diane replied. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll send someone out to meet them and to make sure the dog doesn’t destroy your boat.”

“What? Who?” I asked, a laugh threatening to escape me. The image of Muñoz or Birn being sent to babysit a dog for six hours on my boat filled my mind.

“Don’t worry about that,” Diane replied, and I could have sworn that I heard the barest hint of a smile in her voice as well. “Anyway, I need to brief you about the case. Sorry again that we’re doing this over the phone, but like I said, I need you two over there as soon as possible.”

“No problem,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the road as I listened. “Tell me what we’re dealing with.”

“Well, I already told you it’s a serial killer case,” Diane replied, launching straight into an explanation without hesitating. “At least, that’s the assumption we’re currently operating under. Given what’s happened with this latest victim, though, I think it’s safe to say that we’re correct to think that. To put it plainly, about a week ago, a photo album washed up on the beach in Basseterre, in Saint Kitts and Nevis. The album was filled with photographs of murder sites, each one displaying a victim after they’d been killed.”

“Geez,” I hissed, the image rankling in my mind. “And you’re saying there was a survivor?”

“There was,” Diane confirmed. “Early this morning, before the sun had even come up, a woman dragged herself out of the woods and onto the road. An oncoming motorist nearly hit her and actually wound up colliding with a tree to avoid doing so.”

“Was the motorist all right?” I asked, making sure I was keeping aware of my own surroundings as I continued on my way to the airport.

“Yes, thankfully,” Diane replied. “The crash was minor. In any case, the woman was in a horrible state. She’d been stabbed over thirty times, and the witness who found her told police that he thought she was a zombie when he first laid eyes on her. Apparently, she was covered in blood from head to toe.”

“And she’s alive?” I asked with no small amount of disbelief.

“For now,” Diane replied plainly. “And, hopefully, that won’t change, but as I told you earlier, she’s in bad condition.”

“I bet she is after being stabbed thirty times,” I murmured, impressed at the woman’s refusal to go down.

“The police were able to speak with her, just a little,” Diane went on. “She was out of it, as you can imagine, drifting in and out, especially after she was medicated. From what they were able to gather, though, she was kidnapped by a man in a bar earlier that evening. She said that the man dragged her out into the woods but then suddenly released her and told her to run.”

“Ugh,” I scoffed, a disgusted tremor running through me as I pictured it. “So he was toying with her? Sick bastard.”

“That’s what it sounds like,” Diane replied. “Anyway, she did run, and the man chased after her. When he caught up to her, he started stabbing her.” Diane paused for a moment, and I could tell that just recounting the story likely turned her stomach. As desensitized as she was, as we all were, she wasn’t totally immune to feeling sympathy or disgust over the cases we dealt with.

“She told the police that she was sure she was going to die right there,” Diane replied. “After the man stopped stabbing her, he started taking photos of her instead.”

“The album,” I stated, recalling how the case had come to her attention in the first place.

“She faded in and out after that,” Diane went on. “Her testimony is a bit spotty. Again, it's not surprising, given how she was attacked. In any case, after a time, she woke up again, and the man was gone. I don’t think he left her alive on purpose, though. More likely, he just assumed she was dead.”

“Why wouldn’t he?” I asked. “Few people could survive being stabbed that many times. I’m surprised she managed to keep still and quiet long enough for the killer to believe she was actually dead.” I paused. “Or maybe not. Maybe it was lucky that she kept losing consciousness.”

“Whatever the case, she survived,” Diane replied. “And she somehow made her way out of the woods and to the road. She spent all night crawling, from what she told the police.”

“And then nearly got herself hit by a car,” I hummed, shaking my head. “This girl is beyond lucky.”

“That’s true,” Diane agreed. “Though I would hold off on calling her lucky until she’s actually out of the woods.”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “After everything she’s been through and survived already, I can’t see her giving up now that she’s in the hospital.” Of course, I didn’t know this girl. I hadn’t even spoken to her myself, but I already admired her mettle and determination to survive. At the very least, I sincerely hoped she would make it through. It would be an awful shame for her to have made it this far only to succumb once she’d finally made it back to safety.

“Well, we can hope,” Diane murmured somberly. “That’s the gist of it, though, anyway. The most concerning thing—well, one of the most concerning things—is that the killer doesn’t seem to have a type or even a specific MO aside from taking photos of the victims.”

“So, it’ll be hard for us to guess who he might target next,” I concluded, understanding right away why Diane was concerned about that aspect.

“Exactly,” she replied. “It’s not a matter of simply assuming he’ll go after, say, redheaded women in their twenties. No, so far, the police haven’t been able to determine what links the victims. That’s why we need to speak to the girl. Right now, she’s the only lead we have.”

And she’s clinging to life as we speak, I thought bitterly.

“Robbie and I will go and speak to her as soon as we can,” I assured Diane, pressing a little harder on the accelerator as I continued on my way to the airport.
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Markus stepped out of his car, feeling a little awkward as he searched for Marston’s boat.

Earlier that morning, he’d overheard Diane speaking to Marston on the phone and then making a strange call to animal control. After a bit of curious prodding from Markus, Diane had explained the situation, and Markus had immediately offered to go and watch the dog while he waited for animal control to arrive.

Honestly, he was glad for the distraction. The events of the previous day still weighed heavily on him. He’d barely gotten any sleep, which was how he’d ended up back in the office so early the following day. He really hadn’t minded the idea of helping out, especially since there was a dog involved. Markus loved dogs and truthfully relished the idea of being able to pat one for a little while after the night he’d been through.

Now that he was there at the marina, though, he felt sheepish. It was easy enough to find Marston’s boat based on the dock number and the description that Diane had given him. Suddenly, though, he felt a little abashed at entering. This was basically Marston’s house, right? He lived there, so it felt weird to barge in while the man wasn’t home.

He’d been the one to ask Diane for help, though, and Markus couldn’t just leave the poor little dog in there by itself. He clambered up onto the boat, worried suddenly that he didn’t know how he was supposed to get inside. Fortunately, the door to the cabin was unlocked, which made sense now that Markus thought about it. Of course, Marston would leave it unlocked if he was expecting someone to arrive at any moment to deal with the dog.

Once Markus got inside, however, he quickly realized that there was nothing little about the dog. For some reason, he’d imagined it as a helpless little puppy. Diane hadn’t given him that many details, only that Marston had said he was in possession of a lost dog, and Markus’s mind had filled in the blanks. The dog in question was big. Presently, it was spread out across Marston’s couch, looking for all the world like there was nowhere else it would rather be.

Markus didn’t hesitate to walk over to pet it. It barely responded other than to roll slightly onto its side to allow Markus room to rub its belly as well.

After showering the animal with attention, Markus sank to the floor since the dog was taking up basically the entire couch, and some of the awkwardness returned. Was he just supposed to sit there quietly until animal control arrived? He didn’t really mind doing that, but maybe it would be better if he took the dog outside so it wouldn’t get into Marston’s things.

One look at the dog was enough to assuage those fears, though. It was only half awake and didn’t seem like it was planning on getting up anytime soon. Resigned to just let it lie there, as it wasn’t causing problems, Markus leaned back against the side of the couch. With nothing else to do, his mind drifted back to the events of the previous day.

Dechart had not died. He’d been shot twice, that much was certainly undeniable, and in the chest to boot, but he had not died. Markus’s face flushed with shame as he recalled how he’d felt a guilt-inducing mix of both relief and disappointment when he’d returned to the car to find Dechart breathing. The disappointment had only been a small, fleeting thing, but it had undeniably been there. Even now, Markus felt bad that he’d felt it at all. As awful as the man was, it was wrong of Markus to wish he’d be rid of him so permanently.

Later that same day, at the hospital, Dechart had begged Markus not to tell Diane about the strip club. He’d literally begged, and had he not been confined to a hospital bed, Markus wouldn’t have been surprised had the agent fallen to his knees in supplication.

In truth, Markus hadn’t been moved. Why on earth should he stick his neck out for a man like Dechart? Why should he lie to Diane and put himself on the line for someone who’d been nothing but unpleasant from the first moment they’d met? Markus had fully intended to tell Diane everything and had only been swayed when Dechart mentioned his daughter.

According to the sob story Dechart had fed him, his daughter was working at the club. Dechart hadn’t given Markus many details, and honestly, Markus had a feeling he still wasn’t being totally truthful.

Dechart had been desperate, though. That much was abundantly clear. He’d been close to tears as he pleaded with Markus, claiming he just needed a little time to try to get his daughter out of that situation. In the end, Markus had relented. He refused to lie outright, but he was willing to go as far as omitting the smaller details of what had happened. Namely, he hadn’t mentioned their stop at the strip club at all when he was recounting what had happened to Diane. As far as she knew, the two of them had been randomly attacked while out to lunch.

Diane had believed Markus without hesitation, which had only made him feel yet another surge of guilt. Now, as he sat on the floor of Marston’s boat, that guilt resurfaced anew.

Had deceiving Diane been the right move? Dechart had sounded so sincere. He’d been crying, practically, and Markus had thought that whatever he had going on must be really serious. Now, he wondered if he’d been conned. What if the sob story was fake? What if he’d just made himself complicit in something really bad? Markus didn’t even know if the attack was related to their stop at the strip club, but surely, it couldn’t just be a coincidence.

Dechart had gone in there and ticked off the people inside, and then a madman had come after them, shooting only Dechart. Now that madman was dead, so Markus couldn’t even question him. He also couldn’t refute the story he’d fed Diane.

Markus scoffed at himself gruffly. He was too soft. This was why things always went so badly for him. He should have just ignored Dechart and told Diane everything from the beginning. It was too late now. If he came clean, then he’d have to admit that he lied in the first place.

Should he do that anyway?

Markus sighed and leaned further back, his shoulders brushing against the dog’s fur. It huffed and lifted its head to look at him. Markus lifted a hand to stroke its head, ruminating on what he should do about his predicament. He hadn’t yet come to a decision when he was startled by the sound of a sharp, cut-off scream.

He jumped to his feet, on high alert at once. He held still, straining his ears as he listened, but he heard nothing.

Markus went still, wondering, for just a moment, if he’d imagined the noise. Maybe it had just been an animal, a seagull, or something. They were by the water.

Still, something nagged at the back of his mind. That hadn’t sounded like the cry of an animal. It had sounded like a scream, piercing and high-pitched, before suddenly being cut off. He got to his feet and stalked toward the door that led out onto the exterior deck. If it had been a person yelling, they had to have been pretty dang loud for Markus to have heard it from inside Marston’s boat, and nearby, as well. There was nobody around that Markus could see, though.

He was about to head back into the interior of the boat when the dog suddenly came scrambling out after him, nearly knocking Markus over as he pushed past his legs. The dog whined as he looked out over the marina, and Markus frowned, curious as to what might be causing the dog to act like that. Had he also heard the screaming?

He was jostled from his thoughts as a low bang sounded from somewhere nearby. Markus looked around again, his confusion mounting when he still didn’t see anyone. The bang had been blunt but not very loud, like something being dropped or thrown. The dog must have heard it as well because he whined again, and this time, Markus realized that the dog seemed to be looking directly over at the charred boat docked a little ways away.

“Is someone in there?” Markus muttered to himself as he started to make his way off the boat.

Diane had only heard the story secondhand from Marston, but she’d mentioned something about a fire and the dog getting lost when the owners left without him. If they were back, then this would be the perfect opportunity to reunite them rather than having to hand the dog over to animal control.

“Come on,” Markus urged the dog to follow as he walked along the length of the marina and over to the other boat. As he got closer, Markus realized that someone was definitely inside. He could hear footsteps scuttling around.

“Hey!” Markus called out, raising his voice as he called toward the boat. “Hey, is someone there?”

A sudden stillness followed his voice as the footsteps immediately stopped moving. For a few seconds, there was only silence. Then, suddenly, the footsteps resumed, quickly growing louder until someone poked their head out at him.

It was a young woman. She was pretty, with dirty blond hair and brown eyes that… actually looked rather fearful now that Markus got a good look at them.

“Is everything all right?” he asked automatically, his concern over her anxious expression overtaking his original mission to find out whether she was the owner of the dog.

The girl didn’t answer. She looked like a frightened animal, like she might suddenly bolt if he made any sudden movements.

“Um…” Markus muttered, unsure why she was acting like that. Maybe she was still shocked from the fire. “Hey, is this your dog?” He gestured down at the large, fluffy beast. “My coworker found her, and—”

He stopped short as a loud crash suddenly erupted from behind her, somewhere inside the boat. Markus flinched in surprise, but not as much as the blonde girl, whose eyes went shockingly wide as she spun around.

“What’s going on?” Markus asked, a single thread of suspicion running through him now. The girl looked even more afraid than she had just a moment earlier. “Who’s in there?”

“Nobody,” the girl replied far too quickly for Markus’s liking. “I—I have to go.”

Without further ado, she jumped down off the boat and made a beeline straight for the parking lot.

“Wait!” Markus called out, his attention flitting back and forth between her and the dog. “Wait, your dog!”

The girl didn’t even bother to look back at him as she continued to her car, however. For a moment, Markus thought about giving chase. He might have been able to catch her if he hurried, but something was gnawing at him to investigate the boat instead. Maybe it was that scream he was certain he’d heard earlier, or maybe it was the way the blonde girl had literally fled with barely a word, but his gut was telling him that something was amiss.

“Crap,” Markus muttered as he ushered the dog back over to Marston’s boat.

He barely managed to get it back up onto the deck, not wanting to waste time getting it fully inside before he rushed back over to the burnt-up boat. His heart thrummed as he climbed up onto it. He wasn’t sure what he was about to encounter inside, but he knew it wouldn’t be anything pleasant. That girl’s reaction to his question hadn’t been normal, and now Markus was more sure than ever that he’d heard a scream.

Nothing could have prepared him for just what was waiting for him inside the ruined boat, though. The blackened and charred interior would have been startling enough on its own if it hadn’t been for the eviscerated woman lying in the middle of the floor. The sight was so shocking that, for a half second, Markus couldn’t even process what he was seeing.

She was young and blonde like the other girl, although Markus could only make out bits and pieces of her hair color beneath the red stains that were all over it. Her entire body was covered in red. Her eyes were closed, and multiple stab wounds trailed along the length of her body, from her collarbone down to her stomach.

Markus swore as he came back to himself and rushed over, falling to his knees so he could press a hand to her neck. He bit his lip as he attempted to find a pulse. What he found was faint and frighteningly slow, but it was there.

“Crap,” he hissed as he went to grab his phone. It was only when he reached for his pocket and found nothing that he recalled he’d left it on Marston’s boat.

He swore as he looked down at the girl’s pockets instead, not wanting to have to run all the way back over there to call for help. Luckily, Markus quickly spotted one. Clad in a sparkly purple case and absolutely drenched with blood, it nearly fell from his hands as he attempted to call 911.

“Hello?” Markus called out as he quickly dialed. “Hey, can you hear me?”

The girl sucked in a sharp breath and then went deadly still. Heart sinking, Markus reached out to check her pulse again as the phone rang in his other hand. This time, he found no pulse at all.

“No!” he hissed, setting the phone on speaker and then dropping it before moving to get into position to start CPR. He hesitated for just a moment, unsure whether he should be touching her at all with so many injuries. She didn’t have a pulse, though, so if he didn’t start CPR, then she wouldn’t make it long enough for help to arrive.

“Hello, 911—” the operator called out over the speaker.

“Hello!” Markus called back, clasping his hands together and starting on compressions. “My name is Markus Baker. I’m an agent with MBLIS. I have a woman here. She’s sustained multiple stab wounds.”

“Wait, slow down,” the operator pleaded. “I can’t hear you. What’s going on?”

Markus swore again before repeating what he’d said, yelling the address for the marina as he continued to administer chest compressions. Her voice sounded crackly through the speaker, and Markus wondered if all the blood on it was making it difficult for her to hear him as well.

“A woman is injured?” the operator asked. “Did you say she was stabbed?”

“Yes!” Markus yelled. His arms were already starting to ache. She was wasting time with all these asinine questions. “I need help now!” He yelled out the address again as he continued doing CPR. Even if the operator couldn’t understand him, she’d eventually send someone out as protocol. He was about to try to explain the situation again when the sound of sirens reached his ears.

That seemed… fast, but Markus wasn’t about to complain. Maybe he’d just lost track of exactly how long he’d been doing CPR. Or maybe that other girl had called for help. She had come running out of the boat, after all. Whatever the case was, he was just relieved that help had arrived.

“Here!” Markus shouted, panting for breath as he refused to let up even for a moment. Surely, the burnt boat would be hard to miss, but he still wanted to get their attention as fast as possible. “In here! I need help!”

He could hear footsteps now, thundering closer as people started to scramble up onto the boat. Sighing with relief, he stopped doing chest compressions for just a second, ready to explain what had happened.

“Hands up!” a police officer roared as he came stomping inside. He had his gun held aloft, as did the two other officers, who rapidly came following in behind him. “Put your hands up and get back!”

“I—” Markus uttered, caught between wanting to explain and the sudden, gripping realization that the police were wildly misinterpreting what was going on here.

All three had their guns trained on him, and why wouldn’t they? He was covered in blood, crouched over a woman without a pulse.

“No, wait,” Markus stammered even as he slowly lifted his hands.

“Shut your mouth and put your hands behind your head!” the lead officer barked. “Slowly!”

“I’m a federal agent,” Markus pressed on. “This isn’t—I was—”

“I don’t care who or what you are!” the officer snapped as he took a step closer, his gun still pointed right at Markus. “Move away from the woman now.”

Markus let out a stream of curses inside his mind, but he did as he was told. They were wasting time arguing while this woman was on the ground without a pulse. This was all just a big misunderstanding that would be cleared up in time, so for the moment, Markus complied.

He’d barely taken a few steps when one of the officers quickly marched over to him, holstering his gun before grabbing Markus’s wrists to slap a pair of handcuffs onto him. The officer started reading Markus the rights he was already familiar with as he was dragged out onto the deck again. A couple of paramedics squeezed past them, and Markus breathed a sigh of relief.

Being the one in handcuffs was a new experience for him, and certainly not a pleasant one, but for the moment, all he was worried about was the injured woman. He’d deal with the rest later.
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It occurred to me, as we touched down in Basseterre, that I’d never once been to Saint Kitts and Nevis. Despite living just a few hours away and visiting practically every other Caribbean island in the immediate surrounding area, somehow, nothing had ever brought us here. We’d never worked a case here before, and though my quest to find the Rogue sometimes took me to distant islands, it had never brought me here.

At first, I wasn’t all that impressed. The Robert L. Bradshaw International Airport was, frankly, nothing impressive. It wasn’t bad by any means. It was clean and organized and easy to navigate, but it was just a humble little airport, and the area it was in was, well, nothing remarkable either. Surrounding the airport was mostly just green flatland. As Robbie and I stepped outside, it felt as though the plane had dropped us off in the middle of nowhere entirely. I could make out some hills and trees in the distance, but they weren’t the luscious rainforests we’d encountered on other islands, nor the breathtaking rolling hills we’d once seen on our brief visit to Scotland so long ago.

All in all, it was fine.

At least, that was what I thought until we managed to procure a rental car and actually started making our way into town. What I’d thought at first glance were little hills were actually towering behemoths, practically mountains, all coated in lush green. The perspective from the airport had somehow made them look smaller, but as we drove closer, I realized just how imposing they were.

Getting closer to town also allowed me to catch glimpses of the water as we drove. Startling blue butted up against pristine white, sandy beaches that stretched along the coast at the foot of hills. There wasn’t a speck of trash to be seen. A lot of it looked practically untouched.

Basseterre itself was a sight to behold. It was a port town with buildings erected right up at the edge of the water. The architecture was clearly European in design, but with a rich, distinctly Caribbean flair. I could practically feel the history that resided in the very construction of the buildings around us as we drove through the city center in search of the police station. With the windows partially rolled down, I could hear the familiar sounds of a coastal town as water sloshed and boats moored just a few yards away.

Already, I regretted thinking that the tiny island was unremarkable just a few moments before, and a small part of me wished that a case might have brought us here sooner. Unfortunately, we weren’t here for leisure, and considering what Diane had told us about that victim, we really didn’t have time to sightsee.

“This place is small,” I remarked as we pulled up to the police station just a short while later.

It had not taken us long at all to get here from the airport. It wasn’t surprising, given that Saint Kitts and Nevis was a diminutive nation both geographically and by population. If I recalled correctly, less than fifteen thousand people lived in Basseterre. When compared to Miami’s four hundred and forty thousand, the entire city practically amounted to a single neighborhood back home.

Not that there was anything wrong with that, but it did give me pause.

“How does a serial killer get away with murdering people in such a tiny place?” I mused aloud as Robbie and I got out of the car.

Logistically, it didn’t make sense. The killer had only come to their attention because someone happened to find their little trophy book. Considering how small this place was, though, someone should have noticed them a lot sooner. The files that Diane had sent us indicated that there were dozens of photos in the book. If we assumed that each photo depicted a unique victim, that meant that dozens of people had gone missing from an area the size of a neighborhood without anyone noticing.

“Maybe they were targeting undesirables?” Robbie replied as the two of us walked up to the station. “Indigents, prostitutes, addicts, you know, people nobody would miss?”

“I guess,” I murmured as I looked up at the facade of the building. It was a large but simple structure: a no-nonsense, two-story square made up of large gray bricks. “But then, where are the bodies?” I turned to look at Robbie as we stepped through the doors. “That woman who survived said the killer just left her out in the woods. Luckily, she didn’t die and was able to crawl for help, but does that mean our perp is just leaving bodies lying around?”

“Can’t be,” Robbie replied with a shrug. “Someone definitely would have noticed, then.”

“So what gives?” I murmured more to myself than to Robbie. Was the murderer changing their MO? If they hadn’t made a habit of leaving their victims lying around where they were killed, why had they done that with this girl?

That was precisely what I intended to ask our liaison a few minutes later once we’d gone through the motions of checking in at the front and explaining who we were. Everyone already seemed to know, though, even the officers who weren’t working the case with us. That wasn’t surprising for a city this small. A high-profile case like this was bound to attract attention.

“Detective Rollins just got back from the hospital a little while ago,” the officer who greeted us at the front informed us as he led us back through the station. I caught more than a few curious looks being tossed our way as we walked by. “That girl, Freya Dominguez, she’s still alive. Or at least she was when Rollins got back a few minutes ago.”

“That’s good,” I replied with all sincerity. One of Diane’s primary concerns had been the victim’s poor condition and the chance that we might not make it to Saint Kitts and Nevis in time to speak with her.

“Over here,” the officer said as he turned into a large, open bullpen area, not unlike the setup we had back home. Several officers were spread out around it, though a group of them were all gathered around one desk in particular.

“Detective Rollins?” the officer guiding us called out, lifting a hand in greeting as he led us over to the desk. A tall woman with stick-straight blond hair turned to look at us at his call.

“Hey,” she greeted us primly, turning around to face us directly. “You must be Agents Holm and Marston.”

“That’s us,” I confirmed as I reached out to shake her hand.

“Rollins,” she introduced herself, grasping my hand before moving to do the same with Robbie. “I’m the lead detective on this case. I was just discussing some theories with my friends here.” She gestured toward the others with a smile—all detectives, I assumed, since they were all wearing suits and street clothes rather than police uniforms.

“I didn’t realize we were working this case with a whole team,” Robbie noted.

“Oh, no, we’re not.” Rollins laughed, shaking her head. “I was just bouncing some ideas around while I waited for the two of you to get here. Two heads are better than one, you know? Or, well, six, in this case.” She gestured out toward the five other officers still gathered around the desk.

“More like stealing all our ideas while she gets to go and actually work this thing!” one of the other detectives scoffed, though the grin on his face seemed to indicate that he wasn’t actually sore about it.

“It’s not my fault you weren’t here yesterday when the chief was telling us about the case,” Rollins shot back with a smile. “I had the best working theory, so I got the assignment. The chief said so himself.”

“I go to the bathroom for ten minutes…” the other agent scoffed, rolling his eyes.

“Rollins was the first one to notice the discrepancies in the killer’s MO,” a different female detective added with a shrug before turning to us. “Anyway, we’ll get out of your hair.”

“Unless you need more help!” the first detective chimed in again as the rest began to gather their things and disperse. “Not like we have much else going on lately.”

“Come on!” the female detective sang as she patted the other one on the shoulder. “Back to the old grind.”

Rollins turned to us as they all left, leaving us to our own devices.

“I hope you don’t mind it’s just me,” she murmured, suddenly sounding a little unsure. “The chief thought it would be better like this, too many cooks spoiling the pot and all that, but I’m sure we can talk to him if you’d rather have a bigger team?”

“Not a problem at all,” I assured her.

Honestly, that was a relief to hear. Sometimes, even working without a liaison at all was preferable, so the idea of having to collaborate with a whole group of people wasn’t one that particularly appealed to me. It was one thing to have a large group at your back when we were about to storm a drug den or something, but constantly having to consult with a whole group during every step of a case was a different thing entirely.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Rollins replied. “Anyway, to catch you up to speed, we’ve been thinking that maybe we’re dealing with more than one killer. Either that or the person we’re after must be very wealthy.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. Neither possibility was appealing.

“Well, these kills,” Rollins replied as she took a large step to the side to reveal the table behind her. Now that she’d moved out of the way, I could see that blown-up photos from the book had been laid out over the table. “We wanted to get a closer look. See if maybe we could find something in the backgrounds that might give us a clue as to where the murders took place, or maybe something connecting all the victims.”

“And did you find anything?” I asked, not very hopeful, given the disappointed look on her face.

“Unfortunately, no,” Rollins replied tersely. “We’ve been racking our brains, but we can’t find anything substantial. The victims run the gamut from short, tall, skinny, fat, black, white. It doesn’t look like the killer has a ‘type,’ so we won’t be able to use that to our advantage.”

“And what makes you think there’s more than one?” Robbie asked, tilting his head at her curiously.

“Well, because there’s just no way these murders all happened in the same place,” Rollins replied. “Or around the same time, even.” She motioned for us to walk closer to the table, and a few of the other detectives fanned out to make room.

“Look here,” Rollins pointed out one of the photos. A man lay slumped over on his side, covered in mud and wet leaves, with a large, bloody crater on the side of his head. “It’s fall. The man is covered in grimy, wet leaves, right? Now look here.” She pointed out another photo, this one of a woman dressed in a tank top and a pair of shorts. It was hard to tell where exactly she was because she appeared to be lying on top of some cobblestones, but it was easy to tell just from her clothing that the photo had been taken on a hot day.

“I see what you mean,” I murmured, my eyes flickering from one photo to the next. Some of the victims were similarly dressed in lighter clothing, while others wore heavy coats. In some photos, it was clear that they were lying on grass, sand, or even snow.

“These weren’t all taken in Saint Kitts and Nevis,” I concluded, confirming my suspicions from earlier. “I wondered how a serial killer might get away with killing so many people in such a small country.”

“Oh, there’s no way,” Rollins snorted, crossing her arms. “Believe me, I would have noticed if someone was picking people off here. No, from what we can tell, only the latest victim was actually from here. Well, her and the other girl.” She pointed down at a different photograph. This one was in black and white and depicted a young woman, and much like the girl who was currently in the hospital, it was clear that this woman had been stabbed multiple times.

“Brianna Hayes,” Rollins said, shaking her head slowly. “Nice girl, according to the people we spoke to who knew her. She was an exchange student, although I’m sure you already know that.”

Indeed, the whole reason we were here was because the latest victim had been an American college student. Well, the latest victim before Freya had been discovered on the side of the road, that was.

“A local woman recognized her, right?” I asked as I recalled the details of the case that had been in the report Diane sent us to look over on the plane. “She’s the one who found the book?”

“Actually, her kids did,” Rollins replied, clicking her tongue in dismay. “The two of them were playing down by the beach when they spotted it in the sand. The one saving grace there is that the kids apparently thought it was fake, like something out of a movie. So, fortunately, they weren’t traumatized by the find. It wasn’t until the mom realized she knew one of the victims that they started taking it seriously.”

“And this girl, Brianna, her body wasn’t found?” I asked.

“No.” Rollins shook her head.

“That’s strange,” I replied pensively. “The killer left Freya for dead, right? Didn’t bother hiding her body or anything. Why did he leave Freya out in the open but not Brianna?”

“Well, I wouldn’t call leaving someone in the woods ‘out in the open,’” Robbie countered.

“No,” I agreed, shifting as I turned to look down at the photos again. “But she was pretty close to the road, right? She managed to crawl there while already half dead. Should we assume that Brianna is lying out in the woods somewhere, just a few yards off the nearest highway as well?”

“I’ve already got some officers out searching,” Rollins replied. “They have been, actually, since we found the book. Up until now, though, there’s been nothing to find.”

“That’s what’s weird,” I insisted, shaking my head. “Everything about Freya seems sloppy, don’t you think? The killer didn’t even bother making sure she was actually dead. Didn’t hide the body properly… If it weren’t for the fact that Freya said the killer was taking photos of her, I might have assumed this was an entirely different perp.”

“Something must have changed,” Robbie suggested with a shrug. “It looks like the killer was already switching things up. Look.” He pointed at some of the most recent photos laid out on the table.

“A Polaroid,” I noted as I glanced back at the other pictures. Most of the other ones looked like normal photos that had been printed out. Only a handful looked like they’d been taken with an instant camera, including the one of Brianna.

“Yes, there’s that, too,” Rollins hummed, frowning down at the assortment of photos. “We’re not sure what’s up with that, except that the killer suddenly changed styles four victims back. The last four pages in the book were all instant photos.”

“I wonder what prompted the change,” Robbie murmured down at the photo of Brianna.

“Maybe the same thing that prompted the change in MO,” I replied.

“Doesn’t look to me like the killer has a consistent MO,” Rollins replied.

“Not with killing,” I agreed. “There’s too much variance. But we haven’t found any of the other victims, right? Including the one we know for a fact lives here. Even if we assume that all these other people were killed elsewhere or by different people, Brianna’s body should have turned up.”

“Wait,” Robbie grumbled, pursing his lips in frustration. “So are we assuming this is one wealthy person with means, running around and killing people without getting caught, or are we going with multiple perps?”

“Multiple might make more sense,” I hummed. “It would explain why there are so many disparities between the victims and even the method of murder. Regardless, that doesn’t explain why the change in the type of photograph or why the last kill was so sloppy. To our knowledge, none of these other people’s bodies have even been found, but suddenly, the killer messes up badly enough that he doesn’t even properly kill Freya?”

“I don’t know,” Robbie replied, shuddering slightly. “But I think you’re right that something’s changed, and probably not anything good. Usually, when killers get sloppy, it’s because they’re panicking. They get careless and make mistakes.”

“Maybe it was because they lost their book,” Rollins noted, waving a hand toward the photos. “Freya was attacked several days after the kids found it on the beach.”

“That could be it.” I nodded. “The killer might have gotten angry that they lost all their trophies, or whatever the point of this book is.”

“And they went after Freya in a desperate attempt to rebuild it?” Robbie asked with trepidation, his voice cold. “Well, that’s not good. There are dozens of victims here. If the killer is desperate to make a new one—”

“We’re about to have a lot more victims on our hands,” I whispered, the idea settling over me like a blanket of ice.

“Oh, wow, okay.” Rollins exhaled heavily. Her face twisted into an expression of horror. “I’ll make sure we increase patrols around bars, then. Not that we can be sure the killer will strike at one specifically, but Freya was drugged at one, and Brianna worked in the kitchen of one, so for now, that’s our best bet.”

“It would make sense if the killer is desperate to refill another book of photos,” I replied. “Drunks make for easy targets.”

“I wonder if we should put out some kind of warning?” Rollins murmured, the skin between her eyebrows creasing together. “Or maybe set a curfew.”

“Well, that would tip the killer off that we’re onto them,” I replied. “But I think that’s a risk we need to take, given the circumstances—”

“What’s that?” Robbie suddenly interjected, pointing down at one of the photos.

“What?” Rollins asked, spinning to see what he was looking at.

“In the corner here,” Robbie explained, tapping the photo. “Looks like a piece of a license plate on a car.”

“Yeah,” Rollins replied. “Not enough for us to figure out what car it belongs to, though.”

“What kind of plate is it, though?” Robbie went on, studying the image. “Not American, and not from here, either. The photo’s in black and white, but the plate itself looks gray like it’s supposed to be in color.”

“The format is wrong, too,” I pointed out. “Look, most of it is cut off, but with the way the letters are arranged, there would be too many total.”

“It’s a European plate,” Robbie concluded. “French, maybe. I wouldn’t be able to say just from memory.”

“So, you’re right.” I sighed, looking up at Rollins. “Either we’re dealing with multiple international killers, or we have one perp with a lot of resources on their hands.”

“Someone who has the means to fly all over the world, killing people,” Robbie grumbled. “And now, there’s a possibility they’re going to go crazy trying to redo all their kills? Great.”

“Let’s not panic,” Rollings insisted sharply, though, honestly, she was the one who seemed closest to panicking. Her shoulders were stiff, and she gnawed on her bottom lip as her eyes darted over to the photos on the table. “For now, why don’t we go and visit Freya? I spoke with her earlier today, but she was so out of it because of the painkillers they put her on that it wasn’t really a productive conversation.”

“You think we’ll have better luck now?” I asked.

“We can hope,” Rollins replied with a downtrodden shrug. “She’s our only lead, and unless we get some kind of clue from her, we might have to wait until someone else is attacked.”

“Obviously, that’s not something we want to resort to,” I replied firmly before grabbing my phone to check the time. It had only been a few minutes since we’d arrived at the station, but it already felt like we were wasting too much time in getting to the hospital.

“Let’s go.”
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Unfortunately, we didn’t get a chance to speak to Freya at all that evening. Upon arriving at the hospital, we were swiftly informed that Freya had suddenly taken a turn for the worse and had been subsequently rushed into emergency surgery.

“She’s stable again,” the doctor explained. A few sweaty strands of hair dangled in her face, mussed from having removed the surgeon’s cap just moments earlier. “We’ll monitor her through the night. At the moment, however, she is in no state to speak to anyone.”

“But she’ll be all right?” I asked. I felt disappointed that we’d lost our chance to speak with her, but even more than that, I was concerned. She’d already been in critical condition, so to hear that she’d gotten worse was about the worst news we could have received.

“She’s doing well for now,” the doctor replied, and it wasn’t lost on me how deliberately vague she was being. That was neither a yes nor a no, but I supposed we’d just have to be okay with that for the moment.

“I can let you know if anything changes,” the doctor went on, turning to address Rollins. “Or if she wakes up and seems like she’s in a state to talk.” The doctor left shortly after that, leaving the three of us to our own devices again.

“Now what?” Robbie asked sullenly.

We’d sped over here as quickly as possible, specifically with the intention of speaking to Freya ASAP. As Rollins had already stated, she was our only real lead. Without her, all we had was a book of dead people and a suspicion that the killer would strike again soon. We didn’t even have a description, though, or any real assurance that the killer was even still nearby. If our theory was correct, and the perp was someone with money to travel, they might very well be long gone by now.

“Well,” Rollins hummed as she glanced down at the watch on her wrist. “It’s not terribly late yet. We could go and speak to the woman who found the book. We already spoke with her, but who knows? Maybe she’s remembered something that slipped her mind in all the hullabaloo. Or maybe one of the kids mentioned something.”

“It’s worth a shot,” I agreed with a nod. “We can do that much while we wait for an update with Freya.”

The three of us left then, feeling disheartened but not quite defeated yet. Rollins was right. It was easy for witnesses to become frazzled and make mistakes when the event was still fresh in their minds. Now that it had been a few days, maybe the woman would have more to say.

Robbie and I followed Rollins in her car as she led the way to the woman’s house. I realized we were getting closer and closer to the water’s edge as we drove. I knew that the kids had found the book washed up on the beach, but I hadn’t realized exactly how close the house itself was to the shoreline.

“I wonder how the book ended up on the beach,” I mused as I followed Rollins onto a narrow road.

Indeed, it seemed that the house we were headed for butted right up to the sand. The views must have been spectacular if only they hadn’t been sullied by such a horrific discovery.

“That’s a good question,” Robbie replied as I pulled in behind Rollins, who had just come to a stop in front of a quaint little house at the end of the street. “It would have had to have fallen off a boat, right? Unless the killer himself was here and dropped it on the sand.”

“Hmm… unlikely,” I murmured, shaking my head as I turned the car off. “I doubt they’d be so careless as to drop it just casually.”

“You think they left it there on purpose?” Robbie turned to look at me, raising an eyebrow in shock.

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time that a perp deliberately left behind proof of what they’d done.” I shrugged. “Some of them get off on that, knowing that people will be terror-stricken and that the cops will be scrambling to find them. But no, I don’t think that’s the case here.” I paused for a moment as the two of us got out of the car. “If the killer had deliberately left the book behind, then they wouldn’t be panicking now, right?”

“Good point,” Robbie replied, nodding in agreement. “That still just brings us back to the original question. How did the book end up in the water?”

“Maybe the killer has a boat,” I suggested, glancing out over the water thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t be surprising if we assume they’re wealthy.”

“That would help narrow down our search parameters,” Robbie added.

“We should tell Rollins about it,” I replied. “Have the police be on the lookout for anything strange going on out on the water or near any docks. For now, though, let’s go and have a word with the witness.”

Rollins waited for us by the door. Warm light filtered out through the windows of the house, casting a soft glow across the front lawn. It was a cozy-looking place, and somehow, that just made the discovery of the book seem all the more abhorrent.

“Her name’s Allison MacNeal,” Rollins explained in a whisper. “Mid-forties, single. I can’t recall the kids’ names, but they’re young, primary-school-aged.” She reached up to knock on the door as she finished her explanation.

A few moments later, the sound of footsteps came from just on the other side of the door, followed by a harsh “Shh!”

A moment later, the door opened just a sliver, and a woman with wiry, graying hair peeked out at us. She looked nervous until she noticed Rollins, at which point her shoulders slumped slightly as she relaxed.

“Oh, it’s you.” Ms. MacNeal exhaled.

“Were you expecting someone else?” Rollins asked, but Ms. MacNeal shook her head before closing the door.

I was taken aback for a moment before I heard the telltale rattle of a chain being undone. When the door opened again, Ms. MacNeal released another sad sigh.

“Not quite sure what I should be expecting,” she replied somberly. Her eyes flitted over to Robbie and me, narrowing a little in suspicion.

“These are agents from the United States,” Rollins hurried to explain, probably noting the discontent in Ms. MacNeal’s expression. “They’re here to help with, well—”

“Yeah, I know,” Ms. MacNeal interrupted, shuddering slightly before stepping aside to let us in. “I haven’t been able to think about anything else ever since I found that book. Or, well, ever since Jonathan found it.” She shook her head, her gaze miles away as the three of us stepped into the house. Once we were all inside, she was quick to shut the door again.

“Is that why you were so nervous just now when you answered?” Rollins asked.

“Well, yes!” Ms. MacNeal scoffed, crossing her arms as she moved to step past us and into a kitchen just off to the side of the entrance. “What else am I supposed to do? My baby finds… that thing out on the beach, just lying there. What if the person who left it comes back?” Her hands trembled as she went to grab something from one of her cabinets. “I haven’t been able to let him play outside ever since that night. How can I?”

“It’s understandable that you’re worried,” I assured her. “And it’s probably a wise move to be vigilant for the time being, but if it’s any comfort, it’s possible that the owner of the book wasn’t ever physically on the beach. Given that it was water-damaged and half-buried in the sand, it’s more likely that it washed up here from out on the water.”

“Well, that’s a little better, I guess,” Ms. MacNeal muttered, not sounding the least bit assuaged. “Still, Johnny’s not playing out on that beach until you catch whoever took all those photos.” Her hands shook again, and she nearly dropped the mugs she was trying to pull out of the cabinet.

“Would any of you, um, like something to drink?” she muttered as she rebalanced all the cups. “Some coffee, maybe?”

“Sure,” I quickly replied. I wasn’t actually thirsty, in all honesty, but I had a feeling that Ms. MacNeal could use something to preoccupy her hands and mind with.

“Coming right up.” She smiled weakly at us. “You can go and sit in the living room. Jonathan, go and play in your room!”

Rollins led the way into the living room in question, having already been there before. I didn’t see the aforementioned Jonathan, so I assumed the kid must have already run off while we were speaking in the hall.

The inside of the house looked cozy as well, filled with plush, mismatched furniture and a plethora of stuff. Little baubles and knickknacks covered every surface, including the glass-top coffee table upon which sat a checkerboard halfway through a game, a toy truck, and the remnants of a plate of cookies. Framed photographs and potted plants decorated the end tables and mantle on which the television was set. It was a bit cluttered but not dirty or unsanitary.

“Here we go,” Ms. MacNeal declared a couple of minutes later when she followed us into the living room, bearing a tray of coffee mugs. Her hands shook again as she set the tray on what little space was left on the coffee table, causing it to rattle against the glass.

“Thank you,” I replied, reaching out to take one of the mugs out of courtesy.

“Don’t mention it,” Ms. MacNeal replied as she took a seat next to Rollins on one of the couches. “So, did you find something out? Is that why you’re here?”

“Well, we have been looking over the details of the case,” Rollins replied vaguely. “But actually, we were hoping maybe you could go over what happened that day again with us.”

“Again?!” Ms. MacNeal balked, her face draining of color. Her own mug stopped halfway to her lips as she turned to look at Rollins. “Haven’t we already gone over this enough?”

“I know,” Rollins interjected apologetically. “But the agents here would really appreciate it. And it’s been a few days since we last spoke. Maybe there was something else you remembered that you didn’t tell us about the first time?”

“Trust me, I’ll never forget a single detail of that day,” Ms. MacNeal replied stiffly, clenching her jaw as she spoke. “But I already told you everything. How Johnny and his friend found that book out on the beach. And that poor girl—”

Ms. MacNeal squeezed her eyes shut as though physically trying to block out the mental image.

“You’re talking about Brianna?” I asked, and the woman nodded.

“I didn’t know her well,” she replied. “I saw her sometimes on my way home from work. She’d always take her breaks around the same time every night. She’d be standing there outside the bar, playing on her cell phone.” Ms. MacNeal sniffled suddenly, looking up at the ceiling like she was trying to keep tears from falling. “Oh, and there was one time when I took Johnny out to get dinner. It’s a bar, but they serve food, too. It was not the kind of place I’d usually take him, but the bar was nearby, and I was too tired to cook that day. She was there, taking orders and carrying plates around. Like I said, I never really knew her. I didn’t even know her name until a few days ago. She was just the girl that worked at Jolly’s, and now she’s—” She stopped short, shaking her head as she quickly reached for one of the other cups of coffee.

I frowned. If that was true, and Ms. MacNeal wasn’t a frequent customer of the bar, then it was unlikely she’d noticed anyone acting unusual around the time that Brianna disappeared.

“When was the last time you saw her?” I asked, hopeful that we might be able to build at least a partial timeline.

“Oh, a week, maybe?” Ms. MacNeal murmured, her eyebrows creasing together. “No, wait… Now that I think about it, it’s been longer. Maybe two weeks. I can’t believe I didn’t notice. Like I said, I only ever gave her a smile and a wave, but I used to see her almost every day after work. When was the last time I saw her standing there on the corner?” Her eyes darkened as she pondered over her own question.

“I wonder what she was doing all the way over by the Green Stone,” Ms. MacNeal mentioned almost offhandedly before taking a long sip of her tea.

I frowned as I looked up at her, cocking my head curiously.

“What?” I asked, frowning in confusion. “What do you mean? How do you know where she was killed?”

Ms. MacNeal sniffled before blinking up at me, the skin between her eyes crinkling again as though overtaken by confusion as well.

“I—What?” she muttered as she set her mug of coffee back on the table with a clack.

“The Green Stone is twenty minutes from here,” Rollins explained to Robbie and me, though she looked no less confused than I felt. “In the other direction from Jolly’s. Ms. MacNeal… may I ask why you think that Brianna was killed there?”

“Well, the photo!” Ms. MacNeal insisted, looking at the three of us as though we’d just asked her something patently ridiculous. “In the photo, she was on the ground, right outside the Green Stone!”

Without hesitation, Rollins reached into her bag to produce a tablet. With just a few swipes, she quickly brought up the file full of copies of the photos from the book. It wasn’t until she’d actually found the photo of Brianna that she paused again. She glanced at Ms. MacNeal from over the top of the tablet.

“Ms. MacNeal, would it be possible for you to point out to me on the photo—” Rollins started to request, but Ms. MacNeal gasped, cutting her off as she physically pushed herself back into the couch and away from Rollins.

“What?!” She shook her head frantically. “No. No, I can’t look at that. Not again.”

Her hands, which had finally stopped shaking, started to tremble again, and if she hadn’t set her mug down just moments before, I was certain that coffee would have gone splashing everywhere.

“It’s all right,” I quickly cut in, raising a hand placatingly like I was dealing with a spooked animal. The metaphor was apt, in my opinion, since it really did seem like Ms. MacNeal was on the brink of getting up and bolting from the living room. “You don’t have to look at it again. Could you maybe just tell us what it is about the photo that made you think Brianna was murdered at this place, the Green Stone?”

I looked back and forth between her and Rollins, waiting for the tension to diffuse. Rollins had frozen in place when Ms. MacNeal panicked, with the tablet pulled close to her chest. Ms. MacNeal had begun to hyperventilate at the very thought of looking at the photo again but was slowly calming back down.

“Yes.” Ms. MacNeal finally exhaled after several long, tense moments of silence. “The sign. Uh, there’s an old busted sign in the corner. It's one of those light-up ones that goes on the top of a building, only it doesn’t light up anymore. It’s broken.”

That was an oddly specific description. I took my eyes off Ms. MacNeal and leaned to the side to get a glance at the tablet from over Rollins’s shoulder. To my surprise, Ms. MacNeal was entirely correct.

Taking a closer look at Brianna’s photo, I wasn’t surprised at how strongly Ms. MacNeal had reacted to not wanting to look at it again. Whoever had killed Brianna had done so with a jagged length of rope. In the photo, it was easy to see where the rough material had cut into the skin of her neck, rubbing it raw and bloody to indicate that poor Brianna had most likely fought to stay alive while she was being murdered. The frayed surface of the rope itself was also covered in blood.

What captured our attention, though, was the top right-hand corner of the photo. There, just as Ms. MacNeal said, was an old piece of a neon sign in the background. It was inconsequential enough that I wasn’t surprised the police hadn’t picked up on it. Frankly, neither Robbie nor I had either. The dumpster on the opposite corner of the photograph didn’t help. It was clear Brianna had been posed in some dingy alley, so the sign had just bled into the background as a random bit of trash, unlikely to be identified. If Ms. MacNeal claimed that she recognized this particular alley, though, well then, suddenly, this particular piece of trash was worth investigating.

“Ms. MacNeal, you never mentioned this before,” Rollins pointed out, her voice carefully level and even to avoid sounding accusatory.

“I… didn’t?” Ms. MacNeal murmured, her eyebrows furrowing together.

It wasn’t surprising that she hadn’t. With as stressed as she must have been after realizing what her kid found, it made sense that smaller details had evaded mention.

“Well, I suppose maybe I didn’t,” the woman amended. “Didn’t the police notice it, though? Basseterre Isn't exactly a big place.” She raised an eyebrow at Rollins, who pursed her lips in chagrin.

It was a humbling experience, to a degree, to be called out so blatantly like that. Still, nobody was infallible. Stuff like this was the reason that we’d been called in to assist in the first place. A fresh set of eyes could often spot tiny things that had been accidentally overlooked.

“Whatever the case may be,” I quickly cut in again, “we really appreciate your help on this, Ms. MacNeal.”

“Well, I’d know that stupid sign anywhere.” She chuckled, her voice finally taking on a bit of lightheartedness as she eased up again. “It’s been broken since I was younger. Back before I had Johnny—oh, way back before—the Green Stone was where my friends and I used to go. The bartender used to let us in even though we weren’t all of age yet. Oh, um—” Her face flushed as she looked up at Rollins sitting right beside her.

“Don’t worry.” Rollins laughed. “I’m not going to drag you into the station for some underage drinking you did that long ago.”

“Right.” Ms. MacNeal chuckled again abashedly. “Anyway, I remember when that sign used to be up above the bar. It was broken then, too, but old Wallace was too cheap to fix it. One day, he took it down and tossed it out back by the dumpster. Only the trash man wouldn’t take it because it was so big and heavy. So it just sat there.” She smiled fondly. “Can’t believe it’s still there. Well, I can, actually. The place was always a dump. The drinks were strong and cheap, though, so what did a bunch of kids care, you know?” Her smile faded suddenly. “When I saw the photo, I knew right away. I guess I didn’t even really think about it until you asked just now. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it earlier.”

“It’s not your fault,” Rollins insisted, sighing heavily as she slipped the tablet back into her bag. “We’re the police. Figuring out where things are is our job. We would have figured it out eventually, I’m sure, but I’m glad we had you to point us in the right direction all the sooner.”

“Well, I’m glad I—” Ms. MacNeal started to reply, stopping short when an ear-splitting scream interrupted her.

“Johnny!?” Ms. MacNeal gasped, jumping to her feet as she looked around in confusion. She raced to the window, having obviously recognized her own child’s voice. Robbie, Rollins, and I followed after her.

“What is he doing!?” Ms. MacNeal gritted out, her voice raspy with fury, fear, or both. “I told that boy to go to his room. Johnny! Come here!” She hollered out the window before suddenly rushing for the backdoor.

Robbie and Rollins followed after her immediately, but I lingered for a moment to glance out the same window that Ms. MacNeal had just bellowed out of. I could see a boy, maybe eight or nine years old, clambering up the sandy hill toward the house. I could just make out the streaks of tears on his face, though, luckily, it didn’t seem like he had any exterior injuries. I scanned the horizon behind him as he tripped and stumbled his way closer, but I didn’t see anyone else coming after him.

The kid reached the house just a moment later. The moment he arrived, Ms. MacNeal began to lay into him.

“Didn’t I tell you not to go down to the beach!?” she yelled, her face red as she poked and prodded at her son, checking him for injury. “What if that bad man had gotten you!? I told you it was dangerous!”

“I’m sorry!” Johnny cried, snot running down his nose as he whimpered. “I just wanted to go play in the water. I didn’t go far.”

“Why are you crying, then?” Ms. MacNeal asked, her voice dropping in volume just a hair.

Rollins, Robbie, and I kept a few paces of space between us as we let Ms. MacNeal deal with her son. The boy didn’t look harmed, which was what mattered. Anything else was between them.

“There’s someone on the beach!” Johnny cried, a fresh wave of tears and snot running down his face.

“What?” I looked down at him in confusion before lifting my gaze above him to peer out at the horizon. As before, there was nobody else on the beach or in the water that I could see. Then, finally, I spotted it. A dark, unmoving blotch marred the otherwise pale, white sand near the coastline.

“There’s a dead guy!” Johnny sobbed. “A dead guy on the beach!”
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MARKUS


Markus had never seen the inside of a jail cell.

Even since he’d started working as an MBLIS agent, it was rare that he handled the ‘jailing’ part of arresting criminals. The office did have a small holding cell for the rare occasions that an agent had to arrest someone who couldn’t immediately be transferred over to a detention center, but Markus hadn’t ever had a case like that. For the most part, once he got the cuffs on, his job was done. It was up to the police to book them in and do whatever else happened before the trial. Even if he had to interrogate someone, like he had on a few occasions with Marston and Holm, the suspect was always brought out to a special interrogation room. As such, Markus had never given the part that happened after the initial arrest much thought.

It wasn’t what he’d expected.

Honestly, TV and movies had led Markus to believe that he’d be tossed into some cold, dreary metal cell with nothing but a metal slab for a bed and intimidating iron bars to separate him from civilized society.

There were no bars, though. Rather, a simple door separated Markus from the outside world. Markus almost wished there had been bars. The heavy door with just a little window in it made him feel like he was locked up in an insane asylum, although now that he reflected on it, maybe his perception of those was wrong as well.

All in all, the entire cell was a lot less severe than he’d thought it would be. Rather than harsh, gray steel, the walls were made up of drab white cinder blocks. The cot was made of metal, as he’d expected, but there was a plasticky mat over it that made it slightly less uncomfortable and even a thin, threadbare blanket to boot. The little cell also had its own sink and even a toilet, but Markus hadn’t found the will to actually use that, considering how in sight of the window it was. With that in mind, maybe it was better that his cell had a door instead of just metal bars. Were people in those kinds of cells expected to just do their business in plain view of everyone? Markus had never thought about it, and honestly, he didn’t want to dwell on it for very long.

All that was to say that Markus wasn’t as uncomfortable as he might have been. Not physically, in any case. Mentally, he was awash with turmoil. He’d been arrested, for goodness’ sake. And for murder, no less, which was really just his luck because, of course, he couldn’t have been mistakenly arrested for something a little more inconsequential. No, any time it rained for Markus, it absolutely poured.

He exhaled with dismay, lying back flat on the stiff cot. He’d replayed the events at the marina over and over in his head over the past few hours. Part of him refused to believe that this was even real. It felt like a bizarre fever dream that he was sure to wake up from at any moment. After the cops had suddenly shown up at the marina, they’d wasted no time in dragging Markus away. The entire time, though, Markus had been a lot more concerned about the girl. He’d yelled for them to keep doing CPR, to call for help, to focus on her and not him, but he couldn’t be sure if they’d heeded his requests or not. Nobody had told him much of anything since he’d been arrested, and aside from calling Diane, Markus hadn’t offered any information of his own. He certainly knew better than to talk blindly with the police when he was the one under suspicion. He hadn’t done it, of course, but that didn’t mean he was going to give them any kind of ammunition.

He startled when the door to the cell suddenly creaked open. Sitting up on the cot, he steeled himself, only relaxing when he realized it was Diane standing on the other side.

“All right, come on,” the officer standing next to her grumbled, motioning for Markus to get out with a shallow jerk of his head.

Markus didn’t need to be told twice. The cell might have been marginally less austere than he’d expected, but he still had no desire to be in there for any longer than necessary.

“What—” Markus began as soon as he stepped out, but Diane held up a finger to stop him.

“Not here,” she murmured, her voice icy.

Markus shuddered as he silently followed her out of the station. The cop who’d come with her trailed a few steps behind them while Diane took the lead, confidently striding toward the exit. Her posture was ramrod straight and stiff as a board, and Markus knew enough about her to know that she was incandescent with fury. He tried to make himself small as he walked slightly behind her, mentally counting down the seconds until the two of them would be outside, at which point Diane would surely set him on fire.

Nobody tried to stop them or even really looked their way as they left. Markus desperately wanted to ask if this was really all there was to it. Diane had obviously done something to get him released, and Markus wanted to know if his freedom was permanent or just something she’d done to buy him time. On the other hand, he wanted very much not to do anything that might draw her attention back onto him, so he remained silent.

“Over here,” she said sharply once the two of them were outside.

Markus breathed a sigh of relief as he followed her over to her car in the parking lot. Now that he was free again, he no longer felt like he was walking through a waking nightmare. He was still worried about whatever wrath Diane was about to unleash on him, of course, but at least he wasn’t locked up anymore.

Markus kept his mouth sealed tightly shut as he slid into the front passenger seat of Diane’s car. Once he was inside and seated, she turned her steely gaze onto him.

“What happened?” was all she asked, to Markus’s relief and confusion.

Honestly, he’d half expected her to explode on him for landing himself in some insane situation yet again. Then again, she’d personally come down there to bail him out herself, so maybe she wasn’t as angry as Markus had suspected she would be.

“I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Markus replied, eliciting a sharp, high-pitched peal of laughter from the director.

“Well, that’s for sure.” Diane snorted, shaking her head before fixing him with another piercing look. “I need details. According to the police, you assaulted a woman and dang near murdered her, so—”

“Wait, so she’s not dead!?” Markus gasped, staring at Diane in surprise.

Diane herself looked taken aback by Markus’s sudden outburst, but she quickly collected herself.

“The girl who was found on the boat?” she clarified. “No, she’s not dead. Miraculously. She was stabbed over a dozen times and was barely responsive at the scene, but she’s in the hospital now.”

“Oh, good,” Markus replied, deflating with relief. That had been his primary concern the entire time he’d been sitting in that cell, worried that despite all his efforts at performing CPR and calling for help, the poor girl might have still met with a grim fate.

“It is good,” Diane agreed with a nod. “It means you’re only currently under suspicion of attempted murder and not the full Monty.”

“Oh, right,” Markus muttered sheepishly. Honestly, the importance of the distinction hadn’t really crossed his mind.

“So, what happened?” she asked again, raising an eyebrow at Markus. “Last I knew, you were heading to Ethan’s boat to babysit some dog. How exactly did you end up at the scene of an attempted murder all covered in the victim’s blood?”

Markus scrambled to explain as quickly as he could. He told Diane about hearing the screams, about the strange woman who ignored the dog before taking off, about the mutilated woman lying prone on the burnt wreckage of the neighbor’s boat, and then about the police showing up just moments after he tried to call for help.

“They got there so fast,” Markus explained. “I remember being shocked because it hadn’t been that long since I called, and it didn’t seem like the operator could really understand what I was saying, either. There was blood all over the phone, and I think it was blocking the speaker.”

“They’d been called before you got there,” Diane explained plainly.

Markus frowned at her in confusion.

“What?” he muttered. “Oh, did that other girl call them? But—”

“I’m not sure,” Diane replied, shaking her head. She folded her arms and leaned back in her seat, staring thoughtfully off into the distance. “But I do know that, apparently, a woman called 911 claiming that a man fitting your description was assaulting her.”

“A—What!?” Markus blanched, his heart rate skyrocketing at Diane’s words. “No, that’s not right. I didn’t, I swear—”

“I know,” Diane cut him off, waving him away dismissively with her hand. “You don’t have to convince me that you’re innocent, Markus. But someone called the police and said a tall man with straight, dark hair was attacking her.”

“That could be anyone,” Markus grumbled, knowing full well that even remotely matching the assailant’s description was pretty damning given the circumstances. “But I guess that does explain how the cops got there so soon. And why the phone was just there on the floor, now that I think about it.”

“Sure,” Diane hummed, still gazing out into the horizon. “What doesn’t make sense, though, is the call itself. I’m supposed to believe that a woman who was being stabbed repeatedly was calmly able to call for help? I listened to the 911 recording, and it’s practically dead silent in the background of the call. The woman sounds like she’s crying, sure, but her speech is otherwise comprehensible. Someone who had just been stabbed, or worse, was in the process of being stabbed surely would have sounded much worse for wear.”

“You listened to the recording?” Markus asked curiously.

“Of course I did,” Diane replied. “I started looking into every angle of this thing the second you called to tell me you’d been arrested for murder. Obviously, the legal team is looking into it more right now, but I also have an old friend helping out as well. Not that I don’t trust legal not to do their jobs, but with a case as serious as this, I’ll take all the help I can get.”

“Oh, well, thanks,” Markus murmured, suddenly feeling a little shy. He’d known that Diane would help him. That was why he’d called her in the first place, but to hear that she was going to such lengths just for him left Markus feeling touched.

“Don’t thank me yet.” Diane sighed, finally pulling her gaze away from the windshield. “These are serious allegations, Markus. And like I said, I believe you, but that doesn’t mean anyone else will. In the best-case scenario, you really were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and this will all be sorted with some decent investigative work. Worst case… someone is trying to frame you for murder.”

“Well, can’t we ask the victim?” Markus asked, trying to keep his voice from trembling. The reality of the situation was really starting to sink in now, and he suddenly felt like he might hurl. “She’s alive, right?”

“She is,” Diane confirmed grimly. “But barely. She’s hooked up to a bunch of tubes and machines and is in no state to talk. Sure, once she recovers—if she recovers—then she’ll be able to tell us who really attacked her. Of course, it could be quite a while before we’re able to make that happen.”

“And that’s assuming she recovers at all,” Markus added darkly. He swallowed as a painful lump formed in his throat. “She could still die, and if she does, suddenly, our one witness is dead, and I’m back on the hook for full murder instead of just attempted.”

“Not so fast,” Diane assuaged. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Sure, the situation isn’t great, but it’s not all hopeless yet. Unless you do something stupid to get yourself arrested again, we’re fine for at least a little while.”

“How did you do that, by the way?” Markus asked, his curiosity burning too hot to reel in. “Get me out, I mean? The cops think I tried to murder some girl.”

“Well, legal and I poked more than a few holes in their theory,” Diane replied, the barest hint of a smirk playing at her lips. “What I said about that mysteriously silent phone call, for one. The ‘victim’ sounded awfully coherent for someone in the throes of agony. On top of that, your presence there didn’t make sense.” She paused before turning in her seat to look at Markus. “About five minutes passed between the first and second calls. If you had attacked that girl, why would you stick around to be caught? Plus, there’s the fact that you were at the office for most of the morning, and I can attest to that personally.” She sighed. “In any case, legal worked their magic and got you released. You’re still under suspicion, so you’re not out of the woods yet, but you won’t have to rot in that jail cell while we look into this.”

“That’s a relief,” Markus replied. “I never realized we had a legal department, though.”

“It’s not really a department,” Diane clarified. “But of course, we have lawyers. This is the first time in a while we’ve had to contact them to do some real heavy lifting, though.”

“So what are we going to do now?” Markus asked nervously, not entirely sure he wanted to hear the answer. Sure, he was free now, but Diane didn’t look especially happy at the moment. If the girl died, would he get dragged back in again? How long until there was a trial, or whatever the next step was? Once again, Markus realized just how little he knew about the workings of the court system beyond what his role typically was.

“We will not be doing anything,” Diane replied primly, shooting him a wry look. “You’re a suspect in a murder case, Markus. Well, attempted murder. You can’t work while the investigation is active.”

“Oh,” Markus replied, his shoulders sagging. He really hadn’t considered that at all. Between the girl’s life and fearing he’d be locked up, his job had kind of drifted to the back of his mind. Now that Diane had clearly told him he was suspended for the foreseeable future, he suddenly felt very sad.

“Don’t look like that.” Diane sighed again, shaking her head with an almost amused expression. “It’s only temporary. And only officially, so to speak.”

“What?” Markus lifted his head and frowned at her in confusion. Diane was wearing a deceptively innocent smile. “What do you mean ‘only officially’?”

“I mean that, on paper, you’re suspended and won’t be working,” Diane replied, still in that same even, casual tone.

“But off paper?” Markus ventured, and Diane’s smile spread.

“Off paper, we’re about to go look into this right now,” she replied before reaching down to start the ignition. “Someone is targeting us again. First, that drive-by with Dechart, and now this? I’m not going to sit idly by while someone tries to kill my agents and frame them for murder.”

“Oh,” Markus said again as Diane pulled sharply out of the police station parking lot. In truth, he was a little stunned by the turn of events. Diane was a ‘by the book’ kind of person, so to see her so flippantly declare that she and Markus were about to go investigate despite his status as a potential would-be murderer was more than a little shocking.

“You said there was another girl there, right?” Diane asked, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye for just a moment before turning her attention back to the road.

“Yeah,” Markus replied. “I told the cops that, too. But then I thought better of it and stopped talking.”

“Smart move,” Diane commended with another small smirk. “In any case, our first step is finding her. If she’s not the assailant herself, then she knows who is. Given that it was a woman who called 911 with that bogus story, though, my money’s on the former.”

“Yeah, she did come out of the boat right before I went in there,” Markus replied. “Oh, maybe Marston knows who she is? She’s his neighbor, right?”

“Maybe,” Diane murmured. “And if it comes to that, I’ll ask him. He and Robbie are in the middle of a case, though. I don’t want to distract them unless it's absolutely necessary.”

“Right,” Markus muttered in response, though he had to admit that he felt a little miffed. Surely, his being framed for murder was enough reason to warrant calling the man, right? On top of that, this was Marston’s neighbor. He should be made aware that she’s a crazed murderer. For now, though, Markus would defer to Diane’s judgment.

“Wait, though,” Markus uttered, his mind reeling as a thought occurred to him. “How did she call the cops and give them a description of me before I ever saw her?” He turned to look at Diane. “I barely said two words to her before she ran off. I guess she could have called right then, but did five minutes really pass? I don’t think so. I was doing CPR for a while, though. I just—”

“Don’t drive yourself crazy trying to figure it out,” Diane interrupted before he could go on rambling any further than that. “If my theory’s correct and someone is targeting us, then it makes sense she’d know what you look like ahead of time.”

“How could she have known I was coming, though?” Markus argued, still not convinced. “I was only there because Marston had to take over our case. How could she have known that I’d be coming to get the dog?”

At that, Diane paused. The skin between her brows wrinkled slightly, and Markus could picture the gears turning in her head as she tried to piece things together.

“I don’t know,” she admitted after a long moment of silence. “Maybe there really is a dark-haired killer out there who managed to give you the slip right before you made it onto the boat. You said it yourself. It’s not exactly a specific description.” She exhaled roughly, and Markus could hear the frustration seeping out of her. “Regardless, this girl you saw is our best ticket to getting answers. We’re going to go and find her.”
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ETHAN


Johnny had barely gotten the words out about the dead body before Rollins, Robbie, and I were racing down the beach at breakneck speed. I could hear Ms. MacNeal muttering something in a hushed, horrified tone, but my attention was focused solely on the dark lump in the distance.

From the top of the hill where the house was, it was impossible to make out any features of the mass. It could have been a piece of driftwood or a particularly impressive clump of seaweed, which was probably why my eyes had just glanced over it earlier when I quickly scanned the beach behind Johnny. The closer I got to it, however, the more undeniable it became. Lying in the sand was the body of a young man, the waves nudging him slightly every time they lapped up against him.

“Oh, jeez,” Robbie grimaced, his shoes digging into the sand as he came to a stop a few feet away. His face was twisted up in disgust, and it was easy to see why. The young man’s face was pale and boated, his eyes milky and his lips an unsettling shade of blue.

“Looks like a drowning,” Rollins remarked. She set her hands on her hips as she took a few steps closer to the body, still making sure to keep some distance so as not to disturb the area immediately surrounding it. Of course, the water was doing a fine job of washing away anything that could be considered evidence, but still, there was no use in making the situation worse by contaminating the scene ourselves.

“Do we think this is our killer?” I asked as I took a few steps closer myself. The beach was on an incline, and the sand threatened to crumble away underfoot with every step I took. “Or another victim?”

“Has to be one of the two,” Rollins replied as she set her hands on her hips and took a look around. “There’s no way that the book and this body both washed up exactly here within a few days of one another. I doubt he’s just some guy who happened to drown. This little patch of beach isn’t exactly a hot sunbathing spot.”

“Maybe he came back for his book,” Robbie suggested as he pondered down at the man. “The attack on Freya was rushed and unfinished. Could be that he came back here to try to get his precious trophies back.”

“I don’t know,” I hummed dubiously, taking a look around for myself just as Rollins had done only a moment ago. “That’s not a bad theory, but I’m just wondering about the logistics of it. The book washed up here, right? And by the looks of it, this body did as well. So if this is the killer, how did he deliberately end up right here?”

“I see what you’re saying,” Robbie replied, nodding along. “If the book was out on a boat, then it’s probably mostly a coincidence that it washed up here, right? If something falls into the ocean, it’s almost impossible to tell exactly where the current will drag it, especially when we’re talking about a little private beach like this one.”

“Maybe he tried to rescue it?” Rollins suggested with a shrug. “Consider this. The killer is out on a boat. The book falls overboard. Maybe the killer thought that the book sank straight to the bottom and tried to go in after it? He drowned, and then the book and the killer both washed up in the same spot because they both fell in exactly the same spot.”

“That makes the most sense,” I agreed. “But then how was Freya attacked between the book washing up and the killer washing up on the same beach?”

Timing was the issue here. Rollins’ theory made the most sense. I could even believe that it might have taken longer for a human body to make the same journey, considering it was bigger, heavier, and probably more buoyant than the book, but if the killer had fallen off a boat and drowned several days ago, then how had Freya been attacked just yesterday?

“Well… we did mention the possibility of there being multiple killers,” Robbie noted quietly. A shudder coursed through me. That was possibly the worst-case scenario. The only thing worse than one wealthy serial killer was many of them.

“Okay, so one killer fell off the boat with his book,” Rollins postulated as she gestured down at the body with her hand. “And one was off trying to kill Freya?” She pursed her lips. “I don’t know. That doesn’t feel right.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I agreed. It wasn’t a terrible theory, but it was too full of holes for us to consider it seriously, at least in my opinion. “If we assume that there were at least two killers working together, then we have to assume that after his partner went overboard, the second guy just went on his merry way and kept on killing.”

“Well, are we really surprised that a cold-hearted serial killer wouldn’t waste time shedding tears over an accomplice?” Robbie scoffed, crossing his arms.

“No,” I replied. “But unless this guy is the worst criminal in the world, surely he would have been a little less careless? You lose your partner and a book full of evidence against you, and rather than tucking tail and fleeing or even just lying low, you decide to go out and try to kill someone else right away?”

“Maybe our drowned friend here was the brains of the operation,” Robbie joked as he took a few careful steps closer to the body. Sand shifted beneath his boots as he walked, skittering away as he edged closer to the body. Once he was practically on top of it, he paused to pull a pair of gloves off his belt. “The seawater will have washed everything away, but might as well.”

I inched closer as Robbie pulled the gloves on and reached out toward the body, rummaging through the man’s pockets.

“Bingo,” Robbie declared a few seconds later as he triumphantly pulled a wallet off the corpse. “With any luck—Yep, here it is. Malcolm Clearwater.”

“Well, we’ve got an ID,” I remarked as I looked back and forth between the photo on the driver’s license and the corpse. Even bloated and discolored, I could tell that it was definitely the same guy. “But is he our killer or another victim?”

“My money’s on ‘victim,’” Rollins replied somberly. “I think we’re on the right track, except for one small detail.”

When I looked up at her, I found that her expression had turned grave.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Our theory that the killer and the book both fell overboard at once,” she explained. “Except it wasn’t the killer. This man is just another victim, like Brianna and Freya. Think about it. The killer takes Clearwater here out on a boat and tries to kill him. There’s a struggle, and both the victim and the book end up going overboard.”

“That would explain why the killer’s MO suddenly changed.” I nodded. “This man isn’t in the book. There weren’t any drowning victims that I can remember, can you?” I looked at Rollins and then Robbie.

“No, actually,” Robbie replied, his eyebrows knitting together in thought.

“I’d have to look again,” Rollins hummed, “but I think I would have remembered seeing a photo like that.”

“Right, so the ritual was messed up,” I asserted. “This man was supposed to die and have his photo taken like the rest. Only something went wrong, obviously. That’s why there’s no photo of him, and that’s how he and the book ended up in the same place.”

“And why the killer suddenly went out and did such a half-baked job with Freya,” Robbie added as he straightened back up. “After losing his victim and his precious book, he panicked.”

“Okay, well, now we have to figure out who this guy is,” Rollins expressed excitedly as she looked down at the body. “I mean, we know who he is since we have the ID, but I mean, what was he doing before he died? Who were the last people to see him? If there’s a boat involved, there has to be a record. The killer would have had to rent one or pay docking fees for a private one, right?”

“Right,” I agreed.

“Let’s get going, then,” Rollins urged as she reached into her pocket to grab her phone. In her haste to do so, she accidentally dropped it. It fell to the sand with a soft thump, and just as she was reaching down to grab it, a particularly big swell of water came rolling up at us.

“Whoa!” Robbie called out, scrambling backward and narrowly avoiding getting his shoes wet.

Rollins and I weren’t so lucky, although Rollins was worse off than I was as the water rushed right over her phone and nearly sucked it out to sea.

“No!” Rollins yelped, barely managing to grab it in time before it was lost for good. “Oh, dang it.” She made a face, staring dejectedly down at the sopping-wet phone.

Meanwhile, I cringed as my shoes flooded with saltwater, and I sank further into the now-wet sand.

“Ugh, what a pain,” Rollins groaned as she used the hem of her shirt to dry off her phone. As she did, I caught a glimpse of her abdomen, which was shockingly more muscular than I’d expected. I could tell from the moment I first saw her that she was a fit woman, but I hadn’t expected that.

“Well, looks like it survived,” she noted as she fiddled with the phone. “And good thing, too. We need to call for someone to get out here and grab this body before the water does any more damage or drags it back out again.”

“Right,” I replied, although I doubted that was any real concern. The body was halfway stuck in wet sand, and I could feel for myself just how difficult it was to pull free. Still, we couldn’t exactly go anywhere else until someone came to deal with the body.

Luckily, it didn’t take all that long for that to happen. Basseterre, as we’d established, was not a big place, and I had a feeling that likely every cop in the city was aware of this case. It wasn’t a surprise that they arrived so soon after Rollins called.

Once we’d turned the handling of the body over to the police and EMTs, we made our way back up the hill toward the house. Ms. MacNeal was waiting just outside, the backdoor to the house firmly shut.

“What’s going on down there?” she asked, peering past us to where the paramedics and cops were gathered at the base of the hill near the water.

“Johnny was right,” Rollins explained gently. “There is a body down there.”

Ms. MacNeal let out a noise that was somewhere between a gasp and a yelp. In just a second, all the color drained from her face, and she wobbled. I reached out instinctively, catching her with my arm before she could tumble to the ground.

“No,” she whispered weakly. “Is it him? The person who killed all those people? I can’t believe this. I was worried it might not be safe, but to see something like that!” Suddenly, she looked less pale than she did green, and I worried she was about to throw up all over me as I was still supporting her.

“How is Johnny?” Rollins asked, her face crinkled with concern.

“He’s fine.” Ms. MacNeal sniffed, straightening up as she pulled away from me. “He’s a little scared and confused. Ugh, he should have listened to me! I told him not to play at the beach! I told him it was dangerous! No, we’re going to go stay with my mother. I will not be staying here with my boy for a second longer.”

She suddenly looked angry, as opposed to terrified, which I supposed was actually a preferable outlook, all things considered.

“That’s actually a good idea,” I replied. I still didn’t think it was likely that the killer was ever physically here, so they probably weren’t in danger, but getting away would likely help, at least when it came to peace of mind. Ms. MacNeal seemed to think so, too, because she smiled slightly at my words.

“At least until this is all over,” she murmured. She wrung her hands nervously as she glanced back toward the closed door. “I hate to take Johnny from his friends and school, but what am I supposed to do? Even if I lock all the doors and keep him in here, that doesn’t mean we’re safe! No, we’ll go and stay with my mother. Her house is bigger, anyway, so he’ll have plenty of room to run around even if he can’t go outside.” She nodded as though trying to convince herself of her own words.

For a few seconds, she stood in awkward silence, glancing between the three of us, and I could tell there was something she wanted to say.

“What is it?” I prompted when the silence just continued to drag.

“Well,” Ms. MacNeal mumbled, “I know you probably can’t tell me the details because it’s police business, but… do you know how long it might be until you catch him? The killer, I mean?”

I froze, unsure how to respond to that. Ms. MacNeal looked at us so earnestly that it nearly hurt. The truth was that there was no way for us to answer her definitively. I would have loved to tell her that it would only be a day or two, and then she and her child would be safe to come home again. Unfortunately, I couldn’t guarantee that. We had no idea where the killer was or even if he was still in Basseterre. It could take weeks or months before we solved the case, but how could I say that to a frightened mother who looked like she was only hanging on by a thread?

“We’re about to head out to look into some leads,” I replied vaguely. “But I promise we’ll contact you as soon as we know anything.”

“Sure,” Ms. MacNeal replied, looking crestfallen. “Of course. Well, I had better go and get Johnny packed up, then.” Once again, she hesitated, and it seemed like she might say something else, but in the end, she merely turned and headed back into the house.

“Ugh,” Rollins groaned once the door had shut behind her. “That poor woman.”

“That poor kid,” Robbie added dryly. “He’s the one who found the book and now a dead body. He’s going to have nightmares for weeks.”

“All the more reason for us to hurry,” I insisted as we set off back toward the front of the house where we’d left the cars parked. “The sooner we solve this thing, the sooner we can give them some assurances that they’re safe again.”
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As it turned out, Malcolm Clearwater was a piece of work.

Our first order of business after leaving Ms. MacNeal’s home was to head back to the station so we could do some research into our corpse. I’d hoped to find some property or job records, anything that might have helped us paint a picture of who this man was before he died. What I hadn’t expected to discover was an absolute criminal.

“Assault,” Rollins droned from where she was sitting at her desk. “Possession. Assault. Petty Larceny. Assault again.”

“Clearwater was a violent man,” Robbie noted, leaning back in his chair.

The three of us had crowded into Rollins’s ‘office,’ which was really more like a very large cubicle in the bullpen that was partitioned off from the rest with big, tall dividers but not really a dedicated room of its own. As a result, I could hear everything else going on around us. Papers rustled, and keyboards clicked, and more than once, an officer would walk by, always rather slowly, as though they were surreptitiously trying to listen in on what we were talking about. I recalled what the other detectives had said about not having much else to do and figured that our case must be the juiciest piece of business at the station currently.

“Violent is putting it mildly.” Rollins scoffed. “The man’s been getting into bar fights every weekend for the past, well, most of his adult life, by the looks of it.”

“Why’s he not in prison?” Robbie asked as he grabbed one of the files off the open folder on Rollins’s desk. Clearwater was only twenty or had been before he died. He had a pretty long rap sheet for someone so young.

“Well, looks like he never got into any real trouble,” Rollins replied. “A lot of this happened before he was eighteen, which means he would have been let go with a slap on the wrist, basically. And even the stuff after… shoplifting, getting into drunken fights… not exactly the kind of thing we throw people into big boy jail for.”

“Unfortunately for him,” I muttered, shaking my head. “He might still be alive today if he’d been in a jail cell instead of haunting bars.”

“You said he liked to get into bar fights?” Robbie asked, turning to Rollins.

“Sure does look that way,” Rollins replied as she set the papers down on her desk.

“Any chance he got into one at the Green Stone recently?” I asked as I caught onto what Robbie was thinking.

“Let me see,” Rollins murmured, sitting up straighter as she riffled through the papers. “Yes, actually. About a week ago. He and… Doug Nornan? Hm.”

“You know him?” I asked, curious at her reaction.

“Not personally,” Rollins replied as she leafed through the pages some more. “But I recognize the name. Here. About a month ago, both of them were arrested together on suspicion of robbery.” She chewed on her lip as her eyes flitted back and forth across the page. “Looks like they were ultimately released due to lack of evidence and the fact that they both had alibis.”

“Hmm… I wonder if something soured their partnership,” I mused as I reached out to flick a bobblehead dinosaur that Rollins had on her desk. “The two of them got arrested a month ago, and then a week ago, they’re beating each other up in a bar?”

“And now one of them is dead,” Robbie finished. “Maybe they couldn’t come to an agreement on how they wanted to split the spoils of their robbery.”

“Sure, that all makes sense,” I agreed, nodding slowly. “But then how does that tie into our serial killer? This man is a local, and it doesn’t seem like he’s got that much money. If the other guy is a local as well, then neither one fits the description of our wealthy serial killer, jetting all over the world to murder people.”

“That is the question,” Rollins hummed before reaching out to prod the same dinosaur I’d touched earlier.

“Maybe they were just easy prey,” Robbie suggested. “They’re both clearly a couple of drunk idiots. The killer could have seen Clearwater there, stumbling around and picking fights. Nobody would have noticed when the annoying, troublesome drunk went missing.”

“And if they did, they wouldn’t have been all that concerned about it, I’d wager,” I added.

“So maybe Nornan had nothing to do with his death,” Rollins asserted, “but if the two of them ran in the same circles and hung out at the same bar, then maybe Nornan knows something.”

“It’s worth checking out,” I agreed. “If only because this is the second time we’re hearing about the Green Stone.”

“Hang on, is that where Freya was snatched from as well?” Robbie asked, sitting up straight in his chair. “She said she was out drinking at a bar when a guy approached her, and suddenly things got fuzzy, right?”

“She never told us which bar,” Rollins replied quietly. “She couldn’t remember, or at least she couldn’t when we tried questioning her while she was half dead and doped up.”

“If she was also targeted at the Green Stone, then we’ve potentially got our hunting ground,” I concluded.

“We can head there right after we speak to Nornan,” Rollins replied as she checked the time on her phone. “It’s getting late, but that’ll be better for us since it’s a bar. We should go and see Nornan first, though, to see what he has to say.”

“I agree,” I replied, my legs itching to move now that we had a set destination in mind. “If he has seen the killer, then we’ll at least have a description to work with when we hit up the bar.”

“Do we have an address for Nornan?” Robbie asked as the three of us got up from our seats.

“Oh, yes,” Rollins replied. “Like Clearwater, he’s got a nice long record of his own. Nornan seems to be a bit more rotten, though.” She grimaced as she led the way out of her office.

As we walked, I noticed more than one officer turn away and pretend to do something other than listen.

“What do you mean more ‘rotten’?” I asked, smiling slightly. I was sure that it must be novel for officers of such a peaceful town to have something so huge suddenly dropped in their laps.

“Well, it seems like Clearwater mostly stuck to bar fights,” Rollins replied. “But according to all the domestic violence charges on his record, Nornan prefers beating on his girlfriend.”

“Oh,” Robbie uttered, his steps slowing for a moment. “Yeah, you’re right, that is more rotten.”

“That’s not to say that I think it’s all right for people to get into bar fights, mind!” Rollins turned to look at him over her shoulder as she walked. “But having a tussle with another drunk does seem a little less egregious than attacking your own girlfriend. At least in my opinion.”

“You’re not wrong,” I replied. Trying to grade which crimes were worse than others could become a slippery slope if one wasn’t careful, but I had to agree with Rollins’s assessment.

“He definitely seems like the kind of guy who’ll be glad to help law enforcement with a case, then,” Robbie remarked sarcastically.

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to see us,” Rollins shot back as we made our way through the lobby. “Still, I have a feeling that mentioning Clearwater’s death might help loosen those lips. Either the two were friends, and he’ll be sad, or the two were enemies, and he’ll be glad to hear about it. Either way, he’s the best source of information we’ve got.”

“I hope you’re right,” I replied as we stepped back outside. I didn’t like the idea of relying on some woman-beating drunkard for information, but what else could we do?

The sun had set in the time we spent looking through files in Rollins’s office. Warm light was beginning to shine through windows, flooding the streets and illuminating the colorful facades of the buildings downtown in soft tones. We drove with the windows down, allowing the cool sea breeze to permeate the interior of the car. As we passed through town, I noticed more than one bar. I could hear music and people inside, their voices spilling out. None of them were the Green Stone, which Rollins had already informed us was twenty minutes in the opposite direction. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if our perp was lurking somewhere, choosing his next victim even as we drove past, none the wiser.

I shook the thought from my mind and focused on following Rollins to Nornan’s address. The perp was obviously out there somewhere, but fretting about it wouldn’t help us find him any faster. It was hard to watch people calmly and happily going about their lives, knowing that a heinous serial killer lurked among them, just waiting to strike, but speaking to someone who might have actually had contact with him, like Nornan, would be more likely to get us results than just wandering through random bars.

A few minutes after we’d set off, we’d left the bright lights and bustle of the city center behind us. As I continued to follow Rollins, I noticed our surroundings growing decidedly more bleak. It wasn’t like we were driving through some ruined wasteland or anything, but the houses were definitely more humble and less well-maintained.

“Is that the place?” Robbie pointed out as Rollins approached one house in particular.

As soon as I saw it, I was on edge. One of the upstairs windows had been smashed, and it didn’t look like the occupants had done much in the way of getting it repaired. The grass on the lawn was overgrown in some parts and ragged in others, and overall, the house just looked like the people living there didn’t really care.

Most alarming, though, were the three sets of eyes that turned to watch us as Rollins pulled up into the driveway.

Now, people relaxing on their own front porch wouldn’t have been cause for alarm under normal circumstances, but something about their body language caused the hairs on my arms to stand on end. The three men didn’t look relaxed at all. They were all sitting around, two on the steps and one in a chair up on the deck itself, like maybe they had been relaxing just a moment ago, but the second Rollins pulled in, all three had gone stock still.

I quickly scanned the three of them for any weapons. I couldn’t see any at first glance, but it was possible one or more of them might be concealing one.

“Well, they seem like a friendly bunch,” Robbie noted sarcastically.

“Nornan spends as much time in jail as he does at home, according to his file,” I scoffed. “I’m thinking maybe his friends are in a similar boat. I’d be nervous too if I was a career criminal and a bunch of cops suddenly rocked up to my front step.”

“Let’s hope they’re willing to tell us what they know about Clearwater,” Robbie muttered as I put the car in park and pushed open the door. “I’ve got a bad feeling, and I’d rather not stick around too long.”

I had a bad feeling as well. The very air was tense and unnaturally silent. As the three of us got out of our cars to greet the men, it felt as though we’d crashed a party we weren’t invited to.

“Gentlemen,” Rollins greeted them as Robbie and I moved to stand beside her. “My name is Detective Rollins. This is Agent Marston and Agent Holm.”

“Agent?” one of the men repeated, a smile cracking over his face as he leaned back to elbow one of the other guys in the side. “Hear that, Lou? They’ve got the FBI coming to get you.”

“Shut up,” the man, Lou, grumbled as he shoved his buddy’s hand away.

The one who’d made the comment seemed more relaxed now, chuckling under his breath at his friend’s expense. Lou seemed even more tense now, though.

“Not FBI,” I clarified. “But something like it. We’re not here to arrest anyone, though.”

“No?” the man sitting in the chair called out. He jutted his chin out at us as he got to his feet, shuffling a few steps closer. “So then, what are you doing here?”

I looked the man up and down. He was the leader of the posse, judging by his stance and the gruff, unyielding persona he was putting on. This was probably Nornan, then, since we were at his house.

“We’re looking for information on a man named Clearwater,” I replied simply. “We were hoping to speak to Doug Nornan about it. Is that you?”

Nornan’s face flitted through a series of different emotions at my response. After a moment, he crossed his arms over his chest.

“Yeah, that’s me,” he replied calmly. “But I don’t know anyone named Clearwater.”

“Really?” Rollins asked skeptically. She shifted her weight onto one hip as she crossed her arms. “Because you were arrested with him about a month ago. The two of you got into a bar fight down at the Green Stone.”

“So what?” Nornan scoffed. “I get into a lot of fights. There are a lot of jackasses in this city that need to be taken down a peg. I don’t remember every guy I’ve knocked out.” He smirked, posturing for his friends. He was lying, though. His jaw had tightened at the mention of Clearwater’s name, and although he was putting on a good show of bravado, the rigidity in his back and shoulders told a story of anxiety.

I was about to call him out on it when the door to the house shot open. My hand flew to the holster at my hip, hovering there as a fourth man came strutting out.

“Hey,” he called out. “I thought we were gonna—” He stopped dead, his eyes going wide as he spotted the three of us standing there a few steps from the porch. I relaxed and was about to pull my hand away when a small movement caught my eye. I turned to look at Lou, who was fiddling with something under his shirt.

“What are you doing?” I called out sharply. Lou jumped, his face going pale as he looked up at me. In a flash, he snapped his head toward his friends and then back at us.

“Let me see your hands,” Rollins ordered, and that was all it took to set him off. Before I could blink, Lou was pulling a gun from under his clothes.

“Down!” I yelled, reaching for my own pistol. I realized, even as my hand grazed it, that I wouldn’t be able to pull it free in time. Swearing under my breath, I jumped to the side as Lou lifted his gun and fired at us. I finally wrenched my own gun from its holster as I hit the ground, twisting to point it at Lou.

“No!” Nornan, of all people, suddenly shouted. He leapt forward and flew all the way down the steps before landing on Lou, knocking him face-first into the dirt.

I was so stunned by the unexpected turn of events that, for a beat, I just sat there, confused as to what I was seeing. Once my senses caught up with me, I quickly jumped to my feet and scurried over to pull the two of them apart.

“Drop it,” I commanded as I pressed the heel of my shoe down onto Lou’s wrist.

He cried out in pain, his fingers spasming before he finally released the gun. As soon as he did, I reached down to snatch it off the ground. While I did that, Robbie moved in closely behind me, his own gun held aloft as he covered my back.

“Both of you stay still,” he ordered as I straightened up and moved away from them.

“Nobody move!” Rollins barked at the other two men. I glanced up at them. One of them was half-crouched, looking like he was on the brink of taking off in a mad sprint. He seemed to think better of it, however, and settled down.

“Here, I’ll take it,” Rollins offered as she walked over to me, hand held out to take Lou’s firearm. I handed it to her, and she quickly retreated to her car. Robbie and I kept watch over the four men as we did. Nornan was still lying mostly on top of Lou, but I waited until Rollins had returned before instructing Nornan to get up.

“All right,” I called out. “Nornan, back up off him, slowly.”

Nornan did as I asked, swaying slightly as he did. I wasn’t sure if it was because he was drunk or because he’d just thrown himself down a flight of steps, but he didn’t look great. I expected Lou to be in a similar state after being tackled by someone Nornan’s size, but to my immense surprise, the moment Nornan moved off him, Lou shot to his feet.

“Stop!” I yelled, lifting my gun as I braced for him to take off running. Instead, Lou lunged at me. I was standing close enough to them that he managed to close the distance between us in just a few steps before I could fire. The next thing I knew, I was being thrown down onto the flat of my back, and Lou was trying to bite me.

“Get off!” I grunted as I swung my gun around to whack him with the butt of it.

That was enough to daze him, and I quickly rolled to the side, pushing him off of me. I holstered my gun as quickly as I could, freeing up my hand to deliver a harsh punch to his jaw as he tried to push me off.

“Nobody else move!” I heard Rollins call out, but I was too focused on the goon in front of me to turn around. After punching him one more time, I grabbed his shoulder and flipped him over onto his stomach.

“No!” Lou yelled as Robbie crouched to help me in getting him cuffed. “I’m not going back to jail!”

“If not going to jail was your goal,” I exhaled heavily, “you shouldn’t have pulled a gun on us. Or tried to bite me.”

“He didn’t mean it!” Nornan shouted as Robbie hauled Lou up onto his feet.

“Didn’t mean it?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow at him. “He didn’t mean to tackle me and then bite me?”

“Look, he’s got a warrant,” Nornan explained pleadingly. “He just panicked.”

“Well, I will be happy to hear all about that down at the station,” Rollins replied flippantly as she snatched Lou from Robbie and marched him over to the car.

Robbie and I turned back to the other three, though by this point, I doubted any of them would try anything. All three looked thoroughly scared into submission after watching the spectacle with Lou.

“And to think,” I snorted, “all we wanted was to ask about Clearwater.”

“We can’t do anything without someone pulling a gun on us,” Robbie bemoaned dramatically.

“Okay!” Rollins called out as she slammed the back door of her car. “Now that the little piece of trouble is settled, we need to have a conversation. And don’t give me that ‘I don’t know him’ bull. The two of you were arrested under suspicion of robbery a month ago.”

“Those charges were dropped!” Nornan huffed, glaring at her.

“Uh-huh,” I hummed as I folded my arms over my chest. “Very convenient for you. And I’m sure the fact that the two of you had it out in a bar a few weeks after that is a total coincidence.”

“Well—” Nornan stammered, dropping his gaze to avoid looking at us.

“Nornan, Clearwater is dead,” Rollins stated plainly, cutting straight to the chase.

As we’d suspected, that had the desired effect. Nornan’s mouth dropped open. He gaped like a fish for a few seconds before clearing his throat.

“No, you’re lying,” he grumbled.

I shook my head.

“We found his body this morning,” I explained. “We weren’t lying when we said we just wanted information. Specifically, we’re trying to find out who murdered him.”

“Murder?” one of the other guys whispered, eyes wide as he turned to Nornan. “Someone killed him?”

“It wasn’t me,” Nornan quickly insisted, his face turning white.

“We know.” Robbie sighed. “How many times do we have to say that we didn’t come here to arrest anyone? That dope over there dug his own grave for nothing.” He pointed back at the car where Lou was yelling against the window. “We already have a vague idea of what the killer is like, and it’s not you.”

“But you might have seen him,” I added.

“I might have?” Nornan asked, pointing a finger at himself.

“We think that the killer might be a frequent customer of the Green Stone bar,” Rollins explained. “You and Clearwater were regulars there as well, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” Nornan muttered, looking shell-shocked. “And that fight… We were just messing around. He lost a bet and didn’t want to pay up. It was nothing.”

“Nornan,” I addressed him seriously. “We’re not concerned about that. We know you didn’t kill him. Right now, we need your help in finding out who did.”

“I never saw anyone who looked… I don’t know,” Nornan replied, shaking his head in frustration. “I never noticed anyone messing with him. He was usually the one going around picking fights. All he ever did was tick people off. But I don’t think anyone held a grudge or anything.”

“When was the last time you spoke with him?” I asked, and Nornan whistled.

“It’s been a while,” he replied. He looked thoughtfully up at the sky, and then, slowly, his face turned grim. “Wait a minute. We never heard back from him after he went off with that chick.”

“Who?” I asked pointedly, my heart racing at the prospect of a lead.

“Uh, some skinny girl,” Nornan replied before turning to one of his buddies. “Remember? It was like a week ago? Saturday? We were at the bar, and he went up to her.”

“Oh, yeah!” the other guy gasped, his eyes going wide as he nodded at Nornan. “Yeah, I remember being surprised ‘cause the girl liked it!”

“What do you mean?” Rollins asked, cocking her head at the two of them inquisitively.

“Well, normally, when Malcolm did something like that, it would end in him getting slapped.” Nornan snickered.

“Yeah, or ignored, at least,” the other guy added. “But this chick… She was weird.”

“Yeah, she was.” Nornan nodded in agreement. “She was all smiley, rubbing on his arm. Even Malcolm was surprised, I think.”

“Not too surprised to go home with her.” The other guy chuckled vulgarly.

“Nah, that’s true.” Nornan joined in the laughing for just a moment before his face fell. “But, uh, like I was saying, that was the last time I saw him.”

“Oh, yeah,” the friend added thoughtfully. “I guess it was.”

“And you weren’t concerned?” I asked.

“That he scored with a cute girl?” Nornan snorted. “No, why would we be?”

“Because it’s been days since you’ve seen or heard from him,” Robbie shot back, shaking his head.

“He’s a grown man. He can handle himself,” Nornan grumbled in response, although I could tell from the tremor in his voice that he felt at least a little guilty.

“Yep, that’s why he turned up dead on a beach,” Rollins quipped.

At that, the two guys at least had the decency to quiet down and look ashamed.

“Describe this girl,” I prompted. “The one he went off with.”

“Skinny,” Nornan replied. “Uh… white? She had kind of curly brown hair. Short.”

“She was wearing a big green jacket,” the friend added.

“She was?” Nornan looked at him in surprise.

“Yeah, you don’t remember?” The friend scoffed.

“Okay!” I cut in before they could start arguing back and forth. “So she was thin with short brown hair, and she was wearing a green jacket. Anything else?”

“I don’t know,” Nornan replied, his mouth twisting uncomfortably. “I don’t really remember.”

“That’s fine,” Rollins cut in. “You’ve been a big help. We should go.” She turned to look at Robbie and me.

“Oh, okay,” I replied with a nod. It didn’t seem like we were going to get much else out of these two, but still, I was taken aback by her sudden harsh shift in demeanor.

“And you three…” Rollins suddenly turned to address Nornan and the two others, who all went stock still. “Don’t… break the law. Don’t get into bar fights. For your sake as well as everyone else’s. There’s a murderer on the loose.”

With that, she turned on her heel, striding away after having put the fear of death in them. Robbie and I followed.

“What’s up?” I asked once the three of us were back by the cars and out of earshot. Lou was still yelling as he banged on the window with his shoulder.

“Freya,” Rollins replied heavily. “Freya has short brown hair. And I don’t know if I would describe her as ‘skinny,’ but—”

“You think the girl that Clearwater went off with was Freya?” I asked.

“Maybe?” Rollins shrugged before gnawing on her lip.

“The location and description does match,” Robbie agreed. “But not the timing. Clearwater disappeared a week ago. It’s only been a day and a half for Freya.”

“That she knows of,” I pointed out bitterly before turning to Rollins. “You said yourself that she’s been in and out of consciousness, not making sense, and can’t even remember which bar she went to, right? She was drugged and nearly killed. Maybe she was held for longer than she thought, and her brain just has it all mixed up?”

“She did say that she was approached by a man before her memory starts getting fuzzy,” Rollins replied.

“Well, crap,” Robbie exhaled angrily. “If she and Clearwater were both victims, then who the heck is the perp? Did someone target both of them?”

“There’s only one way to find out what actually happened,” I replied. “We need to go and speak to Freya.”
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Unfortunately, it wasn’t until the next morning that we were allowed in to see Freya. It wasn’t for lack of trying, of course. The moment we’d finished dropping Lou off at the police station, we’d rushed over to the hospital. By then, it was well after dark, and though it was a long shot, we’d decided to try anyway.

That had turned out to be a mistake, as we’d been promptly told off by a very assertive nurse.

“I don’t care who you are!” She’d huffed angrily, hands on her hips as she stared us down. It might have been a funny sight, considering she was about a foot shorter than even Rollins, if it wasn’t for the fact that she had a startlingly commanding presence.

“Do you understand the concept of visiting hours?” she’d continued, thoroughly chastising us. “Go away. My patient is sleeping. She has been through hell and back, and she is finally getting some rest, and the three of you will not go anywhere near her, or so help me—”

She’d gone on for a little while after that, but her point had been made. We wouldn’t be getting access to Freya that night. On the one hand, I was disappointed. It was frustrating, as usual, to be left with nothing to do but give up for the night. The threat of another hit was still looming over us since we suspected that the killer was likely desperate to refill another book of photos, so it had been all the more disconcerting to just call it quits for the night.

On the other hand, I respected the nurse’s refusal to let us through. In the end, her job was to prioritize Freya, and she had done so unfailingly. She wasn’t wrong, either. Freya had survived something that should have killed her several times over and then crawled herself to freedom. She really did deserve to get some rest.

All that being said, we were still sure to arrive at the hospital bright and early the following day. As much as I didn’t want to hassle Freya when she was clearly in rough condition, she was ultimately our best chance of finding the killer. She’d interacted with him firsthand, after all.

Nevertheless, as the three of us stepped into the hospital that morning, an inkling of doubt nagged at the back of my mind. We’d already had to question Freya’s version of the events more than once. It wasn’t that I was blaming her for not being able to give us a perfect recounting of exactly what had happened, but it made our jobs significantly harder if we couldn’t be sure what she was telling us was accurate. A wrong detail might send us chasing after the wrong person.

The hospital was quiet this early in the morning, and given that we’d just spoken to her late last night, I was a little surprised to see the very same nurse standing guard outside Freya’s room when we returned.

“Back again, huh?” she huffed, raising an eyebrow at us.

I tensed slightly, worried she was about to try to kick us out again. As much as I respected her position, we really did need to speak to Freya, but the last thing I wanted was to get into a fight with a nurse in a hospital, even if just a verbal one.

“The person who attacked her is still out there—” I started to explain patiently. The nurse waved me off, nodding dismissively.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” she grumbled, casting me a wary look out of the corner of her eye. “Look, I’m not going to stop you. I understand you need to talk to her to find out who did this. And believe me, I want that monster found just as much as anyone. But she is delicate.” She glanced toward the room even though the door was closed, then stepped closer as she lowered her voice.

“Her condition is stable,” the nurse went on. “For now. But that could change. What she needs right now is to rest. The very last thing she needs is for her heart rate to skyrocket because she’s answering your questions. If this was anyone else, I’d tell you to turn around and get lost before I made you disappear myself.”

“Oh,” Robbie replied, his tone somewhere between shocked and amused.

“But,” the nurse went on, “I know he’s still out there, the guy that did this. He’s still here, right? In Basseterre? Everyone’s been talking about it. It’s a serial killer, right?”

I exchanged a look with Robbie and then Rollins, not sure what to say. She was spot on, and normally, I would have wondered how she’d found out so much, but it wasn’t a surprise that news of a book full of dead people had quickly spread.

“Yes,” I finally relented. “We have reason to believe that the person who did this to Freya fully plans to do the same to other people, most likely soon.” If nothing else, then maybe this would help drive home just how urgent it was that we speak with her.

“I knew it,” the nurse mumbled, looking around suspiciously as though the perp might suddenly jump out from behind a potted plant. “Well, I don’t want that. What that poor innocent girl went through… I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. So I’m not going to tell you that you can’t speak to her. But!” She held a finger up at us, almost admonishingly. “I cannot stress to you enough that she is delicate. I don’t want to have to kick you out, for all our sakes, but if she gets worked up, I will have to prioritize her well-being.”

“We understand,” I replied solemnly.

The nurse wasn’t trying to threaten us. She was warning us that, if push came to shove, Freya’s health was most important to her. With that in mind, we’d have to be very careful about how we approached the interview.

“You’d better,” the nurse replied gruffly before turning to reach for the door. “All right, come on now. Quietly, please. She startles sometimes when someone makes a loud noise.”

I felt a sharp twinge of sympathy at that and just a hint of guilt as well. It sounded like Freya was emotionally drained on top of being physically debilitated.

Once we were finally far enough into the room to where we could see her, I realized nothing we’d been told had been an exaggeration. Freya, to put it mildly, looked awful. Though thick bandages covered all the worst injuries on her body, parts of her face and neck were still visible. The scant few bits of skin I could see were covered in tiny lacerations and bruises. Freya was awake when we stepped inside, but she didn’t move a single muscle other than her head, which followed us as we filed into the room.

“Hello,” I greeted her as her gaze landed on me. “Freya, right?”

“Hi,” she rasped, her voice coming out as little more than a scratchy whisper.

“Oh, here,” the nurse cooed as Freya began to clear her throat weakly.

The nurse marched over to a table beside the bed and scooped up a cup that was set there. After taking a moment to allow Freya a drink through a straw, she stepped out of the way, casting us a furtive glance as she moved to stand at the other end of the room.

“Sorry,” Freya whispered.

“No, it’s all right,” Rollins and I both rushed to reassure her at the same time.

“Haha,” Freya murmured weakly. “Jinx!” Her face twisted into a strange grimace, and it took me a moment to realize that she was smiling. Or attempting to, anyway. She had a large slash on her face that was causing the left half of her mouth to swell.

“How are you feeling, Freya?” Rollins asked her gently, presumably more out of courtesy than anything else, as anyone with eyes could see that the answer couldn’t have been positive.

“I’ve been better,” Freya wheezed, flashing us another crooked smile.

“I’m glad to see you’re more awake now,” Rollins went on. “Last time we spoke, it was difficult to hold a conversation.”

Freya’s smile fell at that.

“We spoke already?” she asked, sounding befuddled.

“Um, a little,” Rollins replied sheepishly. “That’s not important, though. I’m just glad that you’re getting better.”

“Me too,” Freya replied. “I’m tired of… lying here.”

“You’ll be back on your feet soon,” the nurse chimed in from her corner of the room. “Before you know it.”

“Yeah, sure,” Freya replied with a hint of sarcasm. She glanced over at the nurse before shifting her gaze back over to us. “So… they told me you wanted to ask me some questions.”

“Yes,” I confirmed, taking a couple of steps closer to the bed. “About the man who attacked you.”

I tensed for a moment, worried that the very topic might upset Freya and get us booted out of the room. Freya didn’t react all that strongly, though. Even the heart monitor that was steadily beeping by the bed remained steady as she looked up at the ceiling.

“He was cute,” Freya replied slowly, pausing between every other word. “But annoying. He was creeping me out, and I kept telling him to go away. He just kept following me around, popping up out of nowhere.”

“I see,” I murmured, a little confused. From what Nornan had told us, the girl that Clearwater had gone off with had been enthusiastic about the encounter. Hadn’t they gone on and on about how weird the girl was for being interested? This certainly didn’t sound like the same interaction.

When I turned to look at Robbie, I could tell he was thinking the same thing. He was frowning, his eyebrows furrowed together, and his lips pursed into a tight line.

“Freya, do you remember which bar it was?” I asked. Rollins had told us that she hadn’t been able to answer the last time she was asked, but maybe now, with a slightly clearer head, she’d be able to give us some more information.

“I… Umm,” Freya muttered, her eyes glazing over slightly as she thought about it.

“The Green Stone?” I asked, and Freya’s eyes lit up with recognition.

“Yeah! That’s it,” she croaked, and this time, I stepped in to help her get some water. I waited patiently while she drank, her eyes slipping shut for a moment.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “And yeah. It was the Green Stone. I was curious. I looked it up online, but nothing came up.”

“That’s not unusual,” Rollins replied, answering the question that was on the tip of my tongue. “A lot of smaller local places won’t bother putting up a website or anything. The Green Stone isn’t exactly in a touristy part of the city.”

“No, it’s not,” Freya replied, shooting us another odd, stilted smile. “That’s why I went there. I’m a travel blogger. I like going to local spots, you know? Off the beaten path. The place was a dive, but I like that.”

“I get that,” I replied, offering her a smile of my own. My mind flew to Mike’s place back home. He’d probably whack me on the head if he ever caught me calling his place a dive, but it certainly wasn’t some five-star spot.

“How did you know?” Freya asked. “Which bar it was? I couldn’t even remember myself until just now.”

“We’ve heard some things about that spot,” I fibbed. It wasn’t entirely a lie, but if we were trying to keep her relaxed, I wasn’t about to give her all the gritty details of the investigation.

“Was someone else attacked?” Freya asked, her expression shifting into one of concern.

“No,” I replied. “And we’re hoping to keep it that way. Which is why we’re asking you these questions, so we can find whoever it was that did this.”

“Right,” Freya replied, sounding a little sad.

We lapsed into a sort of awkward silence after that.

“What happened after that?” Rollins prompted Freya to continue. “With the man who kept bothering you?”

“I don’t remember,” Freya whispered, and that was what finally caused the heart monitor to beep a little faster. Not so much that it was cause for concern, probably, but enough that I noticed the nurse straighten a little out of the corner of my eye.

“I don’t know why,” Freya continued. “I remember telling him to go away. He kept asking me for my number, but I wouldn’t give it to him. Then… I don’t know. I remember dancing, I think?”

“Dancing?” I repeated, growing even more confused.

“Yeah.” Freya coughed. “I know it sounds weird, but I kind of remember spinning?”

“Like the room was spinning?” I asked, and Freya hummed in confirmation.

“That doesn’t sound like dancing,” I murmured. “That sounds like you might have been drugged.”

“Yeah,” Freya mumbled as she blinked slowly at me. “I can believe that.”

“That definitely doesn’t sound like what those guys told us,” I whispered to Rollins and Robbie.

“Well, they’re not exactly fine, upstanding people.” Rollins scoffed as she leaned in closer. “Are we surprised that a bunch of degenerates would lie about a woman wanting their company?”

“I guess that’s true,” I reluctantly agreed. “But I don’t know. It didn’t feel like they were lying.”

I turned back to Freya, not wanting to leave her lying there for too long while we whispered among ourselves.

“What do you remember next?” I asked. “After the spinning?”

“The woods,” she replied simply, and her words were accompanied by another jolt on the heart-rate monitor. I waited a beat for her to relax again, although I had a feeling this particular portion of the conversation was not about to get any easier.

“When you were being attacked, you mean,” Rollins speculated, and Freya hummed again.

“No…” she murmured. “Well, yes, but I remember him telling me to run.”

“Who?” I asked. “The man that attacked you?”

“Yes,” Freya whispered. “He told me to run. I think he wanted to chase me. He was making fun of me. It was like he was singing. His voice was high-pitched, and he just kept telling me to run.”

Just the mental image was enough to send twin spikes of anger and horror through me. As if it wasn’t bad enough that the killer had set out to murder her, apparently he wanted to drag it out and torture her as well? There had been something about this in the report that Diane gave us, but hearing it directly from Freya made it seem all the more horrifying.

“What happened after that?” Rollins asked gently.

“I ran,” Freya replied. Another jolt on the monitor. “I didn’t want to. Just because he told me to do it, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to listen to him. But I didn’t want to die, so I ran. It felt like I was running through soup, though.”

“Soup?” Robbie asked, blinking at her in surprise.

“Yeah,” Freya replied. “Like everything was liquid and sloshing around. I was running for so long, but then he caught me.” Another jolt on the monitor, and the nurse was walking over.

“Do you remember what the man looked like, Freya?” I rushed to ask, worried now that we were about to get shooed away.

“He was cute,” she stated again, as she had earlier in the conversation. “He had blond hair down to his shoulders. I like guys like that. Makes me think of princes or Vikings. But then…” she trailed off, and the monitor spiked again as her face twisted into a frown.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Okay, maybe we should—” the nurse started to protest, but she quieted down when Freya started speaking again.

“His hair was darker,” she mumbled, her eyes darting around as though searching for answers to a riddle she couldn’t quite solve. “He was blond, but then, out in the woods, his hair was dark. And it was shorter. He was shorter, too.”

“Freya, maybe you just saw it wrong?” Rollins asked. “It was dark, and you were—”

Drugged, she didn’t say, but the unspoken words hung heavy in the air.

“No, I remember it,” Freya insisted, and by then, the beeping on the monitor was noticeably faster than it had been when we’d arrived. “It changed. His hair was different. How did that happen? Did he put on a wig?”

“All right, that’s enough,” the nurse declared with finality. “I am sorry, but we’re done here.”

“Yeah, okay,” I agreed without argument. Even I could see that Freya was beginning to get worked up, and as much as I wanted to solve this case, I didn’t want to do it at the expense of one of our victims.

“Thank you for speaking with us, Freya,” Rollins said, offering her another smile before turning.

“Get some rest,” I added before following after Rollins. The nurse stayed behind, fluttering around and fussing over Freya as we showed ourselves out. Once we were back out in the hallway, Rollins let out a deep sigh.

“Ugh, that poor girl,” she murmured, shaking her head.

“She’s tough,” I commended. “After everything she went through, she still had the tenacity to relive it and tell us about what happened.”

“Even if some of the details got muddy there,” Robbie noted, his face set into a dismayed grimace. “I’m not sure how much of what she said we can take at face value. What was she saying about his hair changing color?”

“She must have been confused,” Rollins supposed. “And that isn’t the only thing that’s not adding up. Her story doesn’t at all match what we heard from Nornan.”

“Not at all,” I agreed. “He said that the girl Clearwater went off with was enthusiastic about it. And Clearwater disappeared over a week ago. Freya said she had no interest in the guy she spoke with, and she was kidnapped a few days ago.”

“What on earth are we missing?” Rollins murmured. She started to gnaw on her lower lip again, a habit I’d noticed she’d take up any time she was deep in thought.

“We need to fill in the gap of time between when Clearwater disappeared and when Freya did,” I concluded. “And we did get something from that conversation with Freya. We know now for sure that it was the Green Stone she was taken from.”

“Which means we definitely have our hunting ground,” Robbie asserted. “So far, all three victims were taken from the same bar. Seems a little careless, but if the killer is trying to refill a new book, it would make sense that they’d go for easy targets in a familiar place.”

“Let’s head to the bar, then,” I urged. “Before our perp finds his next victim.”
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MARKUS


Markus couldn’t believe that they were doing this.

He cast a furtive, almost terrified look around the marina as Diane led the way onto the ruined boat. This was really bad, right? His stomach churned as he imagined just how much trouble the two of them would be in if they got caught. Heck, he’d just been arrested for attempting to kill someone on this boat, and now here he was, back at the scene of the crime.

Not that he had done it, of course, but this certainly didn’t help as far as making him look not guilty. He frowned as he considered that he would almost certainly wind up in way worse trouble than Diane. She was the director of MBLIS, someone important who probably had a lot of connections. He, by contrast, was a veritable nobody who had just gotten sprung out of jail a few hours ago.

“So, if we get caught—” he started, his voice a harsh whisper as he and Diane clambered up onto the boat.

“Stop. We’re not going to get caught,” Diane bit back sharply.

“Yeah, okay,” Markus muttered as Diane ducked beneath the police tape and into what remained of the cabin. Markus took another quick look around to make sure nobody was watching before following her inside. “But if someone did—”

“Then just let me handle it,” Diane interrupted again, shooting him a look that told Markus the conversation was over. He supposed that was that, then. He didn’t want to seem ungrateful, considering they were breaking into the crime scene specifically to clear his name, but still, he couldn’t help the nerves that prickled up and down his spine as the two of them crept through the burnt wreckage.

He was also a little surprised. Diane, as long as he had known her, which admittedly wasn’t a lot of time, had always been as straight-laced as they came. Sure, she seemed to let Marston and Holm get away with stuff then and again, but Markus had assumed that was just because of how long they’d been there—seniority, or whatever. He’d been outright shocked when she’d suggested that they sneak onto the boat to try to find something that might help clear Markus’s name.

“This is where the girl was?” Diane asked, looking down at the large blood stain on the interior deck of the boat.

“Yeah,” Markus replied, shuddering as he recalled what had happened. It had all gone down so quickly. One minute, he’d been performing CPR, trying to bring the girl back, and the next, he’d been thrown into the back of a police car, cuffed and confused.

“Let’s see if we can find whatever the perp used to stab her,” Diane grumbled, squinting for a moment before she reached to grab a small flashlight off her belt. “Don’t touch it if you do, though, obviously. Finding that with someone else’s prints on it will help us a lot.”

“So, what do we do if we find one?” Markus asked. “We can’t call the cops and tell them where it is without them knowing we were here, right?”

“Well, there’s always anonymous tipping,” Diane replied with a shrug before casting a smirk at him over her shoulder. “It wouldn’t be the first time we used that particular loophole.”

“What do you mean?” Markus asked, his eyes widening with surprise. “You mean, you pretended evidence you obtained illegally was given to you by an anonymous tipster?” He looked at her in awe. The strict, no-nonsense Diane Ramsey doing something like that? He could hardly believe it.

“Of course not,” Diane replied with exaggerated shock. “I would never do something like that. But, actually, I’m not expecting us to find anything.”

“Wait, so, then what are we looking for?” Markus muttered. “Or, uh, not looking for?”

“The absence of a weapon,” Diane clarified. “There won’t be a murder weapon because you didn’t kill her, and the real perp took it with them. If it’s not here, and it wasn’t on you when you were arrested, then the only logical conclusion is that someone else has it because someone else tried to kill the victim.”

“Ah,” Markus replied, stilling for a moment as he considered her words. “That makes sense.”

“Of course it does,” Diane replied, shooting him another wry look over her shoulder as she stepped further into the boat. “You think I got my position by luck?”

“Uh, no,” Markus stammered, worried he’d put his foot in his mouth.

“I don’t see anything,” Diane murmured, shaking her head. “Which is what I expected. No weapon at the scene is one thing in your favor, but we’ll need more.” She pursed her lips as she looked around the boat. “This all started with a fire… and it ended with the girlfriend of the owner of the boat murdering some as yet unidentified woman on said boat. It would help a lot if she could actually tell us what happened, but she’s still in a coma, last I heard. The police don’t even know who she is.”

“Well, we don’t know for sure it was the girlfriend who attacked her,” Markus pointed out. “Marston had mentioned that there was a girlfriend involved, but he didn’t give me a description. It could have been someone else.” His eyebrows furrowed together in thought.

“Hmm… could be,” Diane replied, swinging her flashlight back toward the other end of the boat. “No ID and no way for us to know who the other woman you saw was. No, wait, that’s not right.” She turned to look at Markus. “You said that she seemed to recognize the dog, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Markus replied. “I think so, anyway. Her eyes kind of widened when she saw him. I asked if he was hers and if she wanted him back, but she said no. She definitely reacted when she saw him, though.”

“Then that’s probably the girlfriend,” Diane replied. “Ethan said she was there the night of the fire and the day after with the dog.”

“I wish we could call and ask what she looked like,” Markus muttered.

“We can later,” Diane replied. “For now, though, I think it’s safe for us to assume the girlfriend is the perp.”

“Okay, so then who’s the victim?” Markus asked, and Diane slowly shook her head.

“If we want to clear your name, that’s what we need to figure out,” she replied.

Diane sighed heavily, her lips twisting into a disquieted pout as she motioned for Markus to follow her back out of the boat. Markus did so without hesitation, relieved to get out of there. Admittedly, a small part of him was enjoying breaking the rules like this, especially alongside the unflappable Diane. Markus would have expected something like this out of Marston or Holm, but not the director. Honestly, it was fun. Markus had never been the type to break the rules. He did what he was supposed to and colored inside the lines, so to speak, so to deviate so far outside of what he was ‘supposed’ to do was thrilling, in a way.

On the other hand, this was still foreign territory. Markus had never gotten so much as a speeding ticket, so to suddenly do something as egregious as this… He had to admit that he was on edge as much as he was exhilarated.

Once they were back on the marina grounds and no longer trespassing inside a closed-off crime scene, Markus felt marginally better.

“We should go and speak to the owner,” Diane suggested as she started her way over to the small building that overlooked the marina. “Or the property manager, I guess. Whoever it is that’s in charge here on a daily basis.”

“I don’t really know anything about boats or marinas,” Markus admitted as he dutifully followed Diane along to the building in question.

“Yeah, me neither,” Diane admitted, her lips quirking into a small smile. “You’d think I would, living in Miami and working in an agency that so often investigates crimes having to do with international waters, but no.”

“Any particular reason?” Markus asked.

“I’m not afraid of boats or anything if that’s what you mean,” Diane replied. “No harrowing backstories or traumas. Well, none related to boats, anyway.”

Markus paused at that, his eyes widening. It occurred to him that he didn’t know all that much about Diane. She was the director of MBLIS, sure, and she was undeniably capable. She was strong-willed, steadfast, and a great leader, and Markus could go on and on about what she was like in a professional capacity. As far as who she was as a person, though? Markus had no idea.

He supposed it wasn’t really his business. They weren’t exactly friends. Still, that little remark had sparked his curiosity. Just what kinds of ‘harrowing and traumatic’ stories were hidden in Diane’s past?

“Good, looks like they’re open still,” Diane noted as they reached the building. The inside was brightly lit, almost harshly so. Compared to the darkness outside, it was almost painful to step through the doors into the full-on assault of hot white fluorescent lights.

The inside of the building was fairly unassuming. It reminded Markus a little of a DMV but minus all the rows of chairs. It was a wide open floor plan, with a long desk toward the back where a single man sat, scribbling away at something in a notebook. He paused only briefly as he glanced up at Markus and Diane.

“Hey, folks!” he called out cheerfully. “I’ll be with you in just a moment.”

“Take your time,” Diane replied primly.

While the man finished whatever it was he was writing, Markus took a look around the little office. It looked fancy, just at a glance, and he wondered vaguely just how much Marston paid to dock his boat here. It had to be a decent amount. Markus didn’t know enough about boats to be able to identify any, but even he could tell that his and all the other boats in the marina looked fancy and expensive.

“All right, sorry about that.” The man behind the counter chuckled uneasily as he pushed the notebook to the side so he could focus on the two of them.

Markus noticed right away how on edge the man seemed.

“We’ve been having some trouble with—eh, never mind, it’s not important,” the man murmured, clearly flustered. His face was red, and he was sweaty.

“With the fire?” Diane asked without missing a beat.

Markus turned to look at her in shock, surprised that she would just come out and say it point-blank like that. The man at the counter seemed a bit taken aback as well. He blinked at Diane in abject surprise before collecting himself.

“Oh, yeah,” he replied, shooting her an awkward, sheepish smile. “You saw that, huh? Well, it’s being handled, don’t worry. We’ll have it cleared away in a jiff, and then it won’t be such an eyesore anymore.”

“Oh, that’s good to hear,” Diane replied blithely. “What’s up with all the police tape around it, though? I thought they usually only used that if someone was murdered or something like that. Not for fires.” She tilted her head in a show of mock cluelessness.

Markus had to admit that she was playing the role well.

“Oh, uh, yeah,” the man muttered, his expression darkening. He fidgeted uncomfortably, swallowing as he averted his eyes away from Diane’s. The guy was doing an absolutely abysmal job of acting casual, in Markus’s opinion. “Don’t worry about that, like I said. Now, uh, what was it you folks wanted? Looking to rent out space?”

“No, actually, we’re looking for a dog,” Diane replied easily, the lie slipping out like it was nothing. “One of our friends keeps his boat here, and well, one of his friends is friends with the owner of the burned-up boat, and our friend was babysitting the dog, but he got loose, so now we’re here to find him. The dog, I mean.”

“Oh, right,” the man grumbled. It was like a switch was flipped, and suddenly, the friendly demeanor was gone now that he realized the two of them weren’t there to do business. “That mutt’s been running around for a couple of days now. He was around earlier. I’d appreciate it if you could take him away, actually. I can’t have a dog running around and bothering my customers.”

“Of course,” Diane replied, shooting him a warm, dazzling smile. “Oh, by the way, you wouldn’t happen to have the owner’s address, would you?”

“The owner of the dog?” the man balked at Diane’s question.

“Well, yes,” Diane replied simply. “Like I said, we don’t actually know him. Our friend is friends with the owner’s friend, so once we catch the dog, we obviously need somewhere to take it.”

“Ah… I can’t give you that information,” the man replied tersely. He pursed his lips, looking like he was tempted to break his own rules and give in to Diane.

“Oh?” Diane hummed sadly. “I thought you said you wanted us to get the dog out of here.”

“Sure I do,” the man grumbled. “And I’d appreciate it greatly. I can’t just hand out personal information, though.” The man paused then, narrowing his eyes at Diane. “Why can’t you just ask your friend?”

“He doesn’t know the man’s address either,” Diane replied quickly. “Barely knows him, actually. But he saw the dog running around yesterday and took it in.”

“Wait, do you mean Ethan?” the man suddenly asked.

Markus froze. His heart pattered in his chest, and he was tempted to look at Diane, but he didn’t dare move. Had they been caught? Had they massively messed up?

“Yes,” Diane replied, leaping blindly forward in a way that Markus both feared and admired.

“Why didn’t you say so?” The man chuckled, shaking his head. “Yeah, Ethan came around asking about the same thing. I wasn’t in the office when he stopped by, though. He left a note saying he’d found the guy’s dog. I meant to give him a call, but then all that ruckus with the girl happened, and—”

He stopped short suddenly, his face draining of color. Of course, he’d be a little reluctant to go blabbing the details of an attempted murder to a couple of randoms.

“Uh, never mind,” he grumbled, clearing his throat. “The point is that I never got around to looking in on it. Still, though, I can’t give you the guy’s address.”

“But why?” Diane countered, and for a moment, her voice regained some of the steely edge that Markus was used to hearing.

“Look, I’m sorry,” the man replied, and at least he sounded like he meant it now. “But I really can’t just go around handing out people’s addresses to strangers. If you find the dog, I’ll call and let him know, all right? Is there anything else I can do for you?”

He looked expectantly between them, and Markus recognized the dismissal for what it was.

“No, we’re fine, thanks,” Diane shot back, the earlier sweetness from her voice all but gone. “Come on, Markus.”

She gestured for him to follow before turning on her heel, and Markus fell into step beside her without protest. As soon as the two of them were outside and out of earshot, Diane let out a low groan of frustration.

“Dammit!” she huffed, turning back to glare at the building as she set her hands on her hips. “That was so close. I was sure I had him.”

“Yeah, he seemed receptive right up until the end,” Markus agreed. “I guess it’s good, in a way. At least we know he’s the kind of guy to protect his client’s privacy. Too many people would sell a person out for barely anything in return.”

“Yeah, good for them.” Diane sighed. She shook her head before taking off back toward the car. “But that doesn’t help us. We’re pretty sure that the girlfriend is our most likely suspect, right? Well, if that’s the case, we need to get to this man’s home. Either to confront her if she lives there with him or to warn him if she doesn’t.”

“You think she might go after him?” Markus gaped at her.

“Sure, why not?” Diane replied. “She murdered someone on his boat, didn’t she? Heck, he might be the one she was trying to frame.” Diane stopped in her tracks as she turned to look directly at Markus. “She called 911. She was the only other person on that boat before you arrived, right?”

“Right.” Markus nodded firmly.

“The 911 operator received a call from a woman before you arrived,” Diane went on. “Several minutes before the call you made from the same phone. The police are assuming that the victim made the call, but she didn’t. The girlfriend did.”

“And when she claimed that she’d been attacked by a man in dark hair—” Markus started.

“She was talking about the boyfriend,” Diane finished. “It was never about you. You really were just in the absolute worst place at the worst time.”

“Okay, that all makes sense,” Markus agreed as the two of them took off toward the car again. “But why? Why is she trying to frame her own boyfriend for murder?”

“I don’t know,” Diane replied. “But we’re going to go find out.”
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ETHAN


Alittle before sunset, Robbie, Rollins, and I met up at the Green Stone. All the testimony we’d received up to then seemed to indicate that the killer was more likely to strike later at night, but we decided to hit the place up a little early. Doing so would allow us some time to get situated and set up camp, so to speak, so we could observe who came and went and watch out for suspicious behavior. We also just didn’t have a lot else to do at that point. We’d spoken to everyone connected to the case that we knew of, including Freya, and all signs seemed to point to the Green Stone.

The three of us took a seat at one of the booths near the back of the bar. The booth wasn’t very roomy, so it was a cramped fit to squeeze the three of us in there. A part of me was unhappy with the arrangement because, in the event of an emergency, it would be difficult for us to get up and move quickly.

On the other hand, the booth was located in a rather well-shaded part of the bar. The lighting wasn’t all that good, to begin with, and the lamp directly above this particular table only had a single bulb still desperately clinging to life overhead. We didn’t have a lot of wiggle room, but nobody coming into the bar would notice us until they were practically right on top of us, and I was certain we would spot them long before that point.

“The killer made a pretty good choice, picking this place,” Rollins noted off-handedly as she took a look around the bar.

“Why do you say that?” I asked, taking a look around for myself as I wondered what had prompted such a comment.

The bar looked about as ordinary as any other I’d ever been in. Ms. MacNeal had mentioned that the place had been a bit of a dump in her youth, and it seemed like that still held true. As much as I liked to poke fun at Mike and his bar, the Tropical Tango Hut was at least clean and welcoming if one could get past the eyesores that Mike considered decor. This place couldn’t boast the same. The entire place seemed grimy, somehow, like it hadn’t had a decent cleaning in years. I could see a splotch on the very table we were at that looked very much like an old beer stain that had been left to dry instead of being wiped up.

“First off, everyone’s drunk,” Rollins replied, nodding around at a few of the other patrons in the bar.

She was right about that. The Green Stone didn’t seem to be the kind of place where people met to chat over a drink. The clientele of this establishment were here to get drunk, and it showed. It was still early in the evening, and already, there were a handful of very inebriated customers. At one end of the room, a group of men and women sat around a table, chanting off-key. I assumed they were meant to be singing, but their voices were so slurred and lacking in energy that it came off more as a bizarre, almost ritualistic chant.

At the bar, one man looked ready to flop over onto the table, his eyelids drooping as his head lolled forward. More were peppered around the bar in various states of sobriety, but regardless, Rollins was right in her assessment. The people here were all drunk, and drunk people were easier to manipulate.

“Second, we’re outside of the city,” Rollins continued as she shifted in her seat, trying to get comfortable. It was difficult, with so little room to spare, and she inadvertently wound up pressing closer against me. I didn’t mind, but I expected her to pull away at the contact. To my surprise, she did nothing of the sort and instead settled in more comfortably. “It took a while to drive out here, right?”

“That’s true,” I agreed. “At least comparatively speaking.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, turning to look at me. Her face came dangerously close to mine as she did, and I was the one who had to pull away to avoid engaging in anything non-professional in the middle of a stake-out.

“Well, sure, it took about twenty minutes for us to get here,” I replied, clearing my throat. “But twenty minutes isn’t all that far in a city like Miami, for example. Here, everything is less than a five-minute drive away, so of course, twenty feels way longer.”

If Rollins noticed our unusually close proximity, she didn’t seem bothered by it. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I might have thought she was deliberately playing coy. For a second, there was a flash of something in her eyes I couldn’t quite identify and the barest quirk of a smug smile on her lips. Both were gone so fast that I doubted I’d even seen anything at all.

“Right, I see what you’re saying,” Rollins replied, smiling innocently at me. “But you’ve made my point for me. Back in town, everything is close to everything else. It’s a lot easier to notice someone missing when we’re all on top of each other. Way out here, though…” She trailed off as she cast another look around the bar. “These people are less likely to be missed. Think about it.” Her eyes snapped back to mine. “Brianna was a foreign student. She might have had school friends, but she wouldn’t have had family here who would miss her right away. Eventually, someone would have noticed that she was missing, maybe, but not right away.”

“Maybe that’s the connection all the victims share,” I noted, drumming my fingers along the top of the table as I thought back to all those photos in the book. “Try as we might, we weren’t able to find anything that linked them. We were only looking at their physical traits, though.”

“Oh, good point,” Robbie chimed into the conversation. “So are we thinking that the killer is specifically going after people with no strong ties to the area in which they were killed?”

“Something like that.” I nodded. “Clearwater doesn’t really fit that description since it seems like plenty of people know him around here, but I’d bet that not too many people would miss him.”

“Even his so-called friends didn’t notice he was gone.” Rollins scoffed. “It wasn’t until we showed up and started asking questions that they noticed it had been a week since they’d heard from him.”

“Freya, too,” Robbie pointed out. “She mentioned that she was a travel blogger, right? That means she spends all her time hopping around from place to place? Someone who’s constantly on the move wouldn’t stick around long enough for people to notice that she was gone.”

“If anyone did, they’d just assume she’d moved on to her next travel destination,” I added. “So, yeah, it seems like the victims we know of were all people that wouldn’t be missed right away.”

“Well, I’m sure this lovely place is rife with people like that,” Rollins noted. This time, when she looked around the bar, it was with a sad expression on her face. “Completely wasted on a weekday, and this early to boot. These aren’t people with families, or at least not families that care about them.” She heaved a sigh before turning back to us. “That’s why I said that the killer was smart to choose a place like this. Plenty of victims for him to choose from.”

“Well, that won’t be happening tonight,” I insisted vehemently. “We already know what to look for based on Freya’s account. The second we spot someone acting shady, we move in to apprehend them.”

The three of us remained on high alert for the next few hours. On a few different occasions, we spotted behavior that gave us pause. Someone would hover a little too close to a woman who seemed entirely uninterested or spend too long observing another patron, but we were careful not to jump the gun. The last thing we wanted to do was go after the wrong guy and give ourselves away if the real perp also happened to be inside the bar. Every time, upon further observation, the target in question turned out to be innocuous, or at least just a regular run-of-the-mill creep, and not our killer.

“Why are the booths in this bar so freaking small!?” Robbie grumbled with annoyance several hours after we’d initially sat down.

It was well after dark now, and except for a few trips to the bar to keep up the appearance that we were drinking and to scope out the crowd, we hadn’t moved much from our perches.

Robbie grumbled to himself as he shimmied out of the booth, exhaling with relief once he was finally out and could have a nice, long stretch.

“Honestly,” he grunted, “are adults meant to sit in these?” He scowled down at the booth like it had personally offended him.

He wasn’t wrong about the booth being uncomfortably small, but on the other hand, Robbie and I weren’t exactly petite. Neither was Rollins, for that matter. Though not as brawny as we were, she was tall and had an athletic build. In all honesty, the booth would have probably suited three more average-sized adults just fine.

“I’m going to hit the bathroom,” Robbie declared. “Hopefully, our perp doesn’t show up while I’m gone.”

“With our luck, that’s exactly what will happen,” I snorted, leaning forward to brace my elbows against the table.

“Good,” Robbie grumbled. “If they do show up in the next five minutes, we can arrest them and get the heck out of this nasty bar.”

He walked off after that. As he did, Rollins finally scooted slightly away from me.

“Might as well take the chance to have some breathing room while we can,” she joked, flashing a wry smile at me. “For a few minutes, at least, until Agent Holm gets back. Then it’ll be right back to being packed in like sardines.”

“I don’t mind,” I quipped back, flashing her a smile of my own. “I can think of worse options when it comes to being crammed into a confined space with someone.”

“Oh?” Rollins smirked at me, leaning back against the backrest of the booth as she cast me an appraising look. “Do you use that line on every woman you work with?”

Yes, I could hear Robbie’s voice taunting in my mind. I was suddenly very glad he was gone. If he’d been here, I was sure he would have made some dumb joke about my ‘many girlfriends’ or whatever it was he liked to say.

“Only the charming ones,” I replied easily.

Rollins burst into laughter, to my surprise, but it didn’t seem like a mocking laugh. Still, it caught me off guard. Usually, my lines didn’t evoke cackles like that.

“Charming?” Rollins repeated, staring at me almost incredulously. “That might be the first time anyone’s ever called me that.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I retorted, and it wasn’t just lip service.

Rollins was a beautiful woman. She wasn’t dainty and petite, no, but she was stunning in other ways. She had striking dark eyes, and I’d already caught a glimpse of her taut, shapely stomach the day before at the beach. She also had a sort of awkward way of speaking that was, in my opinion, undeniably charming, especially for someone who otherwise came off as confident and in control. More than once, she’d made an awkwardly worded comment during an interview, only to catch herself and do that thing where she nervously pressed her lips together.

It was cute.

“I’ve been called a lot of things,” Rollins huffed. “But ‘charming’ is not one of them.” She laughed again, and I liked that there was nothing self-deprecating about her words. That, too, was an alluring trait. She wasn’t a delicate damsel, and she clearly didn’t have any problems with that.

“Well, I stand by what I said,” I insisted. “If I have to be crammed into a tiny booth with anyone, I’m glad it's you.”

“Agent Marston, you’ll make me blush,” Rollins teased, her mouth twisting into a pleased smirk.

“Oh, I hope so,” I flirted on, earning myself another laugh.

Talking with Rollins like this was fun. A little corny, maybe, but it felt like we were both in on the joke, and that was what made it fun. As she laughed, I took a look around the bar. It was more crowded now, people trudging inside and then spilling out, but still, there was nobody who looked especially concerning.

“Really, now?” Rollins hummed, beaming coyly at me. “Well, in that case, maybe we should continue this little party later. After we catch our guy, that is.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow at her, really glad now that Robbie had left for the bathroom.

“You can put your money where—” Rollins started to say teasingly, but I didn’t manage to catch the latter part of her sentence. Before she could finish, an ear-splitting scream tore through the bar.

Rollins and I both shot out of our seats at once. I could see people gathering toward the front of the bar, and I ran straight there. I shoved my way through the growing crowd of people, pushing them aside as I struggled to reach the center of the commotion. The bar was small, so it didn’t take long.

Lying on the floor near one of the tables was a woman dressed in a spaghetti strap top and a set of baggy sweatpants. She was curled defensively into a little ball, crying as she clutched at her head. Standing above her were three different men.

“What happened?” I barked, looking between the men and the rest of the crowd.

“Him!” one of the three men shouted as he jutted his index finger at one of the other three, a man with oily, copper-colored hair. “He pushed her!”

“Shut up!” the redhead snapped. He reached out to shove the man who’d ratted him out, who crumpled backward onto the floor right away, too drunk to remain standing against the harsh push.

“Whoa, take it easy!” I called out. I tried surreptitiously to maneuver myself, so I was between the redhead and the woman on the floor, but he was standing too close to her.

“Leave me alone!” the redhead slurred, swinging his fist at me.

It was a heavy blow but poorly aimed, and I was able to duck it with ease. That only seemed to enrage him, though, who growled and tried to lob another punch at me.

“Calm down!” I yelled, trying my best to defuse the situation.

There were too many civvies around, and most of them were drunk. All of them had formed a tight circle around us, boxing me in with the redhead. I wasn’t worried that I wouldn’t be able to take him on in a fistfight, but the sobbing woman was also trapped inside the circle with us, and I didn’t want to fight this man while we were literally on top of her.

“Stop! Everyone, just calm down!” I shouted again.

To my surprise, the redhead actually listened. He dropped his fists, his arms hanging limply at his sides as he stared at me with a blank expression.

“Come on! Get him!” someone shouted for the crowd.

I wasn’t sure if he was yelling at me or at the redhead, but either way, a stream of curses flooded through my mind. I’d just barely managed to get the man to calm down a little, and I didn’t need the peanut gallery inciting violence from the back.

“No, it’s fine,” I insisted, raising my voice. “There is no need for anyone to hit anyone else. Let’s just talk this out.”

“You think you can tell me what to do?” Redhead scoffed, puffing out his chest and squaring up to me.

I quickly stuck my hand inside my pocket before he could advance any further.

“I’m a federal agent,” I gritted out as I flashed him my badge. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I didn’t do nothing wrong!” Redhead balked. His upper lip curled into a snarl as he glared at me. “She was asking for it!” He pointed down at the woman crumpled on the floor, who let out a shriek of terror as she peered up at him through her hands.

“Okay,” I replied placatingly. “Okay. I hear you. Just let me help her up, and—”

“No!” Redhead screamed. He balled his hands into fists as he loomed over her, his eyes filled with malice. “Little freak’s trying to turn everyone against me. Yeah, I hit her, and so what? She was asking for it!” He lifted his boot as if to stomp on her.

“No!” I shouted, lunging toward him before I could think twice about it.

I threw the full force of my body weight at him, knocking him off balance and backward, away from the woman. He fell like a ton of bricks, hitting the floor of the bar on the flat of his back. The second he struck the floor, he released a guttural roar and began to swing his fists at me.

Like before, the punches were sloppy, but they had force behind them. I winced as he pummeled my back and sides, screaming all the while.

“Stop!” I shouted as I pulled back just far enough to deliver a punch of my own directly to his jaw.

Redhead grunted with pain as his teeth clattered. One blow wasn’t enough to best him, however, and he suddenly pushed his weight to the side, tossing me off as he rolled.

I quickly scrambled away from him, as far as I could with the crowd still enclosing us from all sides. He swung at me again, and I shifted to the side as I got to my feet. I wasn’t fast enough, though, and the blow glanced off my arm.

I grunted with pain, but I kept my eyes fixed solely on Redhead. When he came at me again, I was ready. I blocked his next punch and parried with one of my own, striking him in the nose. Shockingly, that still wasn’t enough to best him, and despite the blood now gushing from his nostrils, Redhead tried to run at me again.

He didn’t manage to get more than a few steps, however, before a blur leapt from the crowd and into the fray. Before Redhead could react, Robbie jumped him from behind, literally. He hopped up onto the goon’s back and locked his arm around Redhead’s neck in a chokehold.

Confused to find himself suddenly being attacked from behind, Redhead’s eyes widened, bugging out of his head as he hacked and coughed.

“Geez, it’s always the big, drunk ones,” Robbie strained to say, locking his arms even tighter around Redhead’s neck.

Now that I had a free moment, I quickly turned to check on the woman, only to find that she was no longer on the floor. I did a quick scan of the crowd and spotted her hunched over and trembling as she was led away by Rollins.

With the knowledge that she was out of harm’s way, I turned back to Robbie and the goon. By then, Redhead had started to sway, his gaze growing distant.

“Watch it!” I called out to Robbie. “He’s about to pass out!”

Robbie let go at once, backing a few steps away from the overgrown lug. As soon as he did, Redhead flopped to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.

“Geez.” Robbie exhaled as he flexed his arm. “It’s always the ones built like the Hulk who refuse to go down.”

“He might be on something,” I noted as I crouched to cuff Redhead’s hands behind his back. He was drifting in and out of consciousness, his eyes fluttering open and shut as he groaned weakly. Or maybe he was just really drunk. Alcohol dulled the senses, after all. It was possible that his not feeling any pain was just a result of that.

“Yeah, steroids, maybe.” Robbie snorted. “Where’s Rollins?”

“Over here!” her voice called back from somewhere in the crowd.

I turned but couldn’t see her from where I was crouched beside Redhead. She sounded all right, though, which was all I was concerned about.

The crowd began to dissipate after that, not just from the scene of the fight but from the bar altogether. It seemed having a bunch of law enforcement bust up a fight was something of a mood killer. Even more people left once the police arrived to take Redhead into custody, effectively ending our stakeout for the night.

“If the killer was here,” Robbie murmured after the cops had dragged Redhead away, “I’m sure he slipped away with everyone else.”

“Yeah,” I replied sullenly, casting a look around the bar. It had cleared out, with only a few stragglers left now. “I kind of hope they weren’t here at all tonight. If they were, they know our faces now.”

“Oh, you’re right,” Robbie muttered, his eyebrows furrowing together with displeasure.

All the work we’d done in carefully observing the customers for hours had all been undone by one drunk idiot.

“Come on, let’s go check on Rollins and the girl,” I suggested.

Robbie nodded, and the two of us walked over to where Rollins was seated at a table with the woman who had been attacked. It was hard for me to gauge how old she was. She didn’t have any wrinkles, but her face was pockmarked and sun-damaged. Her hair was also dry and scraggly. She might have been nineteen or thirty, but either way, it was clear that she’d had a rough go of it.

“Everything okay?” I asked as Robbie and I approached.

“Fine,” Rollins replied. “I was just telling Tamara here that she really should go get that cut checked out at the hospital.”

The woman lifted her head toward us, and at that point, I was able to see that she had a long laceration along the length of her hairline. It didn’t look too deep and wasn’t bleeding that much, but I wasn’t a doctor, and any cut that had been exposed to the nasty floor of this bar probably needed to be checked out.

“No,” Tamara mumbled, hunching her shoulders up to her chin. “I don’t want a hospital. I just want to go home.”

Rollins opened her mouth like she was about to protest, but she thought better of it and slowly nodded instead. I got the feeling that this was a back-and-forth that had been going on for a while, probably since Rollins had initially dragged Tamara away from the fray. At the end of the day, we couldn’t force Tamara to go to the hospital.

“At least let us drive you home,” Rollins offered kindly. “It’s already really late.”

“I guess that’s fine,” Tamara muttered after a few seconds of silent contemplation.

“I can take her,” Robbie offered, to my surprise. “If that’s okay.”

He looked at Tamara, who just shrugged and nodded at the proposal.

“That’s awfully generous of you,” I remarked, eyeing him warily.

“Not really,” he scoffed, rolling his eyes as he turned to me and lowered his voice. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that I’m basically third-wheeling.” He snickered. “Anything to get away from you making eyes at each other in that booth.”

“I thought you were in the bathroom,” I shot back, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Wait, what did you do while I was in the bathroom?” Robbie balked.

“Nothing.” I cleared my throat as I realized that Robbie was talking about something else entirely. Not that I knew what since Rollins and I hadn’t started flirting until after he left.

“You know what? I don’t want to know,” Robbie replied, shaking his head before turning to Tamara and raising his voice again. “Shall we get going?”

“Yes, please,” she replied, getting up from the table at once. “I’m tired. All I want to do right now is crawl into bed and stay there for a week.”

“Let’s get you home then,” Robbie replied kindly before turning to shoot me and Rollins a glance over his shoulder. “I’ll see the two of you tomorrow morning.” There was a knowing lilt in his voice as he said that, and I rolled my eyes as he strolled away with Tamara in tow.

“Well…” Rollins laughed once Robbie was gone. “That was something.”

“Ignore Agent Holm.” I scoffed, fighting a smile. “I do, most of the time.”

“It’s probably for the best that he took Tamara,” Rollins said, shrugging her shoulders as she got up from the table. “I think she was getting sick of me nagging her to go to the hospital. And besides—” Her smile spread as she moved to stand directly in front of me. “I believe our conversation was cut short earlier.”

“Was it?” I feigned ignorance, smiling at her. “Which conversation was that?”

“Well, if I recall correctly, someone had mentioned getting together once this was all over and we’d caught our guy,” Rollins hummed. “And, well, we didn’t catch our guy.” She glanced past me at the nearly empty bar. “And I think our chances of doing so tonight are pretty much zero. But since our stakeout’s been cut short for the night…” She trailed off and shrugged again, more playfully this time. “Well, I could use a drink, personally. Not from a dump like this, mind you.”

“Oh?” I responded. “And where would you suggest getting a drink from, then?”

“My place,” Rollins replied boldly. “I’m sure even my cheapest stuff is better than anything they’ve got here. And—” She took a half step closer, only a few inches’ breadth between us now. “I do hate to drink alone.”

“Well, as it just so happens,” I replied, “I’m free for the rest of the night. And my partner took the car, so I don’t actually have any other way out of here.”

“How convenient.” Rollins laughed.

The sound broke through the little play-acting game we were in, and I couldn’t help but let out a laugh of my own.

“Come on,” Rollins urged with a flick of her head toward the door. “I really could use a drink. And I have an aged brandy that I have a feeling you’ll absolutely love.”
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MARKUS


The next day, Markus and Diane had a meeting with Agents Price and Rivers.

Markus liked the two of them. They’d been here longer than he had, but they were still a lot newer than the other agents. In a way, Markus felt a little more comfortable around them. Marston, Holm, Birn, Muñoz, Bonnie, and Clyde definitely had their own little group. It was just undeniable. And although Rivers and Price had enmeshed themselves into the larger group as well, Markus still related to them more. He was closer in age to them as well, which helped. Upstairs in the bullpen, Markus was always the odd one out. Sure, Dechart had come on board as his partner, but Markus didn’t have anything in common with the older agent and also couldn’t stand him on a personal level.

“I thought Baker was on leave,” Price pointed out, shooting Markus a teasing look as she swiveled back and forth in her rolling chair.

“He is,” Diane muttered, casting Markus a sidelong glance before returning her attention to the tech agents.

“Did you really get arrested for murder?” Rivers asked bluntly. The two of them had always been rather straightforward.

“Kind of,” Markus replied sheepishly.

“Man, you really can’t catch a break, can you?” Price hummed as she shot him a sympathetic look. “Anyway, what did you need to see us for? Something to do with Baker, no doubt, if you snuck him in here.”

“I didn’t sneak in,” Markus huffed defensively. “It’s not like I’m barred from the premises. I’m not working, but that doesn’t mean I can’t visit.”

“Only an MBLIS agent would visit work during their time off.” Price snickered, shaking her head. “Didn’t Ethan do that once? I swear he has.”

“Robbie did as well, once.” Diane smiled fondly. “And after spending the better part of a year whining that he never had enough time to go fishing.”

“Agent Holm fishes?” Rivers asked curiously.

“Not anymore, I don’t think,” Diane replied, and Markus could tell she was holding back a laugh. “I think once he finally got a chance to try it, he discovered he was absolutely awful at it. I wouldn’t know, though, because all my agents insist on taking as little time off as possible.” She pulled an annoyed face, and Markus thought that she was likely the only boss in the world with that particular problem.

“What can I say?” Price snorted. “You hired a bunch of workaholics. But for real, what do you need us to do?”

“I need information on a boat,” Diane explained as she reached into her bag.

“A boat?” Rivers asked, glancing up at her from over his computer screen. “A specific boat, or—”

“Yes, a specific one,” Diane replied as she handed over her tablet. As soon as Price’s gaze landed on it, her expression morphed into one of shock.

“Whoa, what the heck happened to that thing?” She gaped at the photo, using two fingers to zoom in.

“A fire, evidently,” Rivers replied as he got up out of his seat to have a closer look. “Was this boat involved in a crime? Are we looking for the arsonist?”

“Possibly,” Diane replied. “The boat is a crime scene. It’s where Markus was arrested.”

“Oh, wait.” Price gasped. She looked up at Markus, down at the photo, and then back up at him again. “This is the marina where Ethan lives, right? I heard you went to take care of his dog or something. What the heck happened?”

“It’s a long story,” Markus groaned in response. He reached a hand up to massage his temples. “The short of it is that someone was attacked near to death on that boat, and I had the misfortune of being at the crime scene right when the police showed up.”

“Wow, that’s bad timing,” Price bemoaned.

“I know,” Markus replied deadpan.

“We’re going to clear his name,” Diane asserted. “But to do that, I need the name and address of the owner of this boat. We have reason to believe that the owner’s girlfriend is the actual killer.”

“We tried to get it from the manager at the marina,” Markus grumbled, “but he wouldn’t budge. He even acted all friendly with us after he found out we knew Marston, but he kept insisting that he couldn’t divulge personal information. Which I understand, I guess.”

“So now you’re turning to less legitimate options,” Price teased.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Diane quipped. “But yes. Do whatever you need to in order to get that information. Someone’s targeting MBLIS agents again. Between the drive-by and now this, I can’t just sit idly by.”

Another flare of guilt shot through Markus. He’d promised Dechart he would keep his secret, but was that really the right move? Diane clearly thought the two events were connected. How was he even supposed to broach that topic, though?

“Hey, I’ll never turn down a chance to misappropriate my powers as an MBLIS agent,” Price joked. “Rules are made to be broken and all that, right?”

“Again, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Diane replied, casting her a disheartened look. “And the two of you better not be doing anything like this on your own, either. This is for Markus and for all of us. I wouldn’t condone breaking the rules if I didn’t think we were in very real danger.”

“Yeah, of course,” Price hummed, batting her eyelashes innocently at Diane. “We’d never do something like that.”

Markus had to hold back a sputter of laughter. Price wasn’t even pretending to be serious. If anything, she was hamming up her response. Diane didn’t seem angry, though. A little annoyed, maybe, but more amused than anything else.

“All right, so what do we know about this boat?” Rivers asked, cutting through their lighthearted conversation. “Do we have a name?”

“Yes,” Diane confirmed as she pointed at the tablet. “There are a few more photos. The name is painted on the side. The Longstrider or something like that. I don’t remember off the top of my head, but I did get a photo of it.”

“All right,” Rivers hummed. He flipped through the photos for a moment before finding the one in question and turning to his computer to punch something in. “And what’s the address of the marina?”

Price answered before Diane could, prompting Diane to raise an eyebrow at her.

“Why do you know that off the top of your head?” Diane asked.

“I know everyone’s addresses,” Price replied simply, freezing a split second after the words had left her mouth. “Oh, wow, that sounded really creepy, didn’t it?”

“Not really creepy,” Markus teased. “You’ve said creepier things.”

“Yeah, I have.” Price grinned, shooting Markus a wink as she, apparently, decided to take his comment as a compliment. “But, for real, I swear it’s not for anything suspicious.”

“I’m becoming less convinced the more you try to explain yourself,” Diane retorted, though there was no real apprehension in her tone.

“Look, we’ve had more than a few close calls with some very dangerous people, haven’t we?” Price went on defensively. “Several of our agents have even been targeted at their homes! Robbie got kidnapped not even that long ago.”

“Didn’t someone also set his apartment on fire?” Rivers asked, his eyes still trained on his computer screen as his fingers danced across the keys.

“No, that was Ethan,” Price replied. “Wait… No, someone ransacked his houseboat. Whose place got set on fire?”

“Agent Holm!” Rivers insisted. “They rigged his front door with a bomb or something, and his twin sister accidentally got hit instead.”

“My point is,” Price rerouted the conversation as she turned back to Diane, “we’ve got a lot of enemies. So many that we can’t even keep them straight. So, I made a point of memorizing everyone’s addresses. If, one day, we’re hit with some kind of massive, catastrophic disaster, then I want to be able to reach everyone.”

“Aw,” Markus replied, somewhat touched by the thought. “That’s actually really nice of you.”

“Why do you sound so surprised?” Price narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you saying I’m not a nice person all the time?”

“You’re not,” Rivers cut in before Markus could respond. “You’re a bully.”

“I am not!” Price gasped at him dramatically, pressing a hand to her chest in a show of mock offense. “How dare you?!”

“All right, well, as much as I’m enjoying this wonderful conversation…” Rivers snorted, rolling his eyes at her. “I’ve got a result. Ahmadu Bajwa is the name of the owner. He lives downtown.”

“You got the information that fast?” Diane blinked at him in surprise.

“Yeah, it was just a name and address,” Rivers replied. “Honestly, Price was talking a big game about bending the rules and whatever, but no part of this was illegal. All this information is easily found online.”

“Wait, what?” Markus balked. He shot Price an incredulous look, which she returned with an impish smile. “You made it sound like we were doing something dramatic!”

“Yeah, I did,” Price admitted, her small smile morphing into a Cheshire cat grin. “And wasn’t it fun? Come on, you have to admit that the past five minutes were a lot more entertaining than they would have been if we’d just said, ‘Oh, sure, let me Google that for you really quick.’”

“You really just found this online?” Diane asked as Rivers jotted the name and address down onto a sticky note.

“Yeah,” Rivers replied. “Most people severely underestimate how easy it is to cyber-stalk someone these days.”

“Yeah, it’s like stranger danger flew out the window with the advent of social media,” Price remarked. “People post so much online. Too much, even. Pictures of their houses, pictures of their neighborhoods, pictures of their kids, etc. Anyone with the smallest amount of computer know-how and enough free time can find almost anything.”

“I don’t like that,” Diane grumbled. The skin between her brows wrinkled as her expression pulled into a deep frown.

“Well, there are ways to minimize your online footprint,” Rivers informed her. “Don’t post about every aspect of your life, for one.”

“Eh, it’s getting a lot harder to avoid it these days,” Price argued. She leaned back in her chair, crossing one leg over the other as she turned to Diane. “Have you ever seen videos of celebrities getting mobbed at the airport or outside their hotels?”

“Sure,” Diane replied warily, unsure where Price was going with this by the look on her face.

“Well, you ever wonder how people find out ahead of time where they’ll be?” Price asked. “Sure, some of them announce that they’ll be traveling somewhere, but how do people find out the exact flight? Or the exact hotel where they’re staying on those exact days?”

“They can just look it up online?” Markus asked, as surprised as Diane looked. He wasn’t as computer illiterate as some of the other agents, but even he hadn’t known that.

“For a fee,” Price replied. “People with the tools to hack into the airline and hotel records find out, and then they sell that information to paparazzi and rabid fans.”

“That has to be illegal,” Diane scoffed.

“Oh, it definitely is,” Price confirmed. “But we all know that something being against the law doesn’t stop people from doing it. We’d all be out of a job if that were the case.”

“I can’t say I’d be too upset about that,” Diane admitted with a shrug. “I’d rather live in a world where drug traffickers and child kidnappers didn’t exist.”

“Can’t argue there,” Price agreed. She leaned forward again so she wasn’t draped over the back of her chair anymore. “So, what now? Are you two going to head out to find the person who framed Markus? Need us to do any more super illegal hacking?”

“We’re fine for now,” Diane replied, casting her a belabored smile. “And, yes, I think we will go and have a chat with Mr. Bajwa. With any luck, our suspect will be there. If not, maybe Bajwa can tell us where to find her.”

“All right, well, good luck,” Price replied as Diane and Markus got up to leave.

“Call us if you need anything else,” Rivers added.

“I’ll do that,” Diane replied. “Hopefully, we won’t have any more surprises to deal with, though. Come on.” She glanced at Markus before turning to leave Price and Rivers’s office.

As he moved to follow behind her, Markus’s heart began to race. The banter around the tech agents’ table had been lighthearted and fun, almost enough to make him forget that the whole reason they’d gone in there was to try to track down the person responsible for getting Markus arrested. Now that they were finally on their way to speak to the owner of the boat, the nerves were starting to flare up again.

The two of them walked in silence out of the building and back out to the parking lot where Diane’s car was. As they walked, something started to nag at the back of Markus’s mind.

“Bajwa has to know already, right?” he muttered, both to Diane and to himself as he thought out loud.

“What?” Diane turned to look at him. “What do you mean?”

“Well, it was his boat that the body was found on,” Markus replied. “The police would have told him, right? Heck, they probably would have questioned him. Even if they think I’m the perp, they’d want to figure out what she and I were doing on his boat, right?”

“You’re most likely correct on all points,” Diane replied with a shrug. “I have no idea what they have or haven’t done, though. I don’t have access to information on ongoing police investigations, especially not ones that concern one of my own agents.” She sighed discontentedly. “Why do you think we went through the effort of having Bailey and Aaron help us? Under normal circumstances, I’d just look up the boat’s registration information myself. I’m not on the case, though, and have no legitimate reason to do something like that.”

“I thought you said you pulled some strings,” Markus countered.

“Sure, to get you out of that jail cell,” Diane replied. “I’m not a magician, though. Calling in favors is one thing, but peering into classified documents in an ongoing criminal investigation that I have a distinct bias about? That’s nigh on impossible.”

“I bet Price and Rivers could do it,” Markus remarked offhandedly. “Hacking into the police’s files, I mean.”

“Do not even suggest that,” Diane shot back coldly. “Having them look up the address of a boat owner who might himself be in danger is a far different ask than having them do something like hack the Miami PD!” She pursed her lips, studying Markus for a long moment before turning her attention back to the road in front of her. “I’ll keep that in mind just in case, though.”

“What!?” Markus gaped at her, caught halfway between shock and delight. “You nearly tore my head off just now for even suggesting it!”

“That’s because you’re a rookie agent,” Diane replied simply. “One that I’ve come to learn has a penchant for landing himself in absurd situations.”

“It’s not like I go out looking for disaster!” Markus griped indignantly. Diane let out a short peal of laughter, which wasn’t the reaction Markus had expected.

“Oh, no,” Diane groaned. “You sound just like Ethan.” She shook her head. “Cut that out right now. It’s stressful enough for me to deal with one of him. In any case, my point is that I’m the director here. If someone has to bend the rules to keep this agency and its agents safe, it’ll be me. You stick to playing by the rules.”

“Fine,” Markus grumbled, fighting the smile that threatened to break out across his face. “But back to what I was saying before, one way or another, Bajwa has to know that someone was murdered on his boat, right?”

“Yes, I suppose,” Diane replied. “Why?”

“Well, if he’s the one that the girlfriend was trying to frame for murder,” Markus replied, “then that would mean that she knows that he knows, right?”

“Right,” Diane agreed, his voice low and grim. “Crap, hold on.”

“What?” was all that Markus managed to utter before Diane slammed on the accelerator, sending him flying back into his seat.

Finally, she’d understood what Markus was getting at. It was only a theory, of course. They couldn’t be completely certain that Bajwa was the one the girl intended to frame, but if their suspicions were correct, it was highly likely that she’d be panicking right around now.

She’d already committed one brutal near-murder. If she were to realize that Bajwa was onto her, there was no doubt in Markus’s mind that she would kill him without hesitation as well.

Diane raced through the streets of Miami, weaving between and around cars with an ease that both frightened and impressed Markus. She was going absurdly fast, and since her car wasn’t equipped with the lights and sirens that a police car would have, a small part of him worried that they might be pulled over at any moment. Diane didn’t seem concerned, though, and it was clear by how she managed the car that she knew what she was doing. Markus wondered distantly if Diane had been a cop before becoming the director of MBLIS.

“Ugh, I can’t believe that didn’t occur to me,” Diane grumbled out of the blue a few minutes later, her eyes still firmly fixed on the road. “I’d known, logically, that he was in danger since his girlfriend is a psycho, but, somehow, it never occurred to me that she might turn on him as well.”

“It’s understandable,” Markus replied stiffly, his voice tight as he watched colors whiz past the windows of the car in a blur. “We didn’t know for sure who the girl was until yesterday. Technically, we still don’t. And Bajwa being the intended target is only speculation on our part.”

“Still,” Diane insisted with a shake of her head, “I should have thought of this sooner. It’s been two days now since you were arrested. Two days that she’s had to murder him now that her plan to frame him failed.”

Markus opened his mouth to respond, but he couldn’t find the words. She wasn’t wrong. Sure, there was a chance that their suspicions were incorrect, but the evidence all pointed at Bajwa’s girlfriend being their perp.

The rest of the drive went on in silence. Fortunately, with how frighteningly fast Diane was going, that silence didn’t last very much longer at all. Diane started to slow down as soon as Bajwa’s building came into view, and Markus was honestly surprised that they hadn’t been pulled over the entire way. The building had a connected ground-floor deck, and as soon as Diane turned into it, Markus unclipped his seatbelt, ready to jump out as soon as he could.

He frowned with dismay when he saw the crash bar blocking their way into the parking deck.

“Crap,” he grunted with annoyance. “Here, stop. I’ll move it.”

Diane nodded as Markus hopped out. Fortunately, the crash bar was only connected to a card reader and wasn’t actually being manned by a guard. If it had been, then Markus would have felt a lot more awkward as he shoved the crash bar up and out of the way. Markus had expected it to be heavy, but it lifted easily. Diane drove the car through as he held it up, and once she was clear, Markus released the bar and ran to hop back inside.

“We’re going to feel awfully silly if Bajwa isn’t in any danger at all,” Markus commented as he pulled the door shut behind him.

“We’ll worry about that once we confirm that he’s safe and in one piece,” Diane replied. As she drove through the parking deck, Markus kept his eyes peeled for a point of ingress into the actual apartment building.

“Elevators over there!” Markus pointed out.

“I see them,” Diane replied as she drove the car closer to where the elevators and stairwell were.

“Which floor does Bajwa live on?” Markus asked as soon as Diane put the car in park, already halfway to pushing his door open.

“The tenth,” Diane replied as she hopped out after him.

Markus nodded and ran ahead to the elevator. He mashed the button, frowning when the doors didn’t immediately open. For a half second, his eyes darted to the stairwell, and he considered just booking it up.

Ten flights was an awful lot, though, and while Markus was confident he could do it, he wasn’t sure he’d be in the best state to fight or even speak once he finally made it up. Luckily, the elevator chimed just a moment later, and the doors slid open with a low hiss.

Diane had caught up by then, and the two of them stepped inside. Markus jabbed the button for the tenth floor, tapping his foot anxiously as he waited for the elevator doors to close. He didn’t stop even after they finally did, his entire body wound tight as a bowstring. Thankfully, nobody else slowed them down by getting onto the elevator, so it was only a minute later that they arrived on the tenth floor.

“What’s the plan?” Markus asked as he and Diane stepped off the elevator in unison and began to make their way down the hallway toward Bajwa’s apartment. “Are we just going to knock, or—”

The two of them both froze as the unmistakable sound of gunshots suddenly filled the hallway. Markus turned to look at Diane, and they both knew at once exactly which apartment the sound had come from.

“Crap. Go!” Diane hissed, and the two of them raced to the door of Bajwa’s apartment.
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MARKUS


Markus tried the door, hopeful that he wouldn’t have to kick it down. To his relief, not only was it not unlocked, it was slightly ajar. He turned to look at Diane as he rested his hand on the doorknob. She nodded, and Markus quickly drew his pistol.

“Federal agents!” he yelled as he shoulder-checked the door, knocking it wide open so he could rush inside. “Put your hands up!”

The first thing that Markus noticed was an overwhelming abundance of red. On the floor of the living room was a young man with dark hair dressed in a sweater. Standing above him, holding a gun that she had pointed directly at him, was the girl Markus had seen at the marina. Both were covered in blood. The girl was holding one of her arms at an awkward angle, and Markus could see that there was a deep, bloody gash across her bicep. A knife on the floor near the man made it evident how she’d received that wound. The man on the floor was lying on his back, hands held up defensively. One side of his shirt was soaked through with blood, and though Markus couldn’t make out a distinct bullet hole, it was pretty obvious by their positioning what had happened.

“He… he attacked me!” The girl sobbed. “He tried to kill me with that knife! I had to defend myself!”

“No, no, no!” Bajwa uttered, his voice shaking as his eyes widened with fear. “She’s lying! She showed up with that gun and attacked me out of nowhere!” He turned to the girl. “Layla, why are you doing this!?”

“Shut up!” the girl, Layla, barked back at him. She lifted the gun slightly as she screamed, jutting it in his direction.

“Stop!” Markus called out, pointing his own gun at Layla.

“Are you serious!?” Layla screeched, staring at Markus like he’d just slapped her. “Why aren’t you helping me!? Can’t you see that he cut me first? He tried to murder me!”

“Babe, what are you talking about?” Bajwa pleaded with her.

“Don’t call me that!” Layla snapped.

It wasn’t lost on Markus how the crocodile tears magically seemed to vanish every time she turned to address Bajwa.

“You need to put the gun down,” Markus warned. “Right now.”

“You don’t understand!” Layla whined, her face twisting into a mask of grief that might have been convincing if Markus hadn’t known any better. “He wanted to hurt me!”

“Why did you bring a gun to his apartment?” Diane called out, her voice strong but calm.

“What?” Layla turned to look at her in confusion.

“This is his apartment,” Diane went on coolly. “Why did you come here with a gun?”

“I already told you,” Layla huffed, her ‘damsel in distress’ act cracking slightly. “I needed it for protection. He wants to kill me!”

“So you came here knowing he would attack you?” Markus asked.

Layla shifted her focus off of Diane and onto him. “You must have since you preemptively thought to bring a firearm with you.”

“I—That’s—” Layla stuttered, her face growing red. She looked like she was struggling to come up with some other excuse. Her eyes darted around the room, and she kept opening and closing her mouth. Then she suddenly went still, a spark of recognition flickering in her eyes as she stared at Markus.

“You,” she whispered, and the color started to drain from her face.

“You were at the marina,” Markus stated simply. “We know why you’re here, Layla. Just put down the gun, and—”

On the floor, Bajwa suddenly grunted as he attempted to scramble away, obviously wanting to seize the chance now that Layla’s attention was on Markus.

“No!” Layla screamed as she rounded on him with the pistol. “I am going to kill you for what you did!”

“Stop!” Markus yelled.

He pulled the trigger of his own gun before Layla could fire. Markus didn’t think her voice could go any higher in pitch, but it did as the bullet tore through her ribs. Layla nearly stumbled to the floor as she screamed, which gave Bajwa the opportunity he needed to crawl away from the living room and toward one of the bedrooms further into the apartment.

“No!” Layla screamed again, amazingly still on her feet. Whatever grudge she had against her boyfriend, it was apparently powerful enough to sustain her in her rage.

She went to lift her gun again, and Markus shot her once more. This time, she did fall backward as the bullet hit her in the gut.

As she collapsed, however, she pulled the trigger. Markus couldn’t say if she’d done it deliberately or just out of reflex as the bullet struck her. Either way, the gun went off as Layla was thrown backward, sending the bullet straight at Diane.

It all happened so fast that when Diane first cried out in pain, Markus wasn’t sure what had happened. He only realized a second afterward that, as Layla had fallen, she’d flailed her arm to the side, inadvertently pointing the gun at Diane, who’d been standing to the side the entire time.

Diane swore loudly as she fell to one knee, one hand pressed tightly to her waist.

“Are you okay?” Markus gasped, stopping only to snatch Layla’s gun away before rushing over to Diane.

“I’m fine!” Diane snapped, waving him away dismissively. “Just a graze. Don’t worry about me. Go and check on Bajwa. I’ll call for an ambulance.”

With the hand that wasn’t pressed to the wound on her side, Diane reached into her bag. While she did that, Markus turned to check on Layla. She was out cold or dead. Her face was pale, and she was rapidly bleeding onto the carpet. Markus needed to prioritize Bajwa, though, so after hastily getting a set of cuffs onto Layla’s wrists, he took off to search the apartment.

It didn’t take long. He hadn’t managed to crawl very far before collapsing from exhaustion, and he’d left a convenient trail of blood in his wake for Markus to follow. Markus found him facedown on the floor outside one of the bedrooms, breathing heavily.

“Don’t move,” Markus warned as he crouched beside the injured man. “You’re okay. We’re calling for help now. Just stay still, all right? You’ve already lost a lot of blood.”

“What about Layla?” Bajwa groaned, twisting to look at Markus despite just being told to keep still.

“She’s—” Markus paused. He wasn’t sure if Layla was dead or alive. She’d been shot twice, and last Markus had seen her, she’d been rapidly bleeding out onto the floor. “You don’t have to worry about her.”

“Of course I do,” Bajwa groaned. “She’s my girlfriend!”

“Uh, what?” Markus couldn’t stop himself from uttering in shock. She’d just tried to murder him, and here Bajwa was, more concerned about her than he was about himself.

“She didn’t mean it,” Bajwa insisted. “She’s confused. She’s having some kind of mental breakdown or something. She would never hurt me.”

“Uh huh,” Markus murmured, truly at a loss for what to say. Assuring him that she was gone and could never hurt him again would have been a lot easier. “Look, just stop talking, okay? The EMTs will be here soon. Try to conserve energy.”

“Right.” Bajwa exhaled, his shoulders trembling. “And thank you. For coming when you did. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t.”

She would have blown your face to bits, Markus decidedly did not say. He was navigating strange, unfamiliar territory in which his victim was apparently too smitten with his own assailant to be angry that she’d shot him.

“Um, what are you doing here?” Bajwa went on, apparently determined to talk himself to death despite Markus’s repeated instructions to be quiet and conserve strength. “Who are you?”

“Agent Markus Baker,” Markus replied. “I’m a friend of Ethan Marston’s.”

“Ethan?” Bajwa huffed. “Oh, Ethan! From the marina. Well… nice to meet you. Um, why are you here, though?”

“We came to arrest Layla,” Markus replied honestly. “A few days ago… a young woman was assaulted on your boat. I’m sure the police must have told you about it?”

“Yeah,” Bajwa replied breathlessly. “It’s just one thing after another. First the fire, and now this? But the cops said it might be related, actually—”

“It was Layla,” Markus interrupted, laying it out straight. “Layla was the one who attacked that woman.”

Finally, Bajwa quieted down. For several seconds, he didn’t make a peep.

“What?” he finally whispered, his voice shaky.

“That’s probably why she tried to kill you,” Markus explained. “We think that—”

“No!” Bajwa yelled, twisting in a panic as he attempted to sit up.

“Stop!” Markus warned, trying to keep the man still.

“That isn’t true!” Bajwa exclaimed. “Layla could never do something like that! She wouldn’t! You must be wrong. There’s some other explanation. I know there is!”

“Mr. Bajwa, please stop thrashing around,” Markus practically begged. At this rate, he was going to cause himself to bleed out before the ambulance could arrive.

Fortunately, it wasn’t very long before the EMTs made their appearance. By the time they arrived, Bajwa had just about run out of energy. He’d stopped thrashing, and although he was pallid and limp, he was still conscious when the EMTs lifted him away on a stretcher. Once he’d been securely carried away, Markus allowed himself a moment to relax. Somehow, keeping Bajwa from further harming himself had been a more harrowing task than the two-minute gunfight that had preceded it.

After pausing for a moment to take a deep breath, Markus pulled himself up to his feet and walked back out into the living room to find Diane. When he didn’t spot her anywhere in the apartment, his heart sank.

“Where’s Director Ramsey!?” he asked the nearest paramedic even as he frantically continued to search the room, as though he might have just missed Diane sitting somewhere.

“She’s downstairs,” the nice EMT with the short blond ponytail replied. “She’s getting loaded into one of the ambulances. The GSW on her side wasn’t deep, but she still needs to get it checked out, or it might get infected.”

“Right,” Markus replied, relaxing.

As he looked around the apartment again, he realized that Layla was gone as well. He’d been so concerned about Diane that he hadn’t even noticed, and in truth, he wasn’t all that concerned about the would-be killer who had gotten him arrested for attempted murder, anyway.

“What about you?” the EMT with the ponytail asked, bending slightly and turning her head so she could peer up into his eyes. “How are you feeling? Are you injured anywhere?”

“Me? No,” Markus replied, slowly shaking his head. “I didn’t get hurt.”

“You sure?” she asked, sounding unconvinced. “Well, I think there might be room in the back of one of the ambulances if you want a lift to the hospital, anyway.”

“Um, thanks,” Markus replied. “But no. I have a car downstairs, and I need to see to some things.”

“All right,” the EMT replied with a nod.

Two minutes later, Markus found himself wishing he’d agreed to go with the EMT after all. Maybe then he’d have avoided the painfully awkward situation of having to explain to the police what he was doing here. He’d tried to leave without drawing attention, but one of the officers had recognized him as the guy who’d been arrested for attempted murder just two days earlier, and, well, his presence in the apartment was nothing short of suspicious.

It didn’t take too long for Markus to squirm his way out of it—maybe an hour or so—though it felt like an eternity to him all the same. Bajwa, thankfully, had admitted that it was Layla who shot him. Diane was also a credible witness and had given a statement before being dragged off. Regardless of Markus’s prior connection to the case, he was undeniably the reason that Bajwa was still alive at all. After a painful amount of prodding and probing from the officers, he was allowed to leave, with the promise that the cops would be in touch again. Markus mumbled a hurried farewell before taking off. A small part of him worried that they might change their minds if he didn’t make himself scarce quickly enough.

Markus’s mind raced all the way back down to the underground parking deck, and his heart thrummed to match. The weight of what had just happened slammed into him like a steam engine.

They’d caught Layla red-handed, just moments away from snuffing out Bajwa’s life. Then Markus had killed her, possibly. He still wasn’t entirely sure on that front. And now Diane was in the hospital as well, and despite it all, Markus still had no idea how the girl on the boat was connected to it all.

It seemed patently undeniable now that Layla had attempted to frame her boyfriend for murder. She’d stabbed a woman near to death on his boat and then put a bogus call into 911 claiming that she’d been attacked by a man with dark, straight hair. Markus still had no idea why she’d done that, though, or why that girl in particular had been chosen as Layla’s sacrifice.

“I’m going to kill you for what you did,” Markus murmured to himself.

That was what Layla had screamed right before she’d attempted to shoot Bajwa again. Was she getting revenge for something? Markus couldn’t imagine what the man might have done to incur her wrath like that. After all, he was so besotted with Layla that his primary concern had been her well-being even after she’d shot him.

Markus sighed with frustration. It was evident that things still weren’t over. Until he got all the answers, he wouldn’t be able to clear his name. With that in mind, he turned on Diane’s car and made his way out of the parking deck.
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ETHAN


Ididn’t make it back to the hotel the night of the stakeout. I hadn’t really made any concrete plans on where or when to meet back up with Robbie. The last thing he’d said to me before taking off with the young woman we’d helped was that he would see us tomorrow. When I woke up the following morning, rather sleep-deprived as a result of spending the majority of the night doing things other than sleeping, I called to touch base.

“Hm,” I murmured when he failed to answer the second call. I’d gotten dressed by then, and Rollins had suggested we stop by a local coffee shop to grab some breakfast on our way to the station to discuss our next steps. I’d wanted to let Robbie know the plan, but he hadn’t picked up the phone.

“What did he say?” Rollins asked as she came striding out of her bedroom and over to where I was sitting on her couch.

“He didn’t answer,” I replied, frowning down at the phone.

“Uh-oh,” Rollins replied, half-jokingly. “Should we be concerned? Is that out of the ordinary for him?”

“Kind of,” I replied just as my phone screen lit up with a notification.

It was a text from Robbie. I quickly shot him a text instead, wondering if there was some kind of issue with our service out here. MBLIS sprung for phone plans that covered a pretty wide range along the southeastern coast and the Caribbean, but it was always possible that we might still lose signal on smaller islands like this one. I let him know about my plan with Rollins and asked if everything was okay. To my relief, his response came just moments later.

Sorry was taking a shower.

Relieved, I sent him another message, asking if he was receiving my calls and then letting him know that I would meet him at the station with Rollins.

Yah thats cool see your there.

“Was that him?” Rollins asked as she heard my phone chime as the text messages came in.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “I think something might be wrong with our reception. He’s not a fan of texting. He’d usually call.” His response had been rather short, but Robbie had never been the biggest fan of phones or tablets and the like.

“Really?” Rollins hummed curiously as she came to sit on the back of the couch behind me. “That’s weird. Coverage here is pretty good.”

“Is it?” I looked up at her, furrowing my eyebrows together in confusion. “That’s weird, then. I don’t think my calls were going through.”

“But you got through to him, right?” Rollins asked. “He’s meeting us at the station?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed, shaking my concerns off as she reached down to card a hand through my hair.

“We’d better get going, then,” she purred, shooting me a coy smile. “It would be rude to keep him waiting. Besides, after last night, I’m starving.”

“Oh, really?” I teased back as she hopped off the couch and went to grab her bag from where it hung on a coat rack by the front door.

“Yep, and it’s all your fault,” Rollins joked. “Which means breakfast is on you. Now, come on, the eclairs at this place are amazing.”

I wasn’t the kind of person who usually enjoyed knocking back some overly sugary pastry first thing in the morning, but I didn’t need any more convincing today. We walked out of her apartment, a cozy place on the edge of town, and down to her car in the parking lot. Rollins drove, pointing out various spots around the city as we made our way to the coffee place. It was like having a condensed, rapid-fire tour of Basseterre, which was actually quite nice. Normally, Robbie and I weren’t afforded an excess of free time while on cases. It was rare that we got the opportunity to sightsee, so the mini tour was a fun way to spend the fifteen-minute drive to the coffee shop.

Rollins’s eyes lit up as soon as we arrived. She was practically vibrating with excitement as the two of us got out of the car and walked into the small store. The inside was like an olfactory assault. The scents of warm, freshly brewed coffee combined with bread and sugar to form a heady mixture that was both intoxicating and warm—literally. The inside of the coffee shop was noticeably a few degrees warmer than the outside. It wasn’t unpleasant, though.

Rollins seemed to all but forget me as she moved over to the display cases, eyeing each offering with mounting desire.

“What do you think Agent Holm would like?” she asked, turning her attention from the assorted pastries to look up at me.

“Robbie? He’ll like anything.” I chuckled. I’d never met anyone with an appetite like Robbie’s, and I had no doubt he’d devour anything we got him and enjoy it, too.

“I’ll pick out some of my own favorites, then,” Rollins decided before moving over to the register to place her order.

Once we were finished grabbing our breakfast and coffee, we continued on our way to the police station.

“He’s not here yet?” Rollins mused aloud as she pulled into the station’s parking lot. It wasn’t a very big lot, so it was easy to see at a glance that the rental car wasn’t parked there.

“That’s weird,” I noted. A cold sensation like a shard of ice slid its way down my spine.

“Well, I hope he gets here soon,” Rollins remarked casually. “These bad boys are best enjoyed warm, and his coffee’s going to get cold, too.”

“Yeah,” I agreed dully as I reached into my pocket for my phone.

A strange sensation was building in the pit of my gut, and I quickly tried to call Robbie again. Just like before, the phone rang, but he never answered, and the call just went straight to voicemail.

“What the heck?” I grumbled as the sensation in my gut grew more pronounced. Just as I was starting to fear the worst, though, another message came through.

Hey sorry smthing is wrong with the phone

I cant answer

“Looks like there is something wonky going on with our service,” I grumbled as Rollins and I got out of the car. I quickly shot Robbie another text, letting him know that Rollins and I had arrived and asking when he’d get to the station. He didn’t reply right away, and I frowned in annoyance until it occurred to me that maybe he was on his way, and he wasn’t answering because he was driving.

“Everything okay?” Rollins asked, balancing the three coffees as she looked back at me.

“Yeah,” I replied with a quick nod. “Come on, let’s wait inside. I want to have another look at some of those photos.”

“Oh?” Rollins asked, watching me expectantly. “Think there’s something we missed?”

“Not ‘missed,’ necessarily,” I replied as the two of us made our way through the station and over to the bullpen. “I was just thinking that we’ve only been focused on Freya and Brianna because, well, one of them is alive, and the other just happened to be recognized by Ms. MacNeal. Maybe if we look into some of the other victims, though, we’ll find something out about the killer.”

“Can’t hurt,” Rollins agreed.

We’d nearly made it to her desk when someone shouted. Rollins and I both turned toward the source of the sound. Out in the hallway, a pair of officers were frogmarching a belligerent man toward another part of the station.

“Get off of me!” the man yelled, and as he did, I realized that I recognized his voice.

“It’s the Redhead,” I murmured as I watched the officers drag him away.

“The who?” Rollins blinked at me questioningly.

“The guy from last night,” I clarified as I walked out into the hallway. “From the bar. He’s the one that was hassling that woman.”

“Oh?” Rollins replied as she came out to join me. “Yeah, it is him. Hey!” She called out to the other officers, who turned to her in surprise.

“What is it?” one of them asked, never once easing up on the ironclad grip he had on Redhead’s arm.

“Wasn’t this man arrested last night?” Rollins asked. “Why is he only now being booked?”

“Oh.” The other officer snickered, shaking his head as she shot Readhead a deprecating look. “He was arrested last night. Just got released a few minutes ago, actually. Then the genius decided he was going to go and spit on one of the officers escorting him out.”

“What?” I leveled Redhead with an unimpressed look. That was pretty pathetic, even for a drunk like him.

“Get your hands off me!” he snarled as he tried to yank his arm free. With his hands cuffed and two burly officers escorting him, though, he had no chance of escape. “I shouldn’t have even been arrested last night! It’s a load of crap! That stupid little cow’s the one who was harassing me!”

“The one that was half your size?” I challenged. “Who had a huge gash on her forehead when I pulled you off of her? Really?”

“Heh, yeah, typical!” Redhead sneered hatefully at me. “Of course, everyone assumes that I’m the one who started it because what? I’m a man, and she’s some helpless little girl? That freak was the one bothering me!”

“You admitted at the bar that you attacked her,” I reminded him, prompting Redhead to roll his eyes.

“Yeah, because I did,” he spat. “Want to know why? Because the ugly little cow tried to poison me!”

“What?” Rollins asked him flatly. She folded her arms over her chest as she considered him, one eyebrow raised. “What are you talking about?”

“That witch put something in my drink!” he exclaimed. “After I turned her down. I saw her do it. Some kind of powder.”

“Hold on a second,” I replied, my mind racing. “You’re saying she tried to drug you?”

“She did something,” Redhead replied gruffly. “Creepy little weirdo. She walked up to me! Kept trying to rub up on me, touching my arm and my hair.” He shuddered. “Probably wouldn’t have minded if it had been a hot girl, but, well, you saw her.” He snickered cruelly. “Little rat looked like she’d spent the night rolling around in the dirt.”

“And when you turned her down, she tried to spike your drink?” I asked, and the unsettling sensation I’d felt in the pit of my stomach earlier came back stronger than ever.

“That’s what I said, pay attention!” Redhead snapped.

“What was weird about her?” Rollins jumped in, her voice suddenly more serious than it had been just a moment earlier. “You keep calling her a freak and saying she was weird. How so?”

“She was talking to herself,” Redhead replied with a shrug. “My friends and I noticed her sitting by herself, muttering. We thought she was crazy. Then she saw us looking, and I guess she got the wrong idea and thought we were interested.”

“Did you hear what she was muttering about?” I asked.

“Uh, something about books?” Redhead replied. “She kept going on about a book.”

Suddenly, the world felt like it had tilted on its axis. I turned to Rollins, and the expression on her face reflected what I was feeling. There was no way. Our perp was a man. That was what Freya had told us. But then again, Freya had also said a lot of things that didn’t make sense.

“Freya said that the man who talked with her at the bar was blond,” Rollins spoke up, obviously thinking the same thing I was. “But then she said something about his hair changing color, remember? She was rambling, but she said that she remembered his hair being darker all of a sudden.”

“The voice, too.” I nodded. “She said that the killer mocked her. That he spoke to her in a weird, high-pitched voice when he told her to run like he was singing.”

“But he wasn’t pulling a voice.” Rollins exhaled sharply. “Because it wasn’t him. We were looking in the wrong place this entire time. Freya remembered speaking to a man at the bar, so that’s who she assumed drugged and kidnapped her.”

“The combination of the drugs and trauma from the attack messed with her mind,” I replied. “She spoke with a man at the bar, but he wasn’t the one who spiked her drink. Her memories must have all blended together in the aftermath.”

“What do you know about this girl?” Rollins turned to Redhead.

“Nothing!” he scoffed. “I told you, the little freak creeped me out. I wasn’t trying to sleep with some psycho who talks to herself.”

“Robbie,” I interrupted, pausing to take a deep breath as my heart rate skyrocketed. “Robbie took her home last night. Robbie is with her.”

The uncomfortable sensation in my gut exploded into a full-blown panic, threatening to overwhelm me as I realized there was nothing wrong with our service.

“He hasn’t answered his phone all morning,” I muttered, my ears ringing as I looked at Rollins. “That wasn’t him texting me.”
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Rollins and I raced back outside and into the car. I cursed myself over and over for being so blind. How had I not realized that something was up right away when Robbie hadn’t answered? I could argue that I was too blissfully distracted after the sleepless night I’d spent with our liaison, but really, didn’t that just make it worse?

I called him again, even though I knew I probably wouldn’t get an answer. Some tiny part of me hoped that maybe there really was just something wrong with our phone service, and Robbie had dropped the perp off at her own place before returning to the hotel on his own. It was an unrealistic wish, though, and when the call just continued to ring without being answered, what little hope I had left was swiftly dashed.

“Should we try checking the hotel?” Rollins asked as she buckled her seatbelt and turned to look at me.

I shook my head.

“No, I think we’d be wasting our time,” I replied, pursing my lips together as I tried to think. I went over the details of the previous night. After we’d saved her from the aggressive Redhead, she’d seemed quiet and a bit standoffish. She’d declined Rollins’s suggestion to go to the hospital, and Rollins had even made a comment about how the woman seemed annoyed with her. I’d also noticed how disheveled the girl had looked, with dry, sunburnt skin and ratty hair. Honestly, I’d assumed she was just a local homeless woman. I hadn’t given her overall appearance or behavior much thought and had just brushed it off as the result of her being stressed and wanting to go home.

“What did she say her name was?” I asked Rollins.

“Uh… Tamara,” Rollins replied. “But who knows if that’s really her name? That’s just what she told me.”

“You were with her for a while,” I went on. “While I was dealing with the perp and the cops. Did she mention where she lived?”

“No.” Rollins shook her head. She chewed on her lip as she looked down at her lap, deep in thought. “She really didn’t say much. While you were fighting with the drunk, I went and pulled her up off the floor. I tried asking her if she was hurt or if she wanted me to call someone, but she just kept saying no. I told her I would call an ambulance for the injury on her head, but she didn’t want it. She just kept saying that she wanted to go home.”

“Yeah, no wonder,” I scoffed bitterly. “I’m sure she wanted to get out of there before the cops showed up.”

“Why even agree to go with Agent Holm, then?” Rollins asked, shaking her head as she turned to look at me. “He’s law enforcement. Wouldn’t she be walking right into the lion’s den by going with him?”

I crossed my arms as I considered her words. She made a good point. If Tamara, or whatever her real name was, wanted to steer clear of the police, why would she agree when Robbie offered to drive her home?

“He was the replacement,” I spoke out loud as the realization struck me.

“What?” Rollins asked, her eyebrows knitting together.

“Redhead was supposed to be the next victim,” I explained. “But he noticed her trying to spike his drink and went ape on her, and that would have ruined her plans. But then a different man, who happens to be of similar height and build to the perp, offered to give her a lift home.”

“So she’d still be able to have her next victim,” Rollins concluded, her eyes growing wide with horror. “Crap! But, no… We’ve already established that there’s no pattern when it comes to the victim’s physical appearance.”

“None that we’ve been able to discern,” I corrected. “Who knows what’s going on in Tamara’s head? Maybe she has a specific type of person in mind every time, like… casting for a part in a movie.”

“That actually makes sense,” Rollins murmured. “Her ultimate goal is the photos, right? It makes sense in a really messed up way that she’d want specific kinds of models for each shot.” She let out a harsh grunt of frustration as she slammed her hand down on the steering wheel. “So what do we do? If we assume that they never made it to the hotel, then where should we look?”

“Let’s go back to the bar,” I replied. “The Green Stone. This will be the fourth time she’s grabbed someone from there. Someone is bound to know something about her. Maybe there’s even security camera footage we can look at.”

“All right, strap in,” Rollins replied as she turned the key in the ignition.

I continued to glance down at my phone as Rollins drove us back to the bar. I knew now that it most likely wasn’t Robbie who’d sent me those text messages, but now I had to wonder why. Why not turn the phone off or throw it away? Why respond at all?

“I think Robbie’s still alive,” I murmured, more to myself than to Rollins. She heard me, though, because she snapped her head in my direction as I spoke.

“Of course he is,” she replied quickly, the way someone might when they didn’t actually believe something but wanted to sound reassuring, anyway.

“Tamara replied to my texts because she didn’t want us to notice he was missing,” I went on. “Not for a while, anyway. If she’d already killed him, she wouldn’t have bothered keeping up the charade.”

“That’s… a good point,” Rollins replied, sounding a lot more sincere now.

Of course, it was always possible that Tamara was just a sadistic lunatic who wanted me to think Robbie was dead, but I didn’t think that was the case.

“What you said about photography and models got me thinking,” I continued, “about all the photos. I’m no expert on photography, but they were all obviously staged and planned out. A lot of them were even in black and white or had fancy lighting.”

“That’s true,” Rollins agreed, glancing over at me for just a moment before looking back at the road.

“So Tamara’s goal isn’t just to kill someone and snap a quick picture,” I surmised. “Freya even said that she forced her to run away so Tamara could chase her down. It sounds to me like she puts a lot of thought into the process. It’s a whole production.”

Or it used to be, anyway. Ever since she lost the book, it seemed like things had devolved for Tamara. Before Freya, she’d been a lot more careful in disposing of bodies. Even though Brianna had obviously been killed, or at least posed, in the alley behind the Green Stone, her body hadn’t been left there, unlike Freya, who’d just been abandoned where she lay in the woods. Even now, we had no idea what Tamara had done to Brianna’s body, and the only proof we had she was even dead was the photograph in the book.

Maybe Tamara had realized that rushing and being careless was costing her, though. Clearwater, Freya, and Redhead had all turned out to be failures. If she was trying to keep us from becoming suspicious about Robbie’s absence, maybe that meant that she intended to rethink her strategy and take her time instead.

I could only hope that was the case.

“Maybe we can trace Robbie’s phone,” I wondered aloud as I went to call Diane. I might not have known the actual reason Tamara was impersonating Robbie, but as long as she was keeping his phone on, we might as well try to use that to our advantage.

“Can you do that?” Rollins asked, glancing at me again. “I thought the call had to be active to do a trace.”

“Normally, yeah,” I agreed as I listened to the speaker ring in my ear. “But our tech team might have an idea. They’ve pulled stuff like this off before.”

“Hello?” Diane answered, and if nothing else, that confirmed with finality that there definitely wasn’t anything wrong with our service. “Is everything okay?” She sounded bone-tired like she’d been up all night as well.

“No,” I replied simply. Under other circumstances, I might have asked Diane what was wrong, but with Robbie missing and possibly about to be murdered, I didn’t have time to worry about anything else. “The perp has Robbie.”

“What!?” Diane exclaimed, suddenly sounding significantly more awake. “Are you kidding me?”

“I’m afraid not,” I replied. “I need Price and Rivers to trace his phone if they can. I’m pretty sure the perp is using it to try to throw us off.”

“Fine, sure,” Diane exhaled. “I’ll call them and let them know. What exactly happened?”

I gave her a quick summary of the events of the previous night, culminating in us mistakenly assuming that the perp was just a helpless damsel in need of help.

“And Robbie gave her a ride in the rental car?” Diane asked once I’d finished.

“That was the plan,” I confirmed as Rollins pulled sharply into the parking lot of the bar. I had to brace my arm against the door as the car swerved to the side.

“We can use the rental company, then,” Diane replied firmly.

“What do you mean?” I asked. Rollins turned to look at me curiously, only able to hear my half of the conversation.

“Any decent, half-competent rental company will have trackers in their cars,” Diane replied. “How else are they supposed to stop people from just running off with their property? Some of them even have ways to turn the car off remotely, so it can’t be driven anymore, but I’m not sure if that would even help us unless they’re still on the move.”

“That’s perfect,” I replied, my heart pounding. In a way, it was lucky that it had been Robbie who’d offered to take her in the rental car, as opposed to Rollins, who’d originally offered to do it in hers.

“Send me the information about the place you got the car from,” Diane instructed. “I’ll get on it and explain the situation.”

“What’s going on?” Rollins whispered beside me. I held a finger up to indicate I’d tell her in a second.

“All right, thanks, Diane,” I said as I returned to the call.

“Don’t thank me yet,” she grumbled, muttering something under her breath. “First Markus and now Robbie. Can’t anyone stay out of trouble for five minutes?”

“Baker?” I frowned. “What happened with him?”

“He got arrested for murder,” Diane clipped back. “I’ll call you back when I have news about the car.”

She ended the call then, leaving me sitting there open-mouthed and confused.

“What is it?” Rollins asked, her voice airy and her eyes wide. I realized my stunned expression was probably making her think that something had already gone really wrong.

“It’s nothing,” I replied quickly, shaking my head. “Well, it’s something, but nothing that has to do with us or Robbie.”

Still, it was impossible not to at least wonder at the words that Diane had just spoken. Charged with murder? Was she being serious, or was there some kind of hidden meaning that eluded me? Whatever the case was, this wasn’t the time to speculate about it.

“So, what happened, then?” Rollins asked. “It sounded like you figured something out.”

“Diane’s going to try to get a location for the rental car,” I quickly explained, pulling off my seatbelt. “Apparently, a lot of them are equipped with trackers.”

“Good idea,” Rollins replied. “Still, on the off chance that you two had the bad luck to rent one that isn’t traceable, we should go and ask around inside the bar.”

“Sure,” I replied as the two of us stepped out of the car. “But will anyone be there this early? Is it even open?”

“If not, I’ll make a few calls and get us a warrant to get inside,” she replied as she strode up to the entrance. “If they have security cams inside, we’ll at least be able to have a look at those.”

Fortunately for us, the bar was open, or at least the front door was.

“Hello?” a disembodied voice called from somewhere in the back as Rollins and I entered. “Bar’s closed! Come back later.”

“Sorry, can’t do that,” I called back, craning my neck as I tried to figure out where the voice was coming from. The place looked entirely empty, but the voice didn’t seem like it was coming from that far away.

I jumped in surprise when a young woman suddenly sprang up from beneath the bar like a jack-in-the-box.

“What do you mean?” she scoffed, raising an eyebrow at me. In one hand, she held what looked like a wet rag, and in the other, a long, sharp kitchen knife. “I said we’re closed, so leave.” She waved the knife toward the door for emphasis as we spoke.

“Put that down,” Rollins warned, her voice hard.

“Or what?” the bargirl shot back challengingly. “Get the hell out of here before I call the cops.”

“We are the cops,” Rollins countered, deadpan, as she pulled her badge out of her pocket. I took that as my cue to do the same.

The bargirl blanched and slowly set the knife down on the bar top.

“Wow, yikes,” she murmured sheepishly. “My bad. I kind of assumed you were trying to rob me or something.”

“Does that happen often enough for you to carry a giant kitchen knife everywhere?” I asked, only half-sarcastically. Everything we’d heard about this place seemed to indicate that it was a dive full of aggressive drunks, so maybe she really did need that knife.

“Oh, this?” the bargirl asked, grabbing the knife again.

Rollins twitched slightly beside me, instincts kicking in as she reacted to someone reaching for a weapon.

“No, I was just scraping all the gum off the underside of the bar.” She scoffed and set the knife back down before crossing her arms over her chest. “I asked the boss for last night off, and he said ‘fine,’ but in exchange, I had to come in today before we opened to do this.” She held the wet rag out at us, and I could see now that it was filled with little misshapen wads of old gum.

“Oh,” Rollins replied, unable to keep from grimacing at the pile.

“From the bartender’s side?” I asked, a little bewildered. I could easily believe that the customer side of the bar might be covered with gum, but she’d definitely popped up from the other side.

“I know!” the bargirl groaned, cocking her weight onto one hip. “Some of my coworkers are animals. You should see how nasty it is back here. And some of this is old, too. From way before I started. It’s practically fossilized.”

“And you said you weren’t here last night?” I asked, trying to pull the conversation back to Tamara and Robbie.

“Nah, my babysitter canceled on me, and I couldn’t just leave my kid,” the bargirl replied with a shrug. “Oh, is that why you’re here? I heard some idiot got drunk and hit a girl.”

“Yes, actually,” I replied, glancing at Rollins for a second before turning my attention back to the bargirl. “But we were hoping to find more information on the girl. If you weren’t here—”

“Well, wait,” the bargirl hummed. She set down the rag full of gum and wiped her hands on the apron she was wearing before setting her hands on her hips. “I might still be able to help you out. I know most of the regulars, so if she’s someone that’s in here a lot, I can probably tell you about her.”

“Oh, great,” Rollins replied. “Well, she goes by Tamara. At least, that’s the name she gave us.”

“Sorry.” The bargirl shot us an apologetic look. “That might be the one thing I can’t help with. I’ve always been rubbish with names. You have a picture?”

“Unfortunately, no,” I replied. “And Tamara might be a fake name, anyway. She’s small, though, short and skinny. And she has short, bushy brown hair.”

“Someone else we spoke to says she likes to talk to herself,” Rollins added, and apparently, that was what the bargirl needed to hear because her eyes lit up and her jaw dropped at the description.

“Oh, her,” she replied. “Yeah, she comes around most nights.”

“When did that start?” I asked.

Ms. MacNeal had said that the last time she saw Brianna had been a few weeks prior. If she was Tamara’s first victim in Saint Kitts and Nevis, then that would have been when she first started to show up around the Green Stone.

“Umm… last month, I think?” the bargirl replied. She glanced upward in thought. “I’m not sure. It’s not like I keep a log or anything, but I don’t remember seeing her before that.”

“And did she ever do anything strange?” I asked, prompting the bargirl to snort with laughter.

“Aside from sitting in the corner muttering to herself?” the bargirl asked before shrugging her shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess it depends on how you define strange. Most of our customers are strange, I’d say. I don’t think a single night goes by where somebody doesn’t get into a fight or have some kind of emotional collapse. Mostly, I mind my business so long as everyone pays their tabs and nothing gets broken. Although…”

“What?” I prodded a bit impatiently.

My phone felt heavy in my pocket. Diane hadn’t called us back with an update about the rental company, so this was now our only lead.

“Well, she didn’t use to be so… odd,” the bargirl replied.

“Oh?” Rollins asked. “And by odd, you mean muttering to herself and looking like she’d just rolled out of bed?”

“Yeah,” the bargirl replied. “I remember talking to her once. She was asking me about the city. She wanted to know the best spots to take pictures. Honestly, I didn’t know what to say. Most people go downtown to take pictures in front of the buildings or by the water, so that’s what I told her.”

“She was asking about photos,” I said as I turned to Rollins. It was more of a statement than a question, but the bargirl seemed to miss the way Rollins and I looked at one another.

“Yeah, she had this fancy camera with her,” the bargirl replied. “I figured she was a tourist who’d gotten lost. Or maybe one of those rich kids that like to ‘slum it’ with the poor locals for fun.” She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t really think much of her until I saw her again a few days later. Her face was red.”

“Red?” I repeated, recalling how dried out and cracked her skin had been. “Like a burn?”

“Yeah.” The bargirl laughed. “I wasn’t surprised, to be honest. She had pale skin, and I figured she fell asleep on the beach or something. Didn’t explain why her hair looked like a rat’s nest or why she was all twitchy, but, well, it wasn’t really my business, honestly. She never caused trouble, so I served her the same as I would anyone else.”

“So you don’t happen to know where she lives or how we might get in contact with her?” I asked. I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.

“No,” the bargirl replied with a shake of her head. “Like I said, I don’t even know her name. She’s popular, though, so I’m sure someone around here must know something about her.”

“What do you mean, she’s ‘popular’?” I asked.

“Oh, well, I’ve seen her take two different people home in the last week,” the bargirl replied, tossing me a smirk as she went to grab the odious rag of gum off the bar top again.

“A man and a woman?” Rollins asked as she shot me a sidelong glance.

“Yeah, actually,” the bargirl replied. “About a week ago, she pulled one of the regulars. Can’t say I understand why. The guy was a major creep and spent every other night trying to pick a fight with anyone who looked at him funny. But whatever floats her boat, I guess. Oh, and then a few nights ago, she went off with this girl. Definitely a step up from the creep, in my opinion.”

“This girl,” I replied, leaning forward over the bar. “Did she have curly hair and brown eyes?”

“I think so?” the bargirl replied, folding her arms. “I don’t remember, honestly. But I do remember watching the whole drama play out. I haven’t seen someone get knocked out like that in a while, and that’s saying something for a place like this.”

“What!?” Rollins gaped at her, clearly as lost as I was.

“Okay.” The bargirl giggled as she set the rag back down. She leaned her elbows onto the bar top as she leaned over to tell us the gossip. “So, this one guy was getting real handsy with her, the curly-haired girl. He’d been bugging her all night, but up until then, it had mostly just been lame pickup lines. It wasn’t until maybe the tenth time she told him to screw off that he actually went to grab her. The boss is too cheap to hire a bouncer, but usually one of the other customers will step in—any excuse for them to beat each other’s faces in—but the next thing I know, that little skinny girl is on her feet, and ‘wham’!” The bargirl pantomimed throwing a punch. “She knocks this creep right off his feet.”

“Tamara did?” I asked, turning to look at Rollins.

“Yeah,” the bargirl confirmed, her lips quirking into a wry smile. “I wouldn’t have expected it, but there she was. Punching him right in the face. Then she and the curly-haired girl got to talking. Miss Mumbles bought her a drink, and a little while later, they’re both stumbling out of here.”

“She was the one that took Freya for sure, then,” Rollins murmured grimly as she turned to me. “The drugs must have caused her to mix things up in her head. She remembered the man and being in the woods but blocked out the parts in the middle.”

“Wait, what?” the bargirl frowned at us.

“The girl that Tamara went off with,” I explained. “She didn’t go willingly. Tamara drugged her.”

“Whoa,” the bargirl gasped, her face morphing into a mask of horror. “No way. Are you serious?”

“Deadly,” I replied. “She’s in the hospital right now and in bad shape.”

“Wait, but… she saved that girl from the creep. I saw her punch him,” the bargirl insisted. Her hands shook, and she looked like she might be sick.

“Only because she wanted Freya for herself,” Rollins insisted. “That’s the reason we’re here. This woman is very dangerous, and we need to find her right now.”

“Oh, um—” the bargirl suddenly stammered, evidently stunned speechless. “I don’t know. I don’t know her name or anything. All I know is that she likes vodka spritzers and has a really mean right hook.”

“Dammit,” I muttered under my breath, frustration mounting. The phone rang before I could say anything else, and I scrambled to grab it, my hand trembling slightly in my haste. To my relief, it was Diane calling.

“Hello?” I answered, pivoting away from the bar to speak to her. “Any luck with the rental company?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Diane replied, and the brief burst of relief I’d felt fizzled out like a spent firework. “Not yet, anyway. Ugh, they’re giving me the run-around for some reason. You’d think they’d be concerned since this is their car, but they’re making me jump through hoops all the same. Don’t worry, though. I only called to let you know that I’m still on it. It might take a little while longer, but I’m not going to give up until we get Robbie back. Just hold tight for a little longer.”

“Yeah,” I replied, clenching my jaw and forcing myself to take a deep breath. “I will. Thanks for letting me know.”

“I’ll call you again once I get through to someone who’s not entirely useless,” Diane replied. “Bye.”

Then she hung up, and just like that, we were left stuck at yet another dead-end.
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After the confrontation with Layla at Bajwa’s apartment, Markus had initially gone back to the office, both to let everyone else know about what had happened to Diane and to seek advice on his next steps regarding getting his name cleared. They’d caught Layla in the act of attacking Bajwa, but they still didn’t know why she’d done that or why she’d attempted to kill the other girl on Bajwa’s boat. Now that Layla was dead and couldn’t explain it to them, things would be more complicated. Markus had no doubt that his name would be cleared eventually, but he really didn’t like that, until that happened, he’d still technically be considered a suspect.

Price and Rivers, who’d been the ones who’d initially helped them out with finding Bajwa’s information, had agreed to help him sort things out. They’d barely gotten started, however, when Diane called Markus to inform him that not only was Layla alive, but she’d actually tried to kill Bajwa again when she found out the two were in the same hospital. Apparently, she’d gone on something of a rant during which she admitted bits and pieces of what she’d done and what she’d planned to do, which had certainly worked out in Markus’s favor. Things still hadn’t been entirely clear since reports on what she’d said varied, but for the most part, it looked like it was going to be easier to clear Markus’s name than he’d expected.

After that, he, Rivers, and Price had gone off to see her in the hospital despite Diane’s orders that they stay put and await further instructions.

“Oh, what?” Diane griped, frowning with annoyance when the three agents piled into her hospital room. “Are any of you capable of following orders anymore?”

“Ah, technically, we didn’t disobey,” Price pointed out, shooting Diane a cheeky smile. “You told us not to do anything on our own and not to interfere with Layla or the case until you had a chance to speak to the cops, and we’re not. We just came to visit our poor, injured boss who’s in the hospital.”

“You really didn’t go and talk to Layla or Bajwa?” Diane raised a skeptical eyebrow at her. “You didn’t hack the hospital or something?”

“Do you want me to?” Price asked a little apprehensively like she genuinely wasn’t sure.

“Wait, they’re still here?” Rivers asked, glancing toward the door like one of them might suddenly materialize there.

“Well, naturally,” Diane replied with a shrug. “Where else would they be? Layla shot Bajwa, and Markus shot Layla twice.”

“Aw, nice. You finally learned how to aim,” Price teased as she reached out to grip Markus’s shoulder.

“Haha,” Markus shot back flatly. “Hilarious.”

“To answer your question…” Rivers sighed, glancing at the two of them with a look of aggrieved disapproval. “No, we really came straight here.”

“I suppose I should be thankful for small miracles,” Diane replied, shooting them a light-hearted smile. “Don’t worry, though.” She turned to look at Markus as she spoke. “I’ve already made a few calls. I’m working on getting this all sorted out, so you’ll be able to come back to work, hopefully in just a day or two.”

“Wait, what do you mean?” Price asked, pulling a face and crossing her arms. “Diane, you’re lying in a hospital bed. You shouldn’t be working and making calls. He can deal with a few days off.” She turned to Markus, who nodded in agreement.

“Yeah,” he replied. “I appreciate it, but it’s really fine.”

“Please,” Diane scoffed. “It’s not like I’m running around in the field, although I wouldn’t mind getting out of this bed. It’s barely a graze. I’ll be up in no time. We will need to head to the police station tomorrow, though. Maybe tonight.”

Markus wanted to protest. Maybe it was just a graze, but surely Diane could still use a bit more rest than that? It had only been a few hours since she’d been brought here, and already she was talking about leaving.

He knew better than to try to persuade her, though. At the end of the day, Diane was still the boss, and despite her griping about how reckless and bullheaded her agents could be, Markus could see that she wasn’t so dissimilar.

The trio stayed to talk for a while longer until Diane insisted that they all go away and do something productive. Even if she wouldn’t admit it, though, Markus got the impression that Diane seemed a lot more cheerful after their visit than she had been when they first arrived.

They’d just left and were making their way down the stairs and toward the lobby when Markus heard a scream.

“What was that?” Markus asked, turning to the two tech agents.

Price and Rivers exchanged a concerned look with one another. Before either could reply, another shout tore out from somewhere nearby.

“Stop her! Stop!” a man’s voice shouted.

“It’s coming from the next floor down,” Markus declared before bolting, taking the steps two at a time as he rushed down.

The voices became louder the farther down he got until he finally made it to the floor below. Several people were standing next to the wall opposite the staircase, looking at something down the hallway.

“What’s going on?” Markus asked them as he turned to peer down in the same direction, but he saw for himself what was happening before they even answered.

It was Layla, dressed in a hospital gown and wielding a scalpel. She swung it wildly through the air, and although she was leaving heavily on a crutch, no one dared to get near her.

“How the heck did she get that?” Price’s voice suddenly hissed in his ear, and Markus jumped, not having heard her approaching at all.

The vague thought that she would make a decent field agent with those kinds of stealth skills slipped into his mind for a moment, but they quickly vanished as he watched Layla swipe at a doctor in a white coat.

“Someone get security!” a nurse shouted, looking around in desperation.

“What is she thinking?” Markus grumbled before taking off down the hallway toward her.

She’d messed up and gone down a dead end, so there was nowhere for her to run now. On the other hand, she was surrounded on three sides by civvies, so Markus would still need to be careful. He could already see one nurse clutching her own bloody hand. Even if she was injured, Layla could still do some damage if he didn’t take her down fast.

“Stop!” Markus called out as he slowed to a stop a few steps from her. Layla whipped around, nearly tumbling over as she lost her balance. She managed to steady herself, though, and jutted the scalpel at Markus threateningly.

“Why won’t you just leave me alone?” she cried out. “This is all your fault! It would have worked if you hadn’t kept messing things up!”

“I—” Markus uttered, drawing a blank.

He’d learned about de-escalation and hostage negotiation and the like at the academy, but he’d never done it in practice, at least not alone. He tried to recall what he’d seen Marston do. He would usually agree with perps and try to get them to calm down by relating to them.

“You’re right,” Markus replied warily. “It is my fault.”

“I know it is!” Layla screeched, even more mad now instead of less.

“But all these people are innocent,” Markus tried again. “You’re mad at me, so why don’t you leave them alone and—”

“I don’t care about you!” Layla scoffed. “I don’t care about anyone! I’m done! That rat Ahmadu lied to me. That ugly little dog and that stupid tramp deserved to die. All three of them did. But no, you had to go and—”

Markus leapt forward then. Talking perps down obviously wasn’t his strong suit since all he’d done was make her even angrier, but he could still try to grab her while she was busy ranting. That was exactly what he did, reaching out to grab her wrist. He managed to do so but nearly lost her when she viciously tried to yank her hand away. Markus could only assume that the doctors had given her something to quell any pain she might be in because she was moving around an awful lot for someone who’d been shot multiple times.

“Stop!” Markus gritted out.

Without releasing her wrist, he shoved the crutch she was holding away. She gasped, her eyes going wide as she started to fall. Before she could, Markus twisted her around so that her back was to him, and he could pull her wrists down to the small of her back.

“Let me go!” Layla screamed, still squirming. Markus ignored her as he looked around in search of security or one of the other agents. He didn’t want to let go of her to reach for a set of cuffs. Price and Rivers were both standing nearby, watching but staying out of it. The moment Markus made eye contact with Price, however, she seemed to understand and began to run over.

When Markus turned back to Layla, his face promptly collided with the back of her head.

“Ugh!” Markus grunted in pain, twisting away as she attempted to headbutt him again, throwing her head back furiously.

“Geez, stop,” Price scoffed, as though she were scolding an unruly child and not an attempted murderer who was apparently hellbent on breaking Markus’s nose. She reached down and snatched the scalpel that Layla was still holding before tossing it to the side.

“The cuffs!” Markus hissed. “On my belt.”

“Uh, found them!” Price declared as she dug through the pockets of his utility belt.

Before Markus could let go, Price quickly clicked them into place. Once Layla’s hands were restrained, he moved to the side so he could hold her by one arm while avoiding her head.

“No!” Layla screamed, red in the face. Markus was almost impressed by her resilience.

Security finally arrived just a second later, to Markus’s immense relief. He allowed them to take over, along with a different doctor who quickly injected her with something that had her limp in just a matter of seconds.

“That would have been helpful a few minutes ago,” Markus grumbled as he reached up to wipe his nose. His hand came away sticky with blood, much to his dismay.

“Yeah, you’re bleeding a lot,” Price informed him helpfully.

“Good thing I’m in a hospital, I guess.” Markus sighed, using the edge of his sleeve to staunch the flow of blood from his nose. It hurt, but not so badly that he suspected it might be broken.

“Man, what is her problem?” Rivers asked, mouth agape as he watched a team of doctors and security officers tend to Layla. “Didn’t Diane say on the phone that she’d already freaked out once and confessed to wanting to kill Bajwa?”

“Yeah,” Markus replied, his voice nasally from having his nose stuffed with blood and the sleeve of his shirt.

“I think we should be more concerned about the level of security in this hospital,” Price quipped, “if this is the second time that the same patient escaped and went on a rampage on the same day.”

“We can file a complaint later,” Markus scoffed. “Right now, I just want to sit down and maybe find some actual tissues.”

“All right, come on,” Price huffed, setting a hand on his back. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

The next hour or so was spent talking to hospital personnel and the police. Markus and the other two agents had to explain what they were doing there since they’d been the ones to step in and handle Layla until security arrived. Between that and Markus getting checked out to ensure he really hadn’t broken his nose, it was nearly sunset by the time Markus finally made it home. It was still too early to sleep, but that wasn’t about to stop Markus. He’d barely gotten a wink last night, concerned as he was with the whole ‘being accused of murder’ debacle. Then, most of the day had been spent tracking down Bajwa and trying to clear Markus’s name, and now that it was all over, he was drained, both physically and emotionally.

He flopped into bed just minutes after making it home to his apartment, an action he immediately regretted as the side of his face hit the pillow, sending a spasm of pain through his nose. It wasn’t broken, but it was bruised and a bit swollen, and the doctor had informed him he might develop a black eye as well, which was nice.

Still, even that wasn’t enough to lure him away from sleep. After readjusting so he was on his back, he let his eyes drift closed, relieved that the nightmare was behind him, and so soon, all thanks to Diane.


24


MARKUS


Markus’s eyes shot open, his vision spinning slightly as he sat up. Confusion clouded his thoughts as he took stock of his aching back and pounding head, trying to recall why he was sitting on an awfully uncomfortable metal bench and not his cozy bed at home.

He was in the police station, he realized after a cursory look around. For a moment, his heart started to pound as memories of being arrested and shoved into the back of a police car flooded his mind. He wasn’t here as an inmate this time, though. More memories returned to him… He and Diane sneaking onto the boat, tracking down Bajwa, and getting into a gunfight with Layla. Fighting with Layla again at the hospital after she’d decided that getting shot multiple times wasn’t enough to deter her in her quest to kill her boyfriend. Going home and falling asleep, and then being rudely woken up by Diane at an obscene hour of the morning, summoning him to the police station so they could clear his name once and for all.

Right.

Markus blinked the sleep out of his eyes as he glanced down at his lap, wondering, suddenly, why his thigh felt so cold and wet. The ice pack that he’d had pressed against his nose earlier that morning had slipped out of his hand at some point, only to plop down onto his lap. That recollection came with the realization that his nose really hurt.

Markus yawned and stood up, wincing as his muscles ached after being stuck in such an odd position for so long. He checked the time on his phone, frowning when he noticed it had been a few hours already since Diane had left.

She’d rushed off very suddenly after they’d arrived. The three of them, Markus, Diane, and a lawyer that apparently represented the agency had barely finished discussing what had happened to the police when she’d gotten a call and then promptly taken off, citing some kind of emergency to do with Agent Holm. She’d seemed pretty frantic, which was unlike her, so Markus could only assume that it must have been something pretty dire for her to sprint away the way that she had.

Markus had been left alone then since the lawyer left as well. They’d pretty much finished clearing everything up when Diane got the call, and since Markus was no longer a suspect, the lawyer’s work was done. The case wasn’t quite closed yet, though. They still didn’t know Layla’s motives, but moreover, Markus was technically also a victim in the case. Layla had first framed him and then assaulted him in the hospital, and he had the bruised face to prove it.

The police still needed an official statement and for him to ‘sign a few things’ according to the officer he’d last spoken to after Diane left. That officer had told him to wait a moment, ensuring him that someone would be by in a moment to take his statement, which was when Markus had fallen asleep waiting on the bench. Had he forgotten about Markus? He must have since it had been two hours now.

Markus looked around, feeling awkward just sitting around. Even though it was no longer dawn, it was still early enough that the police station wasn’t very lively. Should he just leave? Markus couldn’t recall the name of the officer who’d just left him sitting there, so he supposed so.

A part of him felt a little bad that he’d been forgotten, although he wasn’t really surprised. He was the kind of guy who blended into the background. He was definitely the kind of guy who often found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time, as history had proven time and time again. Other agents threw themselves headfirst into dangerous situations, whereas Markus generally just stumbled awkwardly into them.

He always managed to find his way back out, though. He was still here, even after taking a dozen bullets at basically point-blank range. And besides, blending into the background wasn’t always so bad. It made flying under the radar easier, at least when he meant to.

He wandered back toward the lobby. In truth, he was still burning with curiosity about Layla, but he supposed that what really mattered now was that he wasn’t under suspicion of murder anymore. Before he could make it out of the empty bullpen area he’d chosen to wait in, however, someone finally approached him.

“Oh,” a female officer with long, blond hair gesticulated as she turned a corner and nearly bumped into him.

Markus swallowed as he looked at her. She was very pretty. He’d seen her earlier when he and Diane had first arrived, speaking with someone else, but he hadn’t gotten a good look at her until now.

“You’re still here,” she noted brightly. “I thought I saw your partner leave earlier, but you weren’t with her. I was wondering if you were still here.”

“I was just about to leave,” Markus replied, choosing not to waste time correcting her on the erroneous assumption of who Diane was. His body was stiff, and his nose hurt, and he really just wanted to go home.

“Oh, I won’t keep you, then,” the female officer replied with a smile. “Just wanted to let you know that we finally got Ms. Sullivan to confess. Although, when I say it that way, it sounds like we actually had to try, but she was more than willing to tell us all about her no-good boyfriend and why she wanted to kill him so badly—”

“Wait, Ms. Sullivan?” Markus blinked at the officer, his brain still slightly sleep-addled. “Oh! Layla.”

“Yes, Layla Sullivan,” the officer replied. “Yeah, it’s been a crazy couple of hours. Why don’t we sit down? I can give you a run-down—Oh, but you said you were on your way out.”

“Ah, no, it’s all right,” Markus insisted. He was already here, so he might as well go ahead and hear about what had happened, especially if Diane was busy handling whatever was going on with Marston and Holm. “I don’t actually have anywhere to be. But I thought Layla was still in the hospital?”

“She is,” the officer replied. “But she just couldn’t stop getting attention. She punched a nurse in the face and then stabbed a different one with a scalpel a little while later.”

“Yeah, I know,” Markus replied. “I was there. I was the one who stopped her before she could attack anyone else.”

“That was you?” the officer asked, her eyes brightening with awe. “Oh, aren’t you the one that she tried to frame? That was what I heard.”

“Yeah.” Markus chuckled sourly. “That was also me.”

“Wow, she really had it out for you,” the officer replied, returning his small laugh with one of her own. “Anyway, we didn’t even have to convince her. In fact, apparently, the officers who spoke to her had to tell her to stop talking until they read her the Miranda rights.”

“Was she trying to get caught?” Markus frowned in confusion. “Or, well, she was already caught, but still. Most perps deny or at least keep their mouths shut.”

“Well, apparently, Sullivan wasn’t the least bit sorry about what she did,” the officer replied. “At least according to what everyone’s told me.”

“You weren’t the one who interrogated her?” Markus asked.

“Oh, no!” the officer replied, her cheeks blushing as she smiled at him. “I’m just a rookie. Bottom of the food chain. I’m just the one in charge of the paperwork.” She held up the stack of folders she was holding for emphasis. “For now, anyway, of course. I’ll be out doing real investigative work one day. But everyone knows what happened by now anyway, not just the people connected to the case.”

“Everyone?” Markus asked, taking a look around the mostly empty station.

“Well, the overnight shift,” the officer amended. “And the early birds. With the way everyone is gossiping about it, though, I wouldn’t be surprised if it hasn’t spread way outside the station already, though.”

She had an accent that Markus couldn’t quite place, and he wondered vaguely where she might be from. It was charming, to be sure.

“I mean, it’s not every day we get a case as dramatic as this one,” she went on, her eyes sparkling as she leaned closer to Markus, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “It’s like something out of a trashy soap opera.”

“What do you mean?” Markus asked. “What did she say?” He knew what Layla had done, but the why still eluded him.

“Well,” the pretty officer replied, “she said that her boyfriend, that man she attacked, had cheated on her. Now, I understand that a woman scorned is nothing to be trifled with, but this one really took the cake. First, she went and set his boat on fire, with his dog inside.”

“So that was on purpose?” Markus asked, horror prickling through him at the thought. Marston had mentioned saving the poor animal from the flaming boat, but Markus had never imagined the dog might have been left in there deliberately.

“Sure did, the little demon,” the officer scoffed, shaking her head. “But that wasn’t enough for her. She said that someone saved the dog. Um, your coworker, right? Sorry, I’m a bit fuzzy on the details. I’ve only heard all of this secondhand, but it was one of yours that pulled that dog out, right?”

“Yeah,” Markus confirmed, offering her a short nod.

“I’m glad,” the woman noted. Her face crumpled with dismay. “I can’t imagine doing something so awful to a poor, helpless little dog like that. Anyway, she wasn’t pleased when your fellow agent saved him. From what she told the officers, she decided to go ahead and try again. While the boyfriend was at work, she went and took the dog and tried to abandon her at the marina. She was hoping she’d wander into traffic or maybe fall into the water.”

“What the heck?” Markus muttered, frowning as he was hit with a jolt of revulsion. Maybe he shouldn’t have been surprised, considering the girl had left him holding the bag over a dead body, but trying so relentlessly to kill the dog like that seemed needlessly evil.

“Mm-hmm,” the officer hummed. “And then, well, that didn’t work either.”

“I wonder why she brought him back to the marina,” Markus mused. “Rather than just ditching him somewhere else. I mean, I’m relieved she did since Agent Marston was able to take the dog in, but it seems counterintuitive.”

“Hmm… good question,” the officer hummed, scrunching her nose in a way that made Markus’s heart skip a beat. “Maybe she’d wanted to pin that on him, too? Like she tried with Sofia. Um, that’s the girl that, uh—” the officer faltered, shooting Markus an awkward look.

“The one that I got arrested for supposedly attempted to kill?” he finished. “It’s nice to know her name. I had no idea.”

“We didn’t either, until last night,” the officer replied. “She finally woke up, thank goodness. She didn’t have any ID on her, but she was finally able to tell us last night when she woke up.”

“Yeah, my director called me really early this morning,” Markus replied. “She told me that the victim had informed the police that it was Layla who attacked her, so I was fully in the clear.”

“Right.” She smiled, and Markus’s heart fluttered again. “Anyway, after killing the dog didn’t work, she lost it entirely. That’s when she tried to kill Sofia.”

“Because Bajwa cheated with her?” Markus clarified. “That’s why she tried to frame him for murder?”

“That’s right,” the officer confirmed, shaking her head in disbelief. “To think that Layla stabbed her twenty times. Ugh, I’m amazed she survived. Glad, of course, but amazed.”

“I am too,” Markus murmured, his gaze darkening as he recalled the awful scene that had awaited him on board the burnt-up boat. “She was in such an awful state when I found her. I was sure she was dead. When my director told me she wasn’t, I felt exactly the same: glad but amazed.”

“Ugh, you poor thing,” she crooned, and Markus decided he rather liked the soft, sympathetic look she was giving him. “And you got the blame for it, even if it was only for a few days. That must have been awful.”

“It was,” Markus replied, fully aware that he was milking it and not feeling the least bit bad about it.

Honestly, aside from the initial shock of getting thrown behind bars, it hadn’t been all that bad. Compared to some of the awful things he’d lived through, it had been downright pleasant. At least he hadn’t gotten shot this time. Still, the way that the pretty young officer was looking at him, her eyes wide with sympathy, made the white lie worth it.

“Well, then, I’m sure you’ll be glad to know that she won’t be getting out any time soon,” the officer replied. “Not unless her family’s got a lot of money, I suppose, but given that she confessed to everything, I doubt even that would help her. Anyway, killing her friend and framing you for it still wasn’t enough. She couldn’t let the boyfriend get off scot-free, of course, so she decided to go and kill him too.” She shook her head, hands on her hips. “And, of course, that’s when you showed up to stop her. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, isn’t that what they say? Not that I'm justifying her actions, of course, but I can see why they say that. She certainly wasn’t about to take any of that lying down.”

“You don’t have to tell me.” Markus snorted, shaking his head. “No matter what we did, she just kept getting back up. She was determined to kill Bajwa. All of this just because he cheated on her.” Markus shook his head. “Wow.”

“Right?” she whispered conspiratorially, grinning at him. “It’s crazy. And what did that poor dog have to do with it? The dog isn’t the one who cheated. And you know what makes the whole entire thing a hundred times worse? He didn’t even cheat on her!”

“What?” Markus balked at her, his jaw hanging open.

“Yeah!” the pretty officer replied. “At least, that’s what he and Sofia are saying. They might be lying out of embarrassment, but what if it’s true?”

Markus frowned, recalling everything that had happened in the apartment. Even after she’d shot him, Bajwa had still been so worried about her, refusing to believe that she could do such a thing.

“I think he might be telling the truth,” Markus murmured, his eyebrows furrowing together as he thought. “Bajwa seemed to love her a lot.”

“And you think that proves he wouldn’t cheat?” the officer asked, casting him a sly smile. “I don’t know… people can be sneaky. You can never really know what’s going on inside their heads. Anyway, I don’t want to keep you. You said you were about to leave? You must want to rest after everything that happened.”

“No,” Markus replied, way too fast. She blinked at him in surprise. “I mean, yeah, I do. You’re not bothering me, or anything, is what I was trying to say.”

Smooth, Markus’s brain scolded. The officer seemed charmed, though, if her crooked little smile was anything to go by.

“Well, I’m certainly glad to hear that,” she replied, her smile widening. “And you’re Agent Baker, right?”

“Yeah,” Markus replied. “But you can call me Markus. If you want, that is.”

“Markus it is, then,” the officer replied, reaching a hand out toward him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Oh, and I’m Angelica, by the way.”

“That’s a pretty name,” Markus noted out loud before he could stop himself. Not that he didn’t want to compliment her, but blurting things out like some awkward teenager wasn’t the impression he was trying to give off. Once again, though, she didn’t seem to mind.

“Thanks for saying that,” she replied, her mouth twisting into a crooked grimace. “But I’ve never much liked it. It sounds so old-fashioned, don’t you think? Just call me Angel.” She beamed. “Everyone does.”
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ETHAN


Iglanced down at the time. It had only been five minutes since the last time I checked, but it felt like much longer.

After Diane had called to inform me about the issues she was having with the rental place, Rollins and I had decided to sit and wait in the bar. We had nowhere else to go, and part of me didn’t want to go wandering off in the wrong direction in case Diane called and told us we finally had a hit. On top of that, the bargirl, Leanne, had offered to call her boss and a few coworkers to see if anyone knew anything about Tamara. Unfortunately, the bar didn’t have any security cameras, though I supposed I shouldn’t have been all that surprised, given that this place was about as divey as they came.

Rollins and I had sat at the bar while we waited for Leanne to bring us news or for Diane to call with an update or something. Though we still hadn’t had any luck in having the rental car actively traced, Rollins made a call and arranged for officers to be on the lookout for the car. It was a small effort, but it was something.

Nothing killed me more than just sitting around, especially when Robbie’s life was on the line. If—no, when—I finally found him, I was sorely tempted to channel Diane and chew him out for getting himself captured yet again. I pushed down the small part of my brain that torturously reminded me that it was kind of my fault he’d been taken this time. Robbie had left after making some quip about not wanting to be a third wheel. He’d offered to take Tamara home so Rollins and I could be alone, and I hadn’t stopped him.

Realistically, I knew it wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t have known that the small, mousy girl who’d just been attacked was actually our deranged killer, but that didn’t stop my stomach from churning with guilt.

No, I told myself. This was nobody’s fault except Tamara’s. She was the one who’d killed all of those people and kidnapped Robbie.

“Marston?” Rollins’s voice suddenly broke me out of my thoughts. I blinked as I looked up at her. She was watching me with concern, her brows drawn together. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I muttered, shaking my head slightly. “I’m just fine.”

“You looked like you were trying to bore a hole into the table with your eyes,” Rollins remarked, smiling weakly.

I could tell she was trying to lighten the tense atmosphere, and while I appreciated it, it would take more than that to relieve me of the steadily growing anxiety I felt.

“I was just thinking that I might have to instill some kind of tracking device on my partner whenever we get him back,” I joked. “This is not the first time he’s been taken hostage by a perp.”

“So this is a habit of his?” Rollins joked back. “Seems like a dangerous pastime. And do you mean like the kind they put in dogs?”

“What?” I frowned at her.

“The tracking device,” she replied with a shrug. “They have chips you can put in dogs so you can find them if they get lost.”

“Oh, right,” I replied as I realized what she’d meant. “Well, I was joking, but now that I think about it…”

“What?” Rollins’s eyes widened in shock. “Marston, you can’t stick tracking devices in people, even if they do have a penchant for getting kidnapped.”

“With as many people in my life as that applies to, I’d almost beg to differ,” I muttered. Robbie wasn’t the only person I knew who was constantly getting snatched. “But, no, I didn’t mean literally. I wonder if our tech team couldn’t whip up some kind of device that would do that, though. A bracelet or something. It would be useful to have during cases.”

Or to give to Tessa, I thought to myself. I’d never met anyone who’d landed herself in as many dangerous situations as that woman did on a routine basis.

“Mmm, I don’t know,” Rollins murmured, the skin on her forehead still wrinkled as she shot me a dubious look. “That sounds like it has a lot of potential to be abused. What if it falls into the wrong hands?”

“I guess,” I replied. “But I think it’d be fine if only MBLIS agents had access to it. Besides, trouble seems more than capable of finding us even when we’re not giving out signals broadcasting our exact location.”

Before Rollins could respond, Leanne, the bargirl, returned from the back room she’d been speaking on the phone in.

“No luck, sorry,” she informed us right away. She shot us a sympathetic frown. “They knew who I was talking about, but nobody knows anything about her, really. Sorry.”

“It’s all right,” I assured her, though, in reality, I was rather disappointed by yet another dead-end.

Leanne sighed heavily before moving to grab two glasses.

“Well, what can I get you while you wait for your director to call you back?” she asked. “On the house.”

I hesitated, unsure if we should drink while we were on the job and waiting for a call from Diane, no less. Then again, one beer wouldn’t be enough to make me drunk, but it might help me relax a little if we were forced to wait either way.

Before I could decide, my phone rang, and I rushed to grab it, all other thoughts cast aside. It wasn’t until I pulled it from my pocket that I realized it wasn’t my phone ringing.

“That’s me,” Rollins murmured beside me.

I tensed, unsure whether I should be hopeful or not.

“Hello?” Rollins listened to whoever was on the other end of the phone for a few seconds, and then her eyes went wide.

I clenched my hand into a fist on top of the bar. That expression could be either good or bad.

“Okay,” Rollins spoke breathlessly into the phone. “Okay, thank you.” She hung up the call without bothering to say goodbye, her cheeks flushed as she turned to me. “I think the car’s been found.”

“What?” I gaped at her, my heart pounding.

“There was a wreck,” she explained as she jumped to her feet. “A car crash. I’m not sure exactly what happened. The officers are investigating, but they think it might be your rental.”

“Where is it?” I asked as I got up as well.

“Not far from here,” Rollins replied as she made for the door of the bar.

“Okay,” I replied as I followed her. “Uh, thank you for the help!” I turned to toss a quick word of gratitude at Leanne over my shoulder before continuing out.

Rollins was already at the car, pulling the driver’s side door open.

“What exactly happened?” I asked, my heart thrumming in my chest.

“Someone noticed smoke coming from a section of forest at the edge of town,” Rollins explained as the two of us climbed into the car. “They got worried, thinking it was a fire. They went to have a look and realized it was actually a car, about halfway down the side of a steep incline. Apparently, it crashed through a barrier and fell.”

“And the police think it’s the rental?” I asked, almost lightheaded.

“They do,” Rollins confirmed with a short nod. “They weren’t sure when I called them because, like I said, the car’s wrecked halfway down the hill, and they couldn’t see the license plate, but it matches the description.”

We lapsed into silence after that as Rollins took off. Honestly, I wasn’t sure whether I should feel relieved or nervous, assuming that it was actually the rental car. On the one hand, we might have found Robbie. On the other hand, the car had crashed. And not just crashed. Apparently, it had broken through a barrier and gone rolling down a hill. It was hard to feel relieved about finding him when he was possibly no longer in one piece.

I grumbled a stream of curses to myself as I grabbed my phone out of my pocket. He hadn’t answered up to now, but maybe something had changed. Maybe he’d managed to escape somehow in the car and had wound up crashing in his haste to get away. I held onto that hope as I called him once more.

I’d honestly expected the phone to just go one ringing without an answer like it had every other time I’d called, so when the ringing suddenly stopped and the call connected, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. I was about to call out his name and ask if he was all right, where he was, and if he was in danger, but I stopped as an odd sound reached my ear.

The person on the other end of the line hadn’t spoken yet, but I could hear them breathing into the receiver, and even just that was enough for me to realize that this was not Robbie.

“Hello?” a quavering female voice sounded from my phone speaker. A cold chill ran down my spine. “Who is this?” The voice sounded broken and sad like the person speaking was on the verge of bursting into tears.

“This is Agent Ethan Marston,” I replied, my voice cold and hard. I was furious, jaw clenched, and blood pumping, but I reined in my anger and panic and focused on what I needed to do to find Robbie.

At my words, Rollins turned to shoot me a bewildered, questioning look.

“Who am I speaking to?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

Instead of responding, the woman let out what sounded like a sob.

“Why does everything keep going wrong?” she whined. I could hear rustling in the background, like the crunching of leaves. “My head hurts so badly. The car flipped. I didn’t mean for that to happen. The turn… It was more sharp than I thought. I couldn’t turn the wheel in time. Ugh… it hurts so bad.”

I glanced over at Rollins, who kept glancing at me every few seconds with concern etched clearly across her features. Before responding, I quickly switched to speakerphone.

“Don’t worry,” I replied, pushing down the revulsion I felt at having to pretend to comfort the person who’d kidnapped my partner. It seemed clear to me that Tamara was in shock, or maybe she’d had a concussion from the crash. Her speech was slightly slurred, and she was rambling, although from how all the witnesses had described her, maybe this was just how she usually was. Either way, it would only benefit us if I could talk her down while we made our way to the scene of the crash.

“Everything’s all right,” I gritted out. “We’ll be over there to help you soon. Were you hurt in the crash?”

“Yes!” Tamara groaned. “My head… Ugh, everything is spinning. I want to lie down.”

“That’s a good idea,” I replied quickly. “Just lie down and don’t move until we come to help you.”

“Yes—No!” her tone suddenly changed. “No. Can’t lie down. Can’t sleep. I need to take my photos.”

“No!” I shot back, wincing as my voice came out more aggressively than I’d intended. “No, you should rest now.”

“No, I can’t!” Tamara wailed, gasping as she sobbed. “I can’t sleep. I can’t rest. I can’t think. I need my photos. I lost them. I have to make new ones.”

I turned to Rollins, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze was fixed on the road. Her face was ashen, but her eyes were steely and determined, and a second later, she pressed down hard on the accelerator.

“Okay,” I replied as Rollins raced to get us to the crash site, even just a tiny bit faster. “Tell me about that. Tell me why you can’t sleep.”

“I can’t get it right!” she replied. The last word morphed into an animalistic groan, and by that point, I really couldn’t tell how much of her behavior was head trauma and how much was just her own lunacy. “I was so close. I know I was. But then I lost the records. I can’t start all over. It took me so long the first time.”

“Must have been a lot of hard work,” I replied, just talking for the sake of keeping her on the phone. Every second she was with me, she wasn’t going after Robbie.

Assuming he’s even still alive, a nasty, pessimistic voice in the back of my mind hissed darkly. I ignored it, focusing instead on Tamara.

“I almost had it,” she repeated, more weakly this time. “I still tried. I tried, but it was never right. I thought the girl would be perfect. I thought, maybe if I heightened the fear and hope, I’d finally be able to do it.”

“That makes sense to me,” I replied, entirely unsure what she was talking about.

“But it still wasn’t right,” Tamara went on. “But I know this one would have been perfect. He would have been beautiful, but I can’t find him!”

An odd mixture of horror and relief flooded through me. She was talking about Robbie, talking about wanting to kill him and take photos of the aftermath. Moreover, though, she’d just mentioned that she couldn’t find him. And that meant that not only had she not killed him yet, but he had managed to escape. Beads of sweat broke out across my forehead. I needed to tread carefully and keep her attention for a little while longer.

“Sounds like you had it all planned out,” I replied breathlessly.

“He was perfect,” Tamara replied, her voice little more than a mumble, and suddenly, behind her voice, I thought I could hear the sound of shuffling footsteps.

“Help is almost there,” I reminded her, the seeds of panic threatening to take root again. “Just stay where you are and rest like we talked about.”

“No,” Tamara refused, and for a moment, I swore that I could hear the smile in her voice. “I’ve found him.”

“We’re here,” Rollins declared. I looked up and spotted a set of police cars parked near the side of the road, along with an ambulance. A pair of officers stood by as well. They looked up at us as we arrived.

“Detective Rollins!” Rollins announced her own presence as she pushed open the driver’s side door and hopped out.

“Hello?” I called into the phone as I did the same. Tamara had stopped speaking ever since she’d declared that she had finally found Robbie. “Hey, talk to me. Tell me again about your plan.”

She didn’t answer, though.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I ran up to where Rollins was standing now with the others. \

Just as Rollins had described, one of the metal barriers installed along the edge of the hill had been broken through, with only twisted scraps remaining. It hadn’t done its job very well. Beyond it, I could just make out the wrecked remains of the rental car several feet down the steep incline, but I couldn’t see Robbie or Tamara.

Apparently, neither could the EMTs or the cops who had gone down there. There were a few around the area of the car, looking around through the trees.

“They must be farther down the hill,” I surmised, and just as I did, the unmistakable sound of a gunshot tore through the air. And, I realized, belatedly, through the speaker of the phone.

I didn’t even have time to think twice before I was racing down the hill, tearing toward the sound. Branches and leaves whipped and scratched at my face, and after the first time I stumbled and nearly face-planted on the rough earth, I understood why the officers and EMTs had taken their time in descending to the car.

I still didn’t slow down, however. In fact, I ran faster as more gunshots pealed out. With every one that did, I told myself that it meant Robbie was still alive. She wouldn’t keep shooting at him otherwise.

When I finally made it to the bottom of the hill, less than a minute had passed. I hadn’t actually moved that far from where the car was, but the forest was so dense that I couldn’t see it at all if I turned around. It was so dense, in fact, that this part of the forest felt very dark despite the fact that the sun was still out.

I strained my eyes as I looked around, desperate to find some sign of him. My hopes were answered just a moment later when a flash of movement caught my eye. It was far too big to have simply been an animal.

“Hey!” I called out, unsure whether it was Robbie or Tamara but not actually caring, either. If it was her, then I’d at least be able to distract her from attacking Robbie. “Hey! Who’s there?” I ran closer to where I’d seen the movement, and when nobody replied, I became more certain that it wasn’t Robbie after all.

Then, a small, disheveled woman stepped out from behind the treeline and confirmed my suspicions.

“Go away!” she screamed, and I had no warning before she lifted the gun and fired at me.

I jumped to the side, reaching for my own gun in the process. The shot rang out louder now that she was standing just steps from me but still slightly muffled by our thickly forested surroundings.

In a flash, I had my own pistol drawn and fired at her before she could take her next shot. She wobbled backward as my bullet hit her shoulder, but she didn’t fall. In fact, other than faltering in her steps for a moment, she barely reacted to the shot at all.

She had to have been on something. There was no way a normal person could take a bullet like that and not even scream in reaction. I went to fire at her again, but she beat me to the punch in my moment of distraction. Her shot hit me in the arm. My muscles spasmed with pain, and without intending to, I dropped my pistol.

I swore under my breath as I looked up at her. She was standing closer now, the gun still pointed at me, and she was smiling.

“Perfect,” she murmured, and for a second, it almost looked like she might cry. “You’re even more perfect than he was.” Her smile widened, cruel and unhinged. “You will make the most perfect photo.”
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Acold sweat broke over me at that. On the one hand, I supposed I was glad because at least she’d forgotten about going after Robbie. On the other hand, here I was, unarmed and at the mercy of someone who clearly could not be reasoned with and apparently couldn’t presently feel pain, either.

I took a deep, shuddering breath before nodding. If I had any chance of getting out of this alive, I needed to remain calm and play the game.

“What do you mean?” I played dumb. As surreptitiously as I could, I glanced down at the forest floor, scanning the dirt and leaves for my gun.

“Your proportions are excellent,” Tamara mused. “And that look on your face. It’ll work this time. I’m sure of it.”

“What will?” I latched onto that, recalling our earlier conversation on the phone. “You keep saying that ‘it didn’t work, but it will this time.’ What are you talking about?”

“The photos,” Tamara whined, dragging a hand through her hair. The gun dangled loosely from her other hand. If I was fast, I might be able to knock it away. If I was slow, though, then I’d earn myself a shot to the chest.

Speaking of shots, Tamra was still bleeding. Maybe if I kept her talking, I could just wait until the blood loss took her out for me. Pain or not, a bleeding wound would eventually cause her body to collapse.

“I’ve spent so long trying to get it right,” Tamara explained, her eyes shining in the low light of the forest. “Ever since that plane crash, ever since I realized that I was destined to witness this, I knew that I needed to share it with the world.”

“Oh?” I asked, truly at a loss as to what she was even talking about. I couldn’t see the damned gun.

“There is such beauty in death,” Tamara whispered, the grin on her face widening even more. “Such grace. I’ve wanted to capture it so badly. All these years, I’ve wanted to be able to show other people that there’s nothing to be afraid of!”

“Death,” I repeated as I mentally switched tack. I could still fight her without a sidearm. She was half my size. If I could disarm her or even just catch her unawares, I could take her to the ground in a matter of seconds. “You’re trying to photograph death?”

“Yes!” Tamara exclaimed, and even in the low light, I could see how her eyes sparkled with excitement. “You understand, then. You get it.”

“Of course I do,” I lied. I wanted to tell her that she was sick, that these photos she was so desperate to take were an abomination.

“I can never get it right, though!” Tamara screamed, and suddenly, she used the gun she was holding to hit herself in the head. The muscles in my legs tensed, but before I could use the opportunity to lunge at her, she had it pointed at me again. “But you’ll help me get it right this time. You will be perfect.”

“Sure,” I agreed placatingly.

“Everyone will finally understand after this,” Tamara declared, lifting the gun slightly as she pointed it straight at my head. Then, a rough cry bellowed out from the trees behind Tamara, and a second later, she was falling to the ground as something heavy and solid slammed into her.

“Marston, run!” Robbie wheezed as Tamara struggled, pinned beneath him. Relief flooded through me at the sight of him, although it was a short-lived pleasure as Tamara managed to throw him off just a moment later.

Robbie grunted with pain as she pushed him off, and I noticed for the first time that he was injured. I could see a dark splotch of blood on his abdomen. Still, even weak and injured, it should not have been so easy for Tamara to push him off.

“No! No!” Tamara called out frantically, and I could see her digging through the dirt and leaves. Her hands were empty. She’d dropped her gun when Robbie tackled her.

With that realization, I leapt forward and knocked her right back down. I should have expected it, given how easily she’d shucked Robbie aside, but I was still surprised when she thrusted her elbow back, hitting me in the side and using the momentum of the movement to roll, shoving me away in the process.

“No! It was finally going to be perfect!” she cried out mournfully. She scrambled to her feet, reaching up to yank at fistfuls of her hair as she did. I followed her up and grabbed for her arm. She screamed again, thrashing furiously and shaking my grip off before reaching out to punch me in the stomach.

I exhaled sharply as the wind was knocked out of me. The bargirl hadn’t been kidding. Despite how small and skinny Tamara looked, she was surprisingly strong. She moved to strike me again, screaming all the while at the top of her lungs. Ready for it this time, I dodged out of the way before returning the blow with one of my own.

My punch hit her in the nose. It crunched unpleasantly beneath my hand, twisting to the side and staying like that. Tamara stopped screaming for just a moment and gasped. Maybe breaking her nose was enough pain to actually register.

“Hello?” Rollins’s voice called out from further up the hill behind me.

That seemed to snap Tamara back to reality because her face twisted into a mask of fury, and she began to rain blows upon me again.

She knew what she was doing, too. She had received training in some kind of hand-to-hand combat because her punches were quick and precise. If I hadn’t also been skilled in fighting, she probably would have had a chance of overpowering me.

I supposed that wasn’t all too surprising. She was a killer, after all.

My job was to defeat killers, though. After a few well-delivered punches, Tamara began to slow. Just as I’d suspected moments earlier, the blood loss was getting to her. Since she’d started attacking me in earnest, I hadn’t wasted time in hitting back, choosing instead merely to block and defend myself while she tired herself out. After one particularly poorly aimed strike of hers, I reached out and took hold of her wrist.

That seemed to surprise her. Her eyes went round, her mouth hanging open slightly in surprise, as I punched her again, hitting her already broken nose.

For the first time, she cried out in pain. She screwed her eyes shut and pulled away from me, or at least attempted to. Though she’d managed to wrench her arm free of my grip earlier, she was too spent to do so a second time.

In one fluid motion, I twisted her arm around sharply, spinning her in the process and knocking her off balance.

“Stop!” she screamed, her legs flailing as she tried to keep herself steady. “Stop it! I need to take the photo!”

“Not happening,” I grunted, shoving her face down onto the ground before she could regain her balance. As I did, I heard rustling on the hill, coming rapidly closer.

A few seconds later, Rollins and one of the officers finally came into view. I spotted them before they spotted me, and I could see Rollins searching frantically for us, her eyes scanning through the trees.

“Here!” I called out, and her eyes snapped to me. Relief and then understanding flashed in her eyes as she looked down at Tamara. She started to run over, but I shook my head.

“Robbie’s hurt!” I informed her. “He’s bleeding.”

“I’ll get the EMTs down here,” the officer replied before turning on his heel to make his way back up the hill.

“Let me go!” Tamara screamed, tears streaming down her face as she sobbed into the dirt. She kept struggling, but it was little more than a halfhearted wiggle now. She’d probably exacerbated her own bleeding with as much as she was attacking me, so she probably wasn’t physically capable of doing anything more than that.

“I’ll go check on Agent Holm,” Rollins assured me with a short nod. I could tell from the look in her eyes that she didn’t want to leave me alone to handle Tamara, which frankly would not have been an unfounded concern if she’d had her wits about her and been at full strength. As she currently was, however, rambling incoherently and barely able to move a muscle, she was hardly a threat.

She continued to whine and plead as I put her in handcuffs, tears streaming down her face. Normally, I would have assumed that they were crocodile tears, a farce meant to try to evoke sympathy now that she’d been caught.

It didn’t look like she was faking, though. On the contrary, Tamara looked absolutely distraught.

“I was so close,” she bemoaned, sniffling past the snot and blood in her nose. “It would have been perfect this time. The world would have seen it at last, how beautiful it is to die.”

A small, vindictive part of me was tempted to say something mean just for the sake of it. In truth, I still didn’t understand exactly what she meant, although I was starting to form an idea. In the end, though, I just kept my mouth shut and let her rant. Maybe, once she’d come down from whatever she was on, we’d be able to conduct a proper interrogation and get to the bottom of whatever had started all this.

“No!” she screamed, causing my ears to ring a few minutes later as she was loaded onto a stretcher by a couple of EMTs. “I have to kill him! Someone has to die! I need my photos! Don’t you understand!?”

I tuned her out as best I could as I went to check on Robbie. He was similarly being loaded onto a stretcher, and I was happy to see that he was awake and even smiling at Rollins.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, and Robbie shifted his eyes away from Rollins to look at me. He couldn’t physically move much other than his eyes now that he was strapped in.

“Like I got kidnapped and shot,” Robbie deadpanned. “So, you know. Not that different from any other day.”

“Marston mentioned that you have a knack for getting yourself into hairy situations,” Rollins teased.

“A ‘knack’?” Robbie snorted. “I guess that’s one way of putting it. Makes it sound like it’s an accomplishment.”

“MBLIS’s number one agent when it comes to getting held hostage,” I joked, earning myself an eye-roll from Robbie.

“Hardy har har,” he shot back flatly.

“Hey, we need to get him up the hill,” one of the EMTS interrupted.

“Oh, right,” I replied sheepishly.

“See you up there,” Robbie called out as the EMTs and a set of officers carefully carried him off.

I was a bit nervous as I watched them go up the steep hill. Had the trees not been in the way, airlifting them might have been a better option. As it was, simply carrying them out slowly and steadily was probably the only practical way of doing it.

“What are you thinking?” Rollins asked me softly. She leaned toward me, resting her arm on my shoulder.

I thought about her question before answering. I felt exhausted. I was in pain, to be sure. Mostly, I felt a little off-kilter, the way I often did at the end of cases. It could be somewhat disorienting to spend days or even weeks searching for someone, hot on their trail, desperate to find them before they harmed anyone else, only to have it suddenly end. It was like sprinting forward as fast as you possibly could until you suddenly struck a brick wall. I was relieved, of course—elated, even—that we’d finally captured Tamara. All the adrenaline that had been keeping me moving at one hundred and ten percent drained away the moment she was in cuffs, though, leaving me feeling worn and battered despite the victory.

“I’m thinking,” I replied at long last as I turned to look at her, “that I could really use another drink.”

“Then you are speaking my language,” Rollins replied cheekily, winding her arm through mine. “Come on. We’ve got a steep hill to climb, and we should get to it before you collapse on me.”

“After you,” I replied, shooting her a smirk as I gestured for her to proceed.

She grinned back, and the two of us began our slow ascent back up.
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It was a few days later that Robbie was finally well enough for us to go and interrogate Tamara. I’d planned on doing it myself while he recovered, but Robbie had adamantly insisted that he be there as well, and after he’d nearly become Tamara’s latest victim, I supposed that was fair.

Rollins and I had come to collect him from the hospital. That was another small perk of waiting for Robbie to get better; Rollins and I had gotten a couple more days to spend together. She’d played tour guide in that time, as she had a few days earlier when she’d given me a quick, abbreviated tour of Basseterre while we’d been on our way to the police station from her apartment, a trip we’d since made multiple times in the days hence. We’d be going our separate ways after today, so I was grateful for the bit of extra time we’d managed to steal for ourselves. Now, it was time to get back to business, though.

Robbie was dressed and ready to go by the time we made it to his hospital room.

“Hey, perfect timing,” he remarked as he turned to look at us. “I was just—Agh!” He hissed, wincing suddenly.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, quickly striding over to where he was standing by the bed.

He held up a hand to stop me.

“Don’t worry.” He exhaled. “Just moved in the wrong direction.” He looked down at himself, carefully turning this way and that. “Okay, good, it doesn’t look like I’m bleeding.” He sighed as he looked back up at us. “I was lucky that Tamara didn’t hit anything vital when she shot me. Or, well, I guess ‘lucky’ isn’t the right word since she did it on purpose.” His expression crumpled, and he glowered down at his hands.

“Rita,” Rollins reminded us. “Rita Dulcette, actually.”

That was right. After she had been arrested and the police had taken her prints, we’d discovered that Tamara was not ‘Tamara’ at all, but rather one Rita Dulcette. Robbie, having been recuperating in the hospital this entire time, still wasn’t up to speed on what we’d uncovered. For that matter, Rollins and I still weren’t actually caught up on what had happened with Robbie. I hadn’t wanted to pester him with questions while he was recovering, so everything that had happened between when he’d left the bar and when we’d found them in the forest was still a mystery.

“Who?” Robbie looked back and forth between the two of us.

“Why don’t we tell you about it in the car?” I suggested.

“Sure,” he agreed, and as he winced again, the words he’d spoken earlier rang in my mind.

She did it on purpose.

What had he meant by that?

Leaving the hospital was slow going because of Robbie, or at least slower than usual. Although he could walk, obviously, I could tell that doing so wasn’t without pain. It was extremely fortunate that the bullet hadn’t hit an organ. Gunshot wounds to the abdomen could be and often were fatal.

Once we were finally out to the car, I decided to prod further.

“What did you mean when you said that Tamara, I mean, Dulcette, did that on purpose?” I asked, frowning at him. Robbie raised an eyebrow at me as he got settled into his seat in the front, leaning the chair back so he could get as comfortable as possible.

“What? Oh!” His eyes lit up as he realized what I was referring to, only to darken again.

“Well, just what I said,” he grumbled. “She shot me in a way that she knew wouldn’t kill me right away.”

“What?” Rollins gasped quietly, pausing midway through putting her seatbelt on as she snapped her head toward him. “What do you mean?”

“Okay, well, let me go back a little,” Robbie hummed as he looked up at the ceiling of the car in thought.

Rollins nodded, waiting patiently. I, in turn, leaned forward from the backseat, curious to hear exactly what had happened to lead them to that wreck in the woods.

“So, that night that I offered to drive her home?” Robbie began. “I started to suspect something was up right away.”

“Really?” I asked, and Robbie opened his mouth before clamping it shut again.

“Well, I suspected that something was up,” he clarified. “I remember thinking it was really weird how quickly her mood changed. Back at the bar, she’d been really quiet and moody, right? As soon as we were in the car, though, she was suddenly… different.” He made a face and shook his head. “In a creepy way. She gave me this really weird smile and told me I had ‘good lines’ or something like that. Honestly, I just figured she was an addict or mentally unwell.”

“She’s both of those things, so you weren’t wrong,” I scoffed bitterly.

Robbie responded with a short snort of laughter.

“Yeah, true,” he agreed. “Honestly, I didn’t suspect she was the perp then. I don’t know what I thought, but I knew she creeped me out. Anyway, we get to a red light, and the next thing I know, I’m getting whacked over the head.” He shut his eyes with a groan. “I still don’t know what she hit me with, but it was enough to daze me. I turned to look at her, and she was just grinning the most crazy grin I’ve ever seen. Then she hit me again, and I don’t remember much after that for a while.”

“Sounds like Freya,” Rollins noted, and Robbie nodded.

“Yeah, when I came to again, I pretty much figured out what was going on,” he explained. “It was still dark, and I couldn’t move. I thought that maybe she’d tied me up because no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t lift my arms or even sit up.”

“She must have drugged you with whatever she’d been using on everyone else,” I muttered, and Robbie hummed in agreement.

“We were still in the car,” he went on. “Only I was in the backseat now, and she was driving. I could hear her mumbling, talking about how something wasn’t ‘perfect’ enough.”

“Yeah, she kept saying stuff like that when I encountered her as well,” I remarked. “She was obsessed with something.”

“The perfect photo,” Robbie replied, turning to look back at me and letting out a hiss when doing so caused him to twist in the wrong way. “Ow, ouch. Bad idea. Dang, that stings. But yeah, once she realized I was awake, she started rambling to me. She told me that I was perfect and that I was going to help her take the perfect death photo. She told me that for years, she’s been trying to capture the ‘exact moment of death,’ and I was going to help her finally do that.”

“So that’s what she was talking about,” I murmured, mostly to myself, as snippets of the night I’d confronted her filtered through my mind. “Back in the woods, she rambled about how death is ‘beautiful’ and how she wanted to show the world not to fear it or something.”

“Yeah, sounds about right,” Robbie replied. “She said a lot of stuff like that to me, too. She mentioned something about how she’d almost died, but she survived when everyone else didn’t, and that made her realize that she was special, and it was her duty to carry the message of death to the rest of the world.” Robbie snorted. “So complete psychotic babbling, basically.”

“That… makes sense, actually,” Rollins replied, her lips pursing as she looked at Robbie.

“What?” Robbie furrowed his eyebrows at her. “In what way does any of that crazy talk make sense?”

“No, not what she was saying,” Rollins amended. “I mean why she said it.” She turned in her seat to look at me before returning her attention to Robbie. “While you were in the hospital, Marston and I uncovered a few things with the help of the police.”

“Oh?” Robbie replied. For a moment, it looked like he was going to turn and try to look at me again, but he seemed to think better of it at the last moment and kept still.

“Tama—Dulcette,” I corrected myself, already used to referring to her by the former name, “was involved in a catastrophic plane crash a few years back.”

“Whoa, seriously?” Robbie asked. “Huh. I guess that’s not surprising. It explains why she’s so obsessed with death, I guess.”

“It does,” Rollins agreed. “Especially since she was the sole survivor.”

“Wow,” Robbie scoffed bitterly. “Of all the people who could have survived, it had to be the insane serial killer?”

“Well, I don’t think she was a serial killer before the crash,” I explained. “In fact, we’ve been looking into the identities of the people in the photos, and it seems that she definitely wasn’t.”

“I think the crash turned her into a serial killer,” Rollins added. “Survivor’s guilt is a very real phenomenon among sole survivors of traumatic events like these. I guess Dulcette wasn’t able to handle it.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I quipped. “Everyone deals with death and trauma in different ways, but most people don’t become murderers over it.”

“That’s why she wanted to kill me?” Robbie asked, deadpan. “Because she didn’t die? She sucks.”

“No argument about that,” I replied, chuckling at his comment even despite the gravity of the situation. It was ironic, in a way.

“We’ll know more about her motivations once we actually speak with her,” Rollins replied. “But I think our theory makes sense. The massive settlement payout she got also explains how she’s been able to travel the world like she has.”

“Yeah,” I added. “After the crash, there was a huge lawsuit against the airline. They eventually settled out of court, from what we could find, so we don’t know exactly how much she got, but—”

“It must have been a nice chunk of change,” Robbie determined with a scoff. “At least one of those photos had a European tag on the car, remember? Ugh!” He made a frustrated noise and reached a hand up to massage his temples. “Is it weird that I sort of hate her more now? I knew she was crazy from the first moment I heard her ranting about wanting to kill me and take her ‘perfect’ photos of my dead body, but learning that she killed all those people because she survived?” He exhaled heavily. “Most people would be grateful for the second chance, and instead, she decided to go around doing harm to others.”

“You’re well within your rights to be angry,” Rollins replied as she turned on the ignition so we could finally head out. We’d been so absorbed hearing Robbie’s recounting of the night he was taken that we hadn’t even left the parking lot.

“How did you end up at the bottom of that hill, though?” I asked, still curious about that aspect of the story.

“Yeah, I have no idea,” Robbie replied flatly. “Honestly, the entire time she was rambling to me about her plans is all a blur. I’m not sure if she was talking for five minutes or an hour, but I know that I eventually passed out again.” He shrugged. “I woke up again when I felt the car flying through the air. I was wide awake by the time it stopped rolling. I still felt a little woozy, but she must have failed to dose me again because my head was a lot clearer. So then I just started crawling away.”

“That must have been around the time that you got that call,” I said to Rollins before turning to Robbie. “Someone called the police and reported that there was smoke coming from the woods. That’s how they found the car.”

“What took you so long to get there, then?” Robbie joked, and though I couldn’t see his face, I could hear the teasing lilt in his voice. “Anyway, I just dragged myself along, both because I wasn’t sure where she was and because I didn’t feel strong enough to stand. After a while, a few minutes, I guess, I could hear her voice. I wasn’t sure if I should keep crawling away or just lie there and try to stay invisible. In the end, though, I forced myself to get up and try to walk. I could hear her getting closer, and I knew I needed to move.”

“What was she saying?” I asked as Rollins continued on down the street.

“Just more rambling at first,” Robbie replied with a half-shrug. “After a while, though, it changed. It sounded like she was talking to someone else.”

“It was me,” I replied. “I called you. After we heard that the car had crashed, I hoped you’d somehow managed to escape and make off with it.”

“Sure wish I had,” Robbie snorted. “Anyway, she found me after that. And that’s when she told me that she’d shot me that way on purpose.” From the backseat, I could see him shudder. “She had this crazy smile on her face. She didn’t even say anything. She just lifted the gun and shot me right here.” He absentmindedly lifted his hand to his abdomen. “I fell down, flat on my back, and she leaned in close and told me not to worry. I wouldn’t die right away. She said she knew just where to aim so that none of the vital organs would be hit, and I’d die slowly.”

“Oh my gosh, Agent Holm.” Rollins gasped as she turned to look at him, her expression one of pure horror.

“She said something else after that,” Robbie grumbled. “Something about how my ‘prolonged suffering’ would enhance the photo.” He mimicked Dulcette’s shaky, mumbled voice as he spoke. “Basically, she wanted me to be in pain for as long as possible.”

“That… witch,” Rollins spat, though I suspected that wasn’t the word she really wanted to use. “And to think, I actually felt a little sorry for her when I read about what happened with the plane crash.”

“What!?” Robbie balked, shooting her an indignant look. “You felt bad for her?”

“Well, a little,” Rollins muttered sheepishly. “But not now, obviously. Not after what you’ve just told us.” She shook her head. “Being traumatized is one thing, but it’s no excuse to torture people.”

“I’m glad you came to your senses,” Robbie replied half-jokingly. “Anyway, after that, I heard Marston screaming. Tamara, uh, I mean, Dulcette heard him too. She looked so angry. She started whining about how it was going to be perfect, and he just had to show up and ruin it. Then she told me to wait there and ran off.”

“Which would be when I ran into her,” I surmised.

“And you know the rest,” Robbie replied. “Honestly, I’m not sure where I found the strength to get back up. When I heard gunshots going off, though, I was suddenly on my feet before I knew it.”

“And just in the nick of time to save my skin,” I replied, unable to hold back a smile. I knew and had known for a while that I could always depend on Robbie as my partner. Even when he was injured, half-dead, and in danger himself, he always pulled through, just as he had that night in the woods. Of course, he’d collapsed right after, but his intervention had been enough for me to turn the tides in the end.

“Well, I’m glad both of you will be heading home in one piece,” Rollins remarked. She smiled at Robbie before lifting her gaze to shoot me a smile as well through the rear-view mirror.

“So am I,” Robbie quipped morbidly. “I have to admit, when I was lying there on the forest floor with a bullet in my gut and a serial killer standing over me, I wasn’t entirely sure that would be the case.”

“Oh, come on!” I joked, resisting the urge to clap him on the shoulder at the last minute as I leaned forward again. “We’ve made it through worse.”

“Sure,” Robbie griped, “but that doesn’t mean I want to keep testing fate.”

“Stop getting taken hostage then,” I teased, and despite his injury, Robbie made the effort to turn to glare at me. There was no real anger in the expression, though.

“Haha,” he shot back sarcastically before shooting me a smirk. “Remember you said that the next time you need rescuing.”

“Hold on,” I protested with a laugh. “Let’s just calm down for a minute.”

Our banter continued back and forth all the way to the local jail where Dulcette was currently being held. It had been a long, rough, and perilous case, but we’d pulled through, just as we always had. As Robbie hit me with another dry comment, I was beyond relieved that he was still here to do so.


28


ETHAN


Dulcette’s interrogation was possibly the easiest we’d ever done, or at least very high up on the list. It definitely helped that she really didn’t seem to think she’d done anything wrong.

“Don’t you understand?” she prattled on, that same deranged smile on her face as she looked at Robbie, Rollins, and me across the table from her. “I’m helping people. Nobody needs to be afraid of death ever again. In fact, they should want it! Death is peace. Death is transcendence. You can have it too!” She fixed her gaze on me then, breathing heavily as she leaned forward across the table in the interrogation room.

“Let me kill you,” she literally begged. “You would be so beautiful. I know it would work this time, I know it!”

I swallowed as a wave of nausea hit me. It wasn’t often that I was affected by a perp. I wasn’t easy to intimidate or rattle, but Dulcette… was not normal. I wasn’t afraid of her, per se, as much as I was absolutely revolted.

She’d already admitted to all the other killings. Brianna had been the first for Saint Kitts and Nevis, of course. Dulcette had noticed her by chance at the Green Stone and chosen her as a victim simply because Brianna had pretty hair, according to Dulcette. Next had been Clearwater, and that had been when things went very wrong.

She’d strangled Brianna, but that killing hadn’t left her satisfied. It hadn’t been ‘perfect.’ She’d buried Brianna in the same woods where Freya had later been attacked, and we filed that tidbit of information away to pass on to the police later so they’d be able to recover her body.

After that, she’d returned to the Green Stone, having deemed it a prime hunting ground for future victims, just as Rollins and I had suspected. It didn’t take her long to set her eyes on Clearwater, drunk and easy to manipulate with just some flirting. According to Dulcette, it had been his ruddy, angry face that she’d liked. She’d wanted to see what that face would look like in the throes of death, gasping for air. She’d never used drowning as a killing method before, and Dulcette thought perhaps that was the fatal flaw in her grand plan. She’d just been killing people wrong this entire time.

Unfortunately, Clearwater’s murder had gone disastrously wrong. She’d managed to push him off the boat, yes, but in doing so, she had accidentally knocked her notebook of photos off the boat as well. That had caused her to panic, as we’d assumed. Because it was nighttime, she hadn’t been able to see the book. By the time she turned her attention back to Clearwater, he’d already drowned, and she had failed to snap the photo at the right time.

That had kicked off her spiral into full madness. She’d been unable to rest after the loss of her book, staying awake for days on end. She’d found out where to buy drugs on the island, first weed and then coke when the former was no longer enough to take the edge off. Nothing was enough, though. Nothing could soothe her mania like a kill, which was when she’d gone after Freya. Of course, by then, she’d been sleep-deprived and drugged out of her mind, which explained why she’d done such an awful job. And, of course, we knew about the rest involving Robbie.

“Please,” Dulcette whispered, smiling prettily like a child begging for candy. “Please let me kill you. I’ve thought of a better way now. We can use a knife, and—”

“I think we’re done talking,” I interrupted, getting to my feet. We’d gotten what we’d come for, a confession, and staying here was only giving Dulcette a chance to indulge in her perturbing fantasies.

“What?” Dulcette balked, her face draining of color as she looked up at me. “No, you can’t leave! We’re so close! We can do this if we work together!” When I didn’t budge, she turned to Robbie.

“You,” she hissed. “You’ll let me, won’t you? We almost did it. You bled so nicely. You looked so lovely and scared. We can still finish what we—”

“Nope,” Robbie quipped, getting to his feet and shaking his head as he stalked toward the door. “We’re leaving now.”

“No!” Dulcette screeched as she attempted to leap over the table at us. I braced myself as I moved in front of Robbie, who was still injured, ready to take her on. The door to the interrogation room burst open before she could get anywhere, though, and a pair of guards rushed in.

“Let me go!” Dulcette screamed as the guards went to grab her arms on either side. “I need to kill them! Let me kill them! I need to do it! Please!”

She continued screaming as the three of us filed out, her shouts growing more distant with every step we took away from the interrogation room. I wasn’t ashamed to admit that a chill coursed through me as I listened to those screams. I’d dealt with countless scores of powerful, dangerous people, and yet this tiny waif of a woman was, in a way, far more frightening because she simply couldn’t be reasoned with. We couldn’t bargain with or negotiate with her. Dulcette’s need to kill was a compulsion that seeped into her very bones. It wasn’t money she was after, or power, or authority, or any of the things that bad people usually craved. No, all she wanted was death itself.

The fact that Robbie had been in her clutches, even if just for a short while, was horrifying to think about.

I could tell that Robbie felt the same way because it wasn’t until we were both safely back in Miami that his mood finally lifted. From the moment Dulcette had begged him to let her kill him in the interrogation room, he’d worn a sour look on his face. It wasn’t shocking, of course, but I’d been concerned about him all the same. Now that we were finally back home, though, it seemed like the rush of having closed a case had finally hit him.

“Yeah, I fought her off on my own,” Robbie bragged as he recounted the events of the case for the other agents around the bullpen. “While Marston was off canoodling with the liaison.”

“While I was what?” I scowled at him, which only caused him to grin in response.

“Geez, Marston,” Muñoz scolded me, her eyebrows knitting together in an expression of disapproval. “You know you don’t have to chase after every woman you meet, right?”

I was about to protest but thought better of it, shooting Robbie a sly look instead.

“What were you saying just now?” I teased. “About how you fought Dulcette off single-handedly.” I cocked my head at him. “I don’t recall exactly how that went down.”

I hadn’t corrected any of Robbie’s embellishments to the story, figuring he deserved to brag a little after nearly dying, but if he was going to lob shots at me, then it was fair game.

“Oh, well, um—” Robbie stammered, his face reddening. He cleared his throat and started back in on the story of how he’d rescued himself from Dulcette, crawling through the freezing rain in the middle of the night to do so.

I shook my head, holding back a laugh.

The rest of the day passed by just like that, with everyone offering what I assumed were slightly exaggerated retellings of the cases they’d worked that past week. Markus, too, told everyone about the bizarre adventure he’d been on. With a false arrest for murder and Diane winding up shot, his story might have been the one to take the cake out of all of them.

“Technically, I only got dragged into all that because of you!” he joked, shooting me a crooked smile. “It was because I went to get that dog from your boat that I was even there. Oh, the dog is okay, by the way. Bajwa too. He told me to say hi to you. I don’t think he’s going back to the marina after this.”

“I’m not surprised,” I replied. There were services that could dispose of the ruined boat for him, and after everything that had happened, I could understand why he’d never want to step foot in that place again.

On my way out that night, I ran into Bonnie coming up from the lab in the basement.

“Oh, Ethan!” she greeted me, smiling brightly. “I’m glad I caught you. I wanted to know if you’d followed up with Dr. Slade about the Grendel stuff! You got me invested in this ship, so you’re not allowed to hold out on me!”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I laughed, and she fell into step beside me as we made our way to the parking lot. “But no. I’ve been so busy I haven’t been in touch with him.”

“Aw, lame,” Bonnie grumbled, making a face at me. “Well, let me know as soon as you learn something. Or if you need help analyzing something!”

“Will do,” I assured her. She smiled and moved to walk away.

“Oh,” she called out softly, pausing to look over her shoulder. “And I’m glad you and Robbie are both back. We were worried about you.”

I smiled back, touched by the comment.

“Thanks,” I replied, and then the two of us headed our own ways.

Bonnie’s comment had re-awoken my eagerness to investigate the Rogue. It was easy to let it slip my mind when I was busy chasing down bad guys or trying to rescue Robbie, but now that there was nothing more pressing for me to focus on, it had suddenly been thrust back to the forefront of my mind.

As soon as I reached home, I made for my bedroom. For just a moment, as I walked through my houseboat, a small part of me mourned the loss of the dog’s presence. It had been kind of nice, and not for the first time, I wished I had the kind of job that would allow me to keep a pet.

“Maybe I could find a really old, lazy one,” I muttered to myself. One that wouldn’t need to be walked every day. Did those exist? I would have to look into it.

For the moment, however, what I really wanted to do was get to my computer so I could shoot Slade a message.

When I finally sat down and booted up my laptop, I was surprised to find that Slade had actually emailed me while I was in Basseterre, not once but three times.

A mix of excitement and apprehension coursed through me. Had he discovered something? He must have, for him to have contacted me this many times. Then again, what had he found that so urgently required my attention?

I opened the first email and perused through it, skimming through the photos he’d attached. He’d gotten the safe open, according to the progress photos. There were a lot, and while I wanted to examine them carefully, I was also curious about what the other emails contained. I skipped to the next one, which contained only a short message.

Ethan, please contact me back at your earliest convenience. The sooner, the better.

“What happened?” I muttered to myself as I moved to the next email. Slade obviously hadn’t waited for me to respond before contacting me again. When I opened the next email, my eyes grew wide.

Ethan, please, it is imperative that you contact me as soon as you possibly can. I have discovered something inside the safe that is potentially very, very dangerous. Please, I need to know exactly what you did with the safe before you sent it to me and to what degree you were exposed to the contents. I do not mean to alarm you, but frankly, you should be alarmed.

PLEASE REPLY ASAP


EPILOGUE


“You’re pulling my leg,” Elgin scoffed, flashing me a wry smile. “That’s not true. You’re not really a retired super secret agent.”

“It’s true,” Charlie insisted, jumping to my defense before I could. “That’s not even the craziest story he’s ever told us.”

“No,” Elgin replied skeptically, although I could tell by the twinkle in his eyes and the mirth in his voice that he was mostly just teasing. “You’re messing with me. This is TV stuff.”

“It’s all true,” I replied, unable to resist pulling a smirk. It felt oddly flattering for someone to be so impressed by a story that they literally refused to believe it had happened.

“Sorry.” Ty scoffed, looking around at the group with incredulity. “Are we all just going to pretend that Ethan didn’t just admit to unleashing some kind of horror on Miami?” He turned to me. “What the heck was in the safe?”

“Probably not anything too bad,” Mac scoffed. “It was probably something radioactive, and that’s why Slade was concerned. Right?” She turned to look at me.

“Oh, yeah.” Ty snorted. “Just some mysterious radioactive object plucked from the bottom of the ocean. No big deal.”

“Well—” I hummed, deliberately refusing to elaborate further.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re not going to tell us,” Charlie groaned before turning to Elgin. “He always does this. Drops some absolutely crazy piece of information at us and then refuses to tell us about it.”

“But it’s all true,” Ty insisted. “Ethan did all kinds of crazy cool stuff back in the day. Every story he tells us is wild.”

“Well, that’s because I only tell you the fun stories,” I pointed out with a smile. “You’d all be bored to tears if I told you about every time Robbie and I went out on a run-of-the-mill drug case that we solved right away.”

“I thought Diane shucked all those boring cases onto Baker,” Ty remarked, playing with the straw of his now-empty drink.

“Yeah, while he was still a rookie.” I chuckled. “It wasn’t like that forever. You all met him. He eventually started handling big cases just like the rest of us.”

“Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask about that,” Mac spoke up, pausing for a moment to pop a piece of fried shrimp into her mouth.

I eyed the plate warily. She’d ordered it hours ago, midway through the story, but had been too distracted to do more than pick at it. It must have been cold by now, but honestly, that was the least of my worries, given how long it had been sitting out unrefrigerated. Mac didn’t seem concerned, though.

“What happened to him?” she went on after she’d finished her bite.

“Who? Baker?” I asked, unsure what she was talking about. “Nothing. He’s still an MBLIS agent.”

“No, no,” Mac replied, shaking her head. “I know that. I mean… Why did he become the way he is now?”

“I’m going to be honest, Mac.” I sighed, folding my arms as I leaned back in the chair I had behind the bar. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“She’s drunk,” Charlie quipped before taking a sip from his own glass.

“No,” Mac scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Well, yeah, I am. But no, do you really not know what I’m talking about?” She looked around at me, Charlie, and Ty.

Elgin pursed his lips awkwardly as she did, literally caught in the middle and obviously a lot more clueless than the rest of us.

“Oh, come on!” Mac scoffed, deflating on her stool as she popped another piece of shrimp in her mouth. “There’s no way I’m the only one who noticed. Every time Ethan talks about him, he’s this shy, awkward, goofy little guy.”

“That does sound like him,” I replied, laughing softly.

“Right, but that’s not the guy we met back when we visited the MBLIS office,” Mac countered. “I mean, he was nice and all, and he was kind of…” She scrunched her nose up and tilted her head to the side in thought. “A tool?”

Charlie spit the sip he’d just taken out all over the bar, laughing so hard he doubled over.

“Hey, watch it!” I griped, leaning back to avoid the spray. “Come on.” I tutted in disapproval as I reached beneath the bar for a cleaning rag.

“I can’t believe you said that.” Ty snickered. “I’m going to tell him you said that.”

“Because you two are such good friends and hang out all the time?” Mac shot back sarcastically before sticking her tongue out at him. “That’s not really the right word, anyway. I’m not sure how to describe it. But I remember while we were there, his partner saying something about how he’d been at a strip club the night before? They didn’t realize I was listening, but they were arguing about some stripper.”

“Wait, are you serious?” Ty gaped at her, his eyes brightening with curiosity.

“Yes!” Mac replied excitedly. “And I overheard him one night at that hotel, too. He was on the phone at like four in the morning, and I could tell he was talking to a woman. Then his partner went into the room he was in and just stayed in there with him until dawn.”

“Ugh, that’s so not fair,” Charlie grumbled. “You and Jeff got to go and help save Robbie, and Ty and I missed out on all the fun.”

“And some pretty juicy gossip, from the sound of it.” Ty laughed.

“You really did,” Mac teased, grinning impishly at them. “Anyway, that’s what I meant. From the way Ethan’s always described him, I expected a sweet, dorky knight-in-shining-armor type. Instead, the guy we met was a—”

“Player?” Charlie offered.

“A Chad?” Ty suggested, and although I’d stayed out of the silly gossip up until then, that prompted me to cut in.

“A what?” I raised my eyebrows at Ty. “What did you just say?”

“A Chad,” Ty replied, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You know, those cocky gym bro guys who walk around flexing about how much tail they pull.”

“I am no less confused,” I deadpanned.

“A jerk,” Charlie translated. “A womanizer. Probably spends all his time admiring himself in the mirror.”

“Ah,” I replied. Now, I understood perfectly what they were talking about. “No, though. That’s not Baker. I mean, sure, he’s not as meek as he was when he was a rookie, but he’s not a jerk or a ‘Chad’ or whatever else you kids use as insults these days.”

“Mm, no, it wasn’t anything that extreme,” Mac confirmed. “Still. It seems like a pretty big change, no? To go from being scandalized that his partner would step into a strip club to having some kind of weird love affair with one?”

“How long has it been since you caught up with this friend of yours, Ethan?” Elgin chimed in.

“Well, it’s been a little while, actually,” I murmured, racking my brain as I tried to recall the last time Baker and I had actually had a decent talk that wasn’t just a few words exchanged between tasks on a case.

I couldn’t remember.

Had he really changed so much? I supposed it was possible. Mac was shrewd, and if she’d noticed it, then there must be some merit to it.

“I think we’ve stumped Ethan,” Ty declared smugly.

“Not on your life,” I shot back, flashing him a grin. “I was just thinking that maybe it’s time I got together with some of the other agents. We met up with a few of them back when Robbie went missing, but it’d still be nice to see some of the old gang.”

“Oh, invite them here!” Mac requested pleadingly. “I’d love to meet everyone.”

“Honestly, I would, too,” Charlie added enthusiastically. “After hearing you talk about everyone for so long, it kind of feels like we already know them.”

“Well, I, uh, think I should get going,” Elgin cut in, a sheepish smile on his face. “I feel like I’m intruding on a private moment here.”

“No!” Mac protested at the same time that I was about to refute him. “The more the merrier. Ethan doesn’t mind, right?” She turned to me expectantly.

“Not at all,” I replied. “You’re always welcome here. On the other hand, though, it is late. We should call it a night. You still need to figure out a way home, right?” I turned to Elgin, who nodded.

“Yes, I do,” he replied. “Since they came and took my car and all.”

“You can ride with us,” Mac offered. “None of us can drive after drinking, so we’re going to get an Uber, anyway.”

“Well, I’d be much obliged,” Elgin replied, smiling warmly at Mac. “Thank you.”

“Aw, that’s it?” Ty whined, flopping his elbows down onto the bar top. “But we’ve barely talked about the case! What happened with the book? Did you find all the other victims from the photos?”

“We did, actually,” I replied. “Surprisingly enough, Dulcette was more than willing to give us the details.” I held back a shudder. “I think she saw it as showing off her ‘artwork,’ but regardless, we were able to bring peace to a lot of the victim’s families.”

“Aw, that’s bittersweet,” Mac noted, her face falling. “I mean, it’s great that they found out what happened, but ugh. It’s sad that they had to go through that in the first place.”

“Well, at least Ethan and Robbie stopped it from happening to anyone else,” Charlie replied, lifting his glass in the air in a wobbly toast before draining what was left.

“Hear, hear,” Elgin joined in, raising what little was left of his beer as well.

“Oh, wait!” Mac called out around another mouthful of cold shrimp. “What about the camera?” She looked expectantly up at me as she finished chewing. “What happened to her camera? Did you find it?”

“We did,” I replied, fighting to keep the smirk off my face as I walked out from behind the bar and toward a shelf on the opposite end of the room. The kids and Elgin all followed me with their eyes as I reached up to pluck a lockbox off a shelf beneath one of the tables. The lockbox was decorated to look like something out of the 1700s, an old treasure chest maybe, so it fit in perfectly with the decor of the rest of the bar.

“Aw, nice,” Ty said excitedly as I returned to the bar with the lockbox. “It’s in there, huh? You stole it?”

“I didn’t—” I started to counter before pursing my lips shut. “Okay, technically, I did. Accidentally! After the fight, when Rollins offered to help me up the hill, I remembered I’d dropped my gun and went back to look for it. Between keeping Dulcette restrained and then checking on Robbie, it had slipped my mind until the end. While we were looking for it, though, we found something else.”

I punched in the code to the box and flipped the lid open. Like a pack of vultures, the kids and Elgin all descended on the box, peering curiously down at the contents.

“This is it,” I replied as I lifted a simple, instant camera out of the lockbox. It wasn’t anything special to anyone that didn’t know its history. In truth, compared to some of the other things I had hidden away inside the box, it was downright benign.

“Looks old,” Charlie remarked.

“It is,” I confirmed with a nod. “During that last interrogation, Dulcette said she tried experimenting with different mediums in her quest to capture that perfect photo. She’d been trying her hand at instant photography when we finally caught her. She said she thought since the photo was captured instantly, she might get better results.”

“She was insane,” Mac grumbled, her eyebrows furrowing together. “She was never going to be satisfied. She would have just kept killing if you hadn’t stopped her.”

“I agree,” Elgin replied solemnly. “From the way you described her, it doesn’t sound like there was any helping her.”

“That’s how it is sometimes,” I replied as I set the camera back into the lockbox. As I did, Ty suddenly leaned forward even further.

“Is that a gun!?” he asked.

“Um, maybe,” I replied stiffly, moving to close the box.

“Wait, there’s a lot of other stuff in there,” Mac protested with a whine, pouting as her view of the contents was cut off.

“I’m aware,” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “All things that are locked away for a reason.”

“So why is it just out on the shelf?” Ty challenged.

“Better to hide things in plain sight,” I replied without missing a beat. “Not a single one of you ever thought twice about this box before I showed it to you, did you?” I looked around at them, but none made a peep in response.

“You have them there.” Elgin laughed.

“Hold on,” Charlie hummed, narrowing his eyes at me. “Ethan… why is all that stuff locked away?”

“Because they are,” I shot back, although I could already tell by the calculating expressions on their faces that they would not be letting it go at just that.

“That camera was in there because it’s stolen evidence,” Ty remarked in a playfully accusatory manner, a sly smile spreading over his face. “Is everything in there stuff you stole, Ethan?”

“You make me sound like a criminal when you say it like that,” I scoffed, neither confirming nor denying the claim.

“It is!” Mac gasped, her eyes dancing with glee. “Ethan, why do you have a stolen gun?”

“Especially when you obviously have a non-stolen one,” Charlie added mirthfully. “Suspicious.”

“I didn’t—” I faltered, unsure how to explain. Ultimately, though, I supposed the truth was the best method.

“Fine,” I sighed heavily. “Yes, it’s a stolen gun, technically.”

“Whoa, why do you have it?” Ty asked, practically foaming at the mouth for the details of what I was sure he expected was a juicy story.

He wasn’t wrong.

“To protect the person who bought it,” I replied vaguely.

“Oh, interesting,” Mac crooned, leaning back on her stool like she expected there to be a back to it. She wobbled and nearly fell before regaining her balance. “I’m okay.” She cleared her throat sheepishly. “More importantly, though, who were you protecting, Ethan?”

“And how does stealing a gun and hiding it in your bar accomplish that?” Charlie added.

I cracked a smile at their curious expressions.

“That,” I replied coyly, “is a story for another time.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

Follow me on Amazon.

Follow me through e-mail.

Here’s my Facebook Group.
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