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Before Shayla Pierce turned in for bed, she checked Brooke one more time. Inside the tiny bedroom at the end of the hall, her four-year-old daughter curled beneath the covers, the blanket pulled past her eyes, her legs running across the mattress, as though something chased the girl in a dream.
This is how it had been since two weeks ago, during their camping trip to Wolf Lake State Park. Brooke swore a monster had watched her through the dusty window and tried to break inside the cabin. The panic attacks forced Shayla to shorten their vacation. Since returning home, her daughter never slept through the night. Brooke claimed the monster followed them home. It hid in the closet and crept out after Shayla turned out the lights. Sometimes it slipped beneath Brooke’s bed and waited for the child to close her eyes.
Every night, Shayla followed the same routine—tuck her daughter beneath the covers, drop to all fours and check under the bed, then open the closet, pushing aside the clothes hangers to ensure the hideous beast wasn’t inside. Now Brooke’s fears affected Shayla. Tonight, while she searched beneath the bed, she had the creeping sensation something horrible would stare back at her. A demon with razor-sharp talons and jagged teeth. But that was crazy. There were no monsters hiding in the house.
Her child’s imagination never ceased to amaze Shayla. She couldn’t blame Brooke. When Shayla was young, night terrors made her flee into her parents’ bedroom, before the devils emerged from the shadows. But nightmares never debilitated Shayla the way they did Brooke. Shayla’s nightmares had been rare, maybe once every month or two. Not every night.
Shayla wondered if Brooke’s nightmares stemmed from not having a father. She’d adopted Brooke and raised her in a single-parent household, caring for her girl as best as she could. Being fatherless must have unsettled Brooke in ways Shayla never predicted.
Shayla filled her glass at the sink and padded barefoot from the kitchen through the living room. The lights were off. Moonlight puddled on the carpet and lent the downstairs an eerie quality that fed her paranoia. After checking the locks, she carried the water down the dark hallway and into the bedroom, where she placed the glass on the nightstand. She slid into bed and pulled the comforter to her chin. Venetian blinds invited slashes of lunar light into the room. Through the blinds, the neighbor’s roof appeared glazed in frost, another trick of the moonlight. The summer heat guaranteed the first killing freeze was months away.
A shadow rolled across the neighbor’s rooftop. Shayla flinched. Whatever moved through the night, it was gone now.
Inside the state park, it had been easy to imagine a threat hidden among the trees and watching from the forest. Now that they were home, surrounded by familiar faces in a safe neighborhood, Brooke’s night terrors should have stopped.
For a long time, she listened for Brooke. The girl often whimpered in her sleep. But it was quiet down the hall tonight. A good sign, Shayla thought. Shayla and Brooke both needed a good night’s sleep.
The phone hummed on the nightstand. Shayla snatched it up and checked the message. Mr. Collins sent her a briefing on their latest client. She sighed, wishing her boss would leave her alone after hours. As an attorney, Shayla faced long, stressful days. Home was her sanctuary. Though she often worked for an hour after supper while Brooke played, Shayla put the office out of her mind when bedtime arrived. Otherwise, she’d stay awake all night, fretting about cases and office politics.
Shayla shut off the phone and placed it face-down on the nightstand. With a yawn, she curled beneath the sheets. Overhead, the fan threw strange shapes across the ceiling.
She closed her eyes.
Thump.
Something moved inside the house. Shayla lay on her back, eyes wide open, the curdling terror that someone was inside the house making her wish she hadn’t turned off the phone. She told herself the sound was nothing more than the house settling. The possibility of Brooke climbing out of bed and wandering through the hallway gave Shayla pause. Her daughter never sleepwalked. Unless the nightmares provoked Brooke to flee the imagined monsters.
Shayla sat up. The door stood open so she could hear Brooke. Silence bled down the hallway.
A cloud passed over the moon and plunged the neighborhood into infinite darkness. Even the streetlights failed to push back the black. Shayla reached for her phone, deciding it was best to leave it on all night, even if that meant Mr. Collins rousting her awake with messages. Didn’t her boss ever sleep?
Her trembling hand fumbled with the phone. The phone dropped to the floor and rattled against the hardwood, the noise deafeningly loud amid the quiet. Cursing, she reached over the bed and felt something push against the mattress. Subtle, but she’d noticed. Her arm froze in place, dangling over the side of the bed. She pulled it back before Brooke’s monster could grab her wrist.
Now she was acting crazy. There were no monsters.
So what had caused the mattress to move?
It must have been an old spring popping into place. Shayla determined to purchase a new mattress, something more supportive than the hand-me-down she’d slept on since she and Morgan purchased the little house in Kane Grove.
Shayla grabbed the phone off the floor and placed it on the pillow. Huddled inside the covers, she pressed the power button. Nothing. She tried again. The darn phone refused to awaken. She hoped she hadn’t damaged the phone when she dropped it. As she fiddled with the button, the mattress shifted again, as if a beast crawled beneath her bed.
Her heart slammed against her chest, ready to rip through her skin.
Shayla stared at the night-shrouded window. Her brain searched for reason as fear pushed her to the brink of insanity. There was something under the bed. It wasn’t her imagination.
Except there had to be some explanation. Her leg had spasmed, or another spring had popped. Beds didn’t move on their own.
She pushed the covers off and sat up, prepared to scream until blood coated her lungs, if the mattress shifted again. It didn’t. That didn’t stop her from searching the room for a weapon. Her eyes settled on the lamp on the nightstand. She dropped one hesitant leg off the side of the bed. Her toes touched the bare floor.
No clawed hand reached out and grabbed her ankle.
Shayla released a breath and swung her other leg off the bed. Then she got down on all fours to check the bed frame, wondering if it had broken after years of use.
The man’s eyes stared back at her from beneath the bed. Crazed and filled with bloodlust.
Shayla opened her mouth to scream. He was too fast. The man pressed a cloth against her face and squeezed. She pounded her fists against his arms, barely able to fight as shock crippled her. There was a chemical scent to the cloth, something that sapped her strength and made her eyelids droop. Her legs pushed against the floorboards and struggled to find purchase.
Holding the cloth over her mouth and stifling her cries, he slid out from beneath the bed and pressed his massive body down on hers. Her last thought before she drifted unconscious was what the man would do to Brooke after he finished with her.
The madman chuckled in her ear as the room turned black.
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A welcome breeze played through Chelsey Byrd’s hair, keeping the heat at bay, as she propped her arms on the gunwale. Sheriff Thomas Shepherd piloted his new motorboat, with Jack, the enormous, wolf-like dog he’d rescued seated beside him. The dog’s tongue hung out while he smiled, looking back and forth between Thomas and Chelsey.
Sunlight sparkled over the waves. It was an idyllic summer day on Wolf Lake, as Chelsey glanced over her shoulder and studied Thomas’s A-frame house beyond the shoreline. Chelsey had accepted her boyfriend’s invitation to sell her house and move in with him this summer. As she watched with amusement, he patted Jack on the head and pointed at a passing vessel, speaking to Jack as if the dog were human. Thomas possessed kind eyes and an unruly mop of hair that refused to yield to any brush or comb. To Chelsey, he forever looked like a ten-year-old in an adult’s body. A doctor had diagnosed Thomas with Asperger’s syndrome when he was young. He’d grown up awkward and shy before Chelsey met him during high school and fell in love.
The couple passing on the lake honked and waved, and Thomas held up a hand. Thomas never stopped amazing Chelsey. He’d graduated from Cortland with a criminal justice degree, then moved to Los Angeles, leaving the safety of his hometown village and his parents to join the LAPD. Before long, he rose to detective, a position he held until a gangland bullet struck him in the back and nearly paralyzed him. Nobody questioned Thomas’s resilience. He was a fighter. After rehabilitating his injury, he returned home to Wolf Lake, accepted a menial deputy position, and rose to interim sheriff after Sheriff Gray retired. During his first month as deputy, Thomas shot and killed serial killer Jeremy Hyde, the man who’d terrorized Nightshade County that spring. As Gray had predicted, Thomas ran unopposed during the election.
“You’re smiling.”
Thomas’s voice jostled Chelsey out of her thoughts.
“I am.”
“What are you so happy about?”
Without replying, she gestured at the pristine lake, the house they shared, and at Thomas and Jack. They were an unexpected family, one she never could have foreseen. As a teenager, she’d struggled with depression. After the depression became too much for Chelsey to bear, she broke up with Thomas, leaving her former boyfriend confused and alone. Then she abandoned her friends and family, as if a part of her feared the depression was contagious and would infect the ones she loved.
Thomas read the worry creasing her brow. Shutting down the motor, he set the boat to drift wherever the waves took them. He dropped an arm around her shoulder and kissed the top of her head. Somehow he’d sensed that was exactly what she needed, perhaps because he’d survived so much hardship in his own life.
“The dreams started again,” she said, resting her head against his chest.
“The ones where the depression returns?”
“I don’t understand why. I’m doing everything right, aren’t I? Therapy every week, my exercise routine is on point, and I never forget my medication.”
“And you’re surrounded by people who care about you.”
Jack nuzzled her leg.
“And by Jack, too.”
“They’re only dreams, Chelsey. Don’t read into them. I still have nightmares where I have a final exam in college, and I haven’t—”
“—come to class all semester,” she finished for him. “Same.”
“Which is ridiculous, since I graduated with honors.”
“You love to include that little tidbit every time college comes up.”
He shrugged. “What can I say? Some students are destined for greatness.”
She caught the sarcasm in his grin and shook her head, laughing. “I barely passed my freshman year.”
“You dealt with a lot that year.”
“What if it comes back, Thomas?”
“Don’t talk like that. There’s no reason it should.”
“There was no reason for it to show up during high school, either. Yet it did.”
“Whatever happens, I’ll be here for you. Always.”
Chelsey kissed his lips as Jack lay at their feet, panting in the sun.
“Take stock in all you’ve accomplished,” he said. “Your private investigation firm is the best in the county. Clients come to you from Syracuse, Buffalo, and Albany. Wolf Lake Consulting is a godsend for the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. We wouldn’t solve half our cases without you.”
“Well, I have talented people working with me. I can’t believe I almost lost Raven and LeVar. At least the firm is on solid ground again.”
Village-wide reassessments on the firm’s property and Chelsey’s house almost pushed her into bankruptcy earlier that summer. She sold her house to a man named Micah, who purchased the property after his wife became abusive toward him and his daughter. Chelsey had stopped by to visit yesterday. Micah had a question about the sump pump in the cellar. Chelsey was pleased to find the girl hanging out with a new friend in the backyard, enjoying the tree house Micah had erected in the old elm near the back fence.
They were halfway across the lake now, drifting toward Wolf Lake State Park, where their friend, Darren Holt, held the ranger position. Darren lived with Chelsey’s partner, Raven Hopkins, in a cabin beside the camping grounds.
“Hey,” Chelsey said. “Maybe you should steer this thing before your precious boat smashes into a dock.”
“Good idea.”
Her phone buzzed with a received message. She tilted the screen away from the sun and snorted.
“LeVar is watching us from the guest house.”
Thomas stood on tiptoe, as though a few extra inches would help him see. LeVar Hopkins lived in the guest house behind the A-frame. A former member of the feared Harmon Kings gang, LeVar pursued a criminal justice degree at the local community college, while he interned at Chelsey’s private investigation firm.
“What does LeVar have to say?”
“Something about a three-hour tour. Yeah, he’s quoting Gilligan’s Island.”
Chuckling, Thomas restarted the motor and swung the boat around, pointing the bow toward the west side of the lake, where Serena Hopkins, mother to Raven and LeVar, lived. On the southern shore, the Mourning house stood beside the A-frame, shaded as the sun wandered toward the western sky. From the middle of the lake, Chelsey could see the concrete pathways Thomas had carved for Scout Mourning. The fifteen-year-old had lost her ability to walk after a vehicle collision three years ago. The girl had a knack for catching criminals and belonged to three internet sleuthing forums. Her research had helped Thomas identify Jeremy Hyde. After the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, with the aid of Wolf Lake Consulting, caught murderer Kendra Harmon earlier that summer, they’d celebrated at Wolf Lake State Park. LeVar swore Scout had moved her leg while he carried her through the shallows.
Chelsey leaned on the hull and studied the Mourning house. Confined to a wheelchair, Scout pushed herself down the concrete path toward the shoreline, while her mother, Naomi, hung two beach towels on a clothesline.
“The surgery has to work,” Chelsey said. “I can’t imagine how Scout will react if it doesn’t.”
“Have faith. The doctors say she has a fighter’s chance. If all goes well, her legs will regain movement. She might need a walker for a few months and a cane thereafter, but it’s a start.”
“Why do horrible things happen to beautiful people?”
“You’ve been worried since Naomi scheduled Scout’s operation. Did you ever stop to think your stress over the surgery might be causing the bad dreams?”
She brushed the long black curls off her shoulder. “It’s possible.”
Though she doubted it. Yes, she worried sick over the forthcoming surgery, which loomed like a black cloud on the horizon, a storm inching closer every day. Yet there was something else biting at her, something at the edge of subconscious thought. What was it?
Chelsey joined Thomas beside the wheel and concentrated on the beauty before them—the crystal blues of the lake, the endless green stretching through the valley and over the tree-covered hills. On a day like this one, it seemed summer would never end. But she knew better. Seasons changed and brought the unexpected.
Thomas’s radio crackled on his hip. She didn’t like that he always brought the radio with him on his days off. As county sheriff, he needed to stay in touch with his deputies. But it seemed Thomas hadn’t enjoyed a vacation since returning to Wolf Lake from Los Angeles. Thomas gave Chelsey an apologetic glance as he lifted the radio.
“Thomas here, deputy. Repeat.”
As he turned the volume higher, Deputy Veronica Aguilar’s voice boomed through the speaker.
“Sorry to bug you on your day off, Sheriff. There’s a woman’s body near the Nightshade County border in Oak Hollows Forest. I’m heading out to the site with Deputy Lambert. The medical examiner is en route.”
“Give me forty-five minutes.”
“Roger that.”
So much for their relaxing day on the lake. Thomas sped toward the shore, the motorboat cutting through the water and shooting waves off the port and starboard sides.
A shiver rolled through Chelsey as she braced herself against the hull. Was a murderer stalking upstate New York?
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An interstate traffic jam delayed Naomi Mourning south of Syracuse. If it didn’t clear soon, they’d arrive late for her daughter’s appointment at the medical center. Pulling down the visor to shield her from the morning sun, she drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. Horns honked like angry geese.
She met Scout’s eyes in the mirror and gave her daughter a reassuring smile. No, fate wouldn’t be so cruel. If Naomi missed today’s appointment, who knew when the doctor would reschedule Scout’s surgery? They were lucky to get an appointment so soon. Her daughter had survived enough tragedy between the accident that left her paralyzed and the divorce with Scout’s father. Glen visited from Ithaca every few weeks, a marked improvement over the months he’d gone without seeing his daughter after the paralysis. He still blamed himself for what happened, though there was nothing he could have done to prevent the tractor trailer from smashing into their car.
“We’ll get there on time.”
“I’m not worried,” Scout said, turning her attention to her phone.
The brake lights flicked off on the Jeep in front of them. Naomi pumped a fist in the air, but the Jeep stopped after coasting twenty yards up the highway. More horns. Some guy with a beer belly climbed out of his car and leaped twice, trying to determine what was causing the jam. After that, he wandered to a neighboring truck and conferred with a woman hanging an elbow through the open window.
“What’s going on?”
“Not sure,” Naomi said. “But I bet it will clear in a few minutes.”
Scout stared at the angry, obese guy while he stomped back to his car. “People should learn patience. Throwing a fit won’t make traffic move.”
Driving home Scout’s point, a man in a Porsche pressed his horn until Naomi was certain he’d drain his battery. Though that wasn’t likely unless he’d shut off his engine.
“I don’t understand it, either. Some people can’t sit still for five seconds without losing their minds.”
Traffic crept forward at a snail’s pace. At least they were moving again. When the glut stopped them, Naomi shifted into park and raised herself up in her seat. Her stomach turned when she spotted the problem. A white Volkswagen lay upside down, the front end mangled. A jackknifed tractor trailer angled across two lanes, the rear crumpled against a guardrail. Naomi hoped Scout hadn’t noticed. The accident hit too close to home.
As Naomi watched her daughter in the mirror, Scout played with her phone. Normally, it bothered Naomi when teens spent too much time immersed with their devices. Thank goodness Scout had her phone to distract her today.
Just then, the right lane opened up, and vehicles zippered toward the open highway. Naomi could see the whirling lights of two police cruisers ahead. An ambulance departed, as Naomi prayed no one had died.
As Naomi predicted, impatient drivers jumped the line and cut each other off, rushing to escape traffic. If they followed the rules of the road and took turns, everyone would make it through. Instead, they risked more collisions. When an elderly woman in a BMW waved them through, Naomi lifted her hand and scooted into the right lane before someone else could cut her off. Now they moved at an even fifteen mph, the worst of the glut behind them. They were almost past the wreck when Scout gasped. Naomi searched for her daughter in the mirror. The teenager stared at the smashed vehicles.
“I’m sorry you had to see that.”
Scout made a clicking sound in her throat before she returned to her phone. Naomi pushed the car faster as traffic thinned.
Please, just let us reach the medical center in time.
Naomi pulled into the parking garage five minutes before their scheduled appointment time. There would be forms to fill out in the office, and as she searched the second level of the garage, she realized she didn’t know where to find the elevator. After setting up the wheelchair, she opened the door and scooped Scout out of the backseat. Her daughter’s legs hung limp over her arm. It was a struggle to haul the one-hundred-pound teenager from the car to the chair. She’d forgotten to lock the wheels, and the wheelchair kept rolling away. An embarrassed scowl fell over Scout’s face. The poor girl thought herself a burden.
“This isn’t a problem,” Naomi said, sweat breaking out on her forehead as she wrestled Scout into the chair. She wished LeVar was here to help, but he had summer class this morning and an exam before lunch. “Keep your eyes open for the elevator.”
Naomi wheeled Scout through the dingy garage. The interior stank of exhaust fumes and fuel. Water dripped from the ceiling and puddled on the chipped concrete floor. She was almost to the end of the row when a pickup truck flew around the corner, tires squealing, and nearly flattened them. Naomi shouted and pulled her daughter aside. The truck disappeared down the ramp.
“There it is, Mom,” Scout said, pointing at the elevator doors.
Naomi looked both ways, afraid another reckless driver would turn the corner and take them out. The coast was clear. Naomi pushed Scout to the elevator doors and pressed the button.
She found the back and spine clinic on the eighth floor. For the life of her, Naomi couldn’t fathom why they asked patients in wheelchairs and with bad backs to travel to the top floor. There were no free chairs in the waiting room. It seemed all of Syracuse had scheduled appointments this morning. After she completed the paperwork, Naomi grabbed an open chair when the nurse called an elderly man into the doctor’s office. Scout busied herself with a magazine and Naomi chewed a nail, one leg crossed over the other and bouncing with nervous energy. Two men across from them sat in wheelchairs. A fifty-something woman with blonde hair sat back in her chair in obvious pain. A cane stood beside her.
“Scout?”
Naomi lifted her head when the nurse called them. Inside the office, the mustached man typed at a terminal as Naomi and Scout answered his questions.
“All right,” he said, closing the laptop. “Dr. Franco will be in soon.”
The door closed. The silence made Naomi’s mind run wild. She’d read conflicting information on the internet. Some articles claimed the surgery carried high risks, while others purported the operation was safe, but results varied. For many patients, the surgery didn’t work, yet in one article—
The door swung open, and a dark-haired woman with bifocals entered the room. Dr. Wanda Franco didn’t appear a day over thirty.
“You must be Scout,” Franco said, shaking the girl’s hand.
After Franco greeted Naomi, the doctor squirted sanitizer on her hands and rubbed them together. She sat on a rolling chair and slid forward. The doctor asked all the usual questions about Scout’s current prescriptions (the teenager didn’t take any medications) and if she experienced pain. Next, she tested the girl’s reflexes. Scout’s legs never budged, despite Franco tapping her knees several times.
“And you witnessed Scout move her leg?”
“Her friend did,” Naomi said, chewing another nail. She forced herself to stop before she bit it down to the quick. “LeVar—that’s Scout’s friend—carried her into the lake a few weeks ago.” When Franco raised an eyebrow, Naomi waved the concern away. “LeVar only took Scout into the shallows, and we were all on the shore if anything happened.”
“It’s highly unusual for someone to regain movement after three years. Are you sure Scout’s leg didn’t bounce against her friend’s arm while he carried her?”
“It moved,” Scout said, lifting her head. “My lower leg kicked up after my toes touched the water.”
Franco gave the girl a curious stare. “Did you feel the water, Scout?”
“No.”
“Not even a cold sensation?”
Scout shook her head.
The doctor conducted more tests, this time removing Scout’s shoes and socks.
“Do you feel this?” Franco asked, prodding Scout’s foot.
“Nope.”
“How about this?”
“Nothing.”
Naomi wondered if Scout and LeVar imagined the kick because they wished for the girl to walk again. Franco’s wrinkled brow made Naomi think the doctor had considered the same idea. But as the doctor typed notes at her computer, Scout insisted her leg had moved.
“There’s no question about it. Scout is a classic candidate for this procedure, though I must ask why you waited so long to schedule the surgery.”
Naomi glanced at Scout, then at Franco. Memories from the last three years struck her in the chest. Their insurance hadn’t been worth the paper it was printed on, and they’d settled for the only clinic she could afford.
“Our doctor never thought . . .” Naomi left the sentence unfinished, unwilling to say the doctor didn’t believe Scout would ever walk again. “Anyhow, our insurance wasn’t very good. Maybe that’s why he didn’t recommend the operation.”
Franco assessed them through the bottoms of her eyes. “Any doctor worth his or her salt should have suggested the procedure. You said your insurance wasn’t good. How about now?”
“Our coverage is topnotch. I switched jobs, and the benefits are much better than before.”
“Excellent.” The doctor swiveled her chair to face Naomi. “Let’s talk about the procedure. Have you researched the surgery?”
“A little. Just on Google.”
“Please don’t,” Franco said, with a chuckle. “The internet is notorious for misleading medical information. Still, it’s important you both understand the risks.”
Naomi swallowed.
“The surgery is relatively new. We’ll apply electrical stimulation to Scout’s spine, compensating for the damaged spinal cord.”
“Is it dangerous?”
“Not usually. But any surgery involving the spine carries risk, as does anesthesia. Scout won’t be awake during the procedure.”
Naomi turned to her daughter. “Are you comfortable with that?”
“I just want to try.”
Franco said, “If the procedure is successful, Scout will regain movement in her lower body after she awakens.”
“So I’ll be able to walk again?”
“I can’t promise you that, Scout. Please understand the sample size of data is too small to be reliable. Early studies indicate the operation works on approximately fifty percent of patients. And when I say it works, I mean they regain sensation in their lower bodies and some degree of movement.”
Scout sent Naomi a worried look.
Naomi laid a hand over Scout’s. “Some degree of movement?”
“It’s highly variable,” Franco said. “Some regain enough function to move objects with their legs. Others stand or walk with assistance, with a cane or a walker. And some make a complete recovery. I read an article in The Times last year about a patient who ran a marathon four months after surgery. I wish I could give you a definitive answer, but we’re learning on the fly.” Franco set her glasses on the counter. “The good news is we’ve learned a lot over the last several years. We’ve honed the operation and developed best practices, and we’ve learned a few things from our patients. If Scout’s leg moved on its own, the chances for a favorable outcome are higher. Do you have questions?”
Naomi shared a look with her daughter. Scout’s eyes burned with an intense determination Naomi only witnessed when the girl was hot on the trail of a fugitive criminal.
“This is what Scout wants, and I support her one hundred percent.”
Franco smiled. “Then let’s move forward. As my office explained over the phone, we received a lucky break. We have an opening for surgery in nine days.”
“Where will the surgery occur?”
“Right in this building.” Franco angled her chair toward Scout. “And I’ll perform the surgery, Scout. How does that sound?”
“I’m ready to do it today.”
“You won’t need to wait much longer. Nine days will fly by. In the meantime, if you have questions, call my office. Otherwise, I’ll see you in nine days.”
They shook hands again. Naomi’s heart pounded as she wheeled Scout to the elevator.
For Scout’s sake, the surgery had to work.
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Shayla Pierce’s eyes snapped open to a concrete room with one tiny window six inches below the ceiling. At first, she wasn’t sure where she was. Her brain convinced her she was in the cellar of her childhood home before she recognized her surroundings.
He’d brought her here. The psycho under the bed. Shayla and Brooke had awakened in the basement with no idea where they were or how they’d arrived. The memory rocketed her blood pressure and made her head swim. She turned back to the window. Even if she freed her wrists, there was no way to reach the window. He’d left the basement devoid of furniture, nothing to stand on. If she scaled the wall, she’d never fit through the window. Though Brooke might squeeze through the opening.
Shayla listened for her daughter’s gentle breathing and heard nothing. She spun around and searched for Brooke, panic surging into her throat when she realized the girl was missing.
Struggling to her feet, Shayla stumbled to the door, her feet screaming with pins-and-needles until the blood rushed into them.
“Where’s my daughter? Please, give her back!”
The ceiling squeaked over her head as the man rose from a chair. What was the man doing to her daughter?
“She’s only four,” she cried before the door. “Please, don’t touch her. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t harm my daughter.”
She waited for a reply. Several seconds passed before the floorboards groaned. His footsteps trailed across the ceiling as he moved from one room to the next, in no rush to appease Shayla. She paced the room and searched each corner for anything she could use to escape the basement. There was a plastic stand with two shelves in the corner. The bargain basement stand wouldn’t support a toddler, let alone an adult. On the lower shelf, she found three stuffed animals—a mangy teddy bear missing one button for an eye, a green dinosaur with the stuffing spilling out the back, and a cloth doll with yellow yarn for hair. The doll wore a pink dress with yellow flowers.
Shayla rested her back against the wall and stared at the ceiling. How long had the madman held them in the basement? She’d lost track of time. It might have been days or months. Without a clock, she only had the sunlight washing against the window to tell her it was morning or afternoon. At night, their abductor set bland meals on the floor while they slept. Sometimes she spied the man through slitted eyes and pretended to sleep. He loomed over her with lust on his face and hate in his eyes, a dichotomy she didn’t understand.
She couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew this man from somewhere. Perhaps she’d passed him in town.
Shayla moved to the door and listened again. No sounds came from the stairway. She wasn’t certain where the stairs led, but she assumed they ended at the kitchen. The smell of fried eggs was always strong in the morning when he opened the door to check on them.
Where was Brooke?
As if to answer her, the man clomped across the ceiling and opened the door. She shrank away when he descended the stairs, the wooden steps groaning beneath his weight. Shayla edged backward and stood behind a support beam. The knob turned on the cellar door before it flew open.
Here was the man with the psychotic grin, the monster who’d hid under her bed. It sent chills down Shayla’s spine that the same man had stalked them at the cabin. Brooke hadn’t imagined the monster at the window. How long had he followed them?
Shayla drew a breath when she saw Brooke beside him. The girl’s cheeks were chapped from dried tears, and her eyes were white saucers of terror.
“Mommy?”
“I’m here, Brooke,” she said, staggering from behind the beam. “It’s okay. Mommy will protect you.”
The man quirked an eyebrow, calling her bluff. How would she protect her daughter while she remained at the madman’s mercy?
“I brought you Brooke, as you requested.”
Shayla stepped closer. She wanted to grab Brooke by the arm and pull the girl behind her. The fire in the man’s eye warned her to keep her distance.
“You didn’t hurt my daughter, did you?”
“I would never hurt a child.” He grinned at Brooke and set a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Brooke flinched as if electrocuted. “She played games while I watched baseball.”
“Is that true, baby girl? He didn’t touch you?”
Brooke stared up at the man as though seeking permission to answer. He nodded.
“I played a game called Candy Land, Mommy.”
“Come here, Brooke.”
Brooke glanced at the man as she took two hesitant steps. Then she ran to Shayla and threw her arms around her mother’s legs. Shayla stroked her daughter’s hair.
The man ran his tongue over his lips.
“You’re beautiful. Has anyone ever told you that?”
Shayla shuddered. The words sounded corrupt coming from him.
“I mean it,” he said, striding into the basement. He touched her cheek, and she turned away. “Don’t resist, Shayla. I’ll teach you to obey, if you test me.”
Her lower lip quivered. “What do you want?”
“What every man wants.” His hand slid down her arm and scraped the side of her breast. “Yes, you’re exquisite.”
“Not in front of my daughter, please.”
He snickered. “Brooke needs to grow up, don’t you agree? What could be more natural than a man and a woman making love?”
“It’s not love when you drug a woman and lock her inside your house.”
Undeterred, he moved his hand across her chest and fiddled with the buttons on her shirt. His thumb snaked inside her bra and slid across her nipple.
“Make love to me, and I’ll make it worth your while.”
“Never. Not unless you let us go.”
“Unlikely.”
“Then no deal.”
“Tell you what. Make love to me, and I’ll leave you alone for the night. Just you and Brooke snuggling together in the warm basement. If you’re nice, I’ll bring down a cot and blankets. Would you like that, Shayla?”
His hand dug inside her shirt until his fingers passed her bellybutton and crept below the waistband of her panties.
“Stop. This isn’t right.”
“If you refuse, Brooke will stay with me tonight. No cot, no blankets for poor Shayla. Just you alone on the floor, with your wrists tied to the beam. Sound uncomfortable? It’s a simple decision, Shayla.”
He dragged the tip of his tongue along her neck. Shutting out the horror, she clamped her eyes shut and imagined herself in her backyard, with a book in hand and a drink by her side.
“Leave us alone.”
The man bumped against Brooke and knocked her a few steps away. Before Shayla could protest, he grabbed her bound wrists and muscled her to the floor. She bucked as he lay atop her, his breath hot on her neck. As she begged him to stop, he ripped her shirt open, scattering buttons across the concrete floor. His hips ground against her.
“I bet you like it when someone takes you against your will.”
“Get off me.”
She slammed her hands down on his back. The strike accomplished nothing but to anger him. He pressed a hand over her mouth and growled into her ear.
“Don’t you dare fight me, Shayla. I’ll rape you. I don’t give a shit if Brooke watches.”
Writhing her legs across the floor, she sobbed. He grinned, enjoying her humiliation.
“Leave my mommy alone,” Brooke cried.
Tears streamed down the girl’s face. The man glanced back at Brooke, placed a finger against his lips, and climbed off Shayla. He straightened his shirt and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.
“I gave you a chance. You fought me, so the deal is off. Brooke comes with me tonight.”
“No, Mommy! Don’t let him take me!”
Crying, Shayla crawled to her knees and lunged for Brooke. The man was quicker. He hauled the four-year-old into his arms and carried her toward the stairs. The door slammed in Shayla’s face. She pounded her fists against the barrier, pleading with the man not to harm her daughter.
Brooke’s wails trailed up the staircase.
Then the kitchen door closed, and the girl’s cries sounded miles away, muffled and fading.
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Chelsey helped Thomas carry his tools from the upstairs guest room to the closet beside the first-floor entryway. They’d worked all evening, replacing a drafty window, and the new window stood open to the screen, allowing a cool lake breeze to whisper through the A-frame.
“Thanks for your help,” he said, setting the toolbox on the closet floor. “Uncle Truman installed the original windows. Gosh, that was twenty years ago.”
Chelsey removed her work gloves and set them on the dining room table. “It’s smart to install new windows now. Summer never lasts long in New York, and winter will be here before we know it.”
He opened the refrigerator and removed two kombuchas, passing one to Chelsey. She unscrewed the cap and sipped, wincing when the bubbles hit her nose. As she sat at the table, Thomas opened a folder and ran his fingers through his hair.
She peered at the photographs. “Is that the victim from Oak Hollows Forest?”
Thomas closed the folder. But she’d already seen. “Unfortunately.”
“You haven’t talked about the case since Aguilar’s call.”
“It’s been a long twenty-four hours.” He tapped a pen against the folder and paged through his notes. Spreading the photographs across the table, he sighed. “Her name is Jesse Sanchez. Thirty-years-old, single, no children, curly brunette hair. She was buried in a mound beneath a hill, where the forest meets the meadow. Might have remained undiscovered for years, except the animals dug her up.”
“How did you identify her?”
“The parents reported her missing last week. We brought them in to ID the body.”
“Any idea how she died?”
“It wasn’t an accident,” he said, staring through the tops of his eyes. “Claire found bruising on Sanchez’s body. Someone beat the woman before burying her in the forest.”
Claire Brookins was the new medical examiner for Nightshade County, taking over for the retired Virgil Harbough. For the last year, Brookins had served as Harbough’s assistant.
“How’s Claire acclimating to the new position?”
“Like she was born for it. She’s overqualified, if you ask me. Claire Brookins could work in any city, no matter the size.”
“Like you,” Chelsey said, shifting her chair closer to the table. “You made detective with the LAPD before you returned to Wolf Lake.”
“I’m not a prodigy like Claire. We’re lucky she chose Nightshade County. Even though the building is called the Nightshade County Coroner’s office, Claire isn’t a coroner, and neither was Virgil. They’re medical examiners.”
“As I understand it, the county doesn’t require medical training for coroners. But medical examiners are board-certified and hold medical degrees.”
“Right. There’s no comparing the two groups. Most counties our size can’t attract medical examiners. Claire is the best ME I’ve worked with.”
“Is she finished with the body?”
“We’re waiting on the autopsy results.”
Chelsey leaned over the table as Thomas fanned out the photographs. The first picture showed a pallid arm riddled with insect and animal bites. Dirt covered the dead woman from the waist down. Additional photos provided close-ups of the bruising, plus wide-angle shots, which included the surrounding forest. Where were the close-ups of Sanchez’s face?
“There are two reasons to bury a body,” she said. “The first is obvious: so the police don’t find it.”
“And the second?”
“Remorse.”
Thomas narrowed his brow. “It doesn’t appear Sanchez’s killer felt much remorse while he beat the hell out of her. We’re looking into relationships. Old boyfriends, anyone with a grudge.”
“What did she do for a living?”
“Public relations. She worked with a firm that handles startup businesses across New York State.”
“Hmm. Not the type of job where you make mortal enemies.”
“Agreed, which is why we’re focusing on personal relationships.” Thomas removed a picture from the bottom of the pile. In this photograph, Jesse Sanchez smiled for the photographer. She wore a black pencil-skirt suit with a white shirt showing underneath. Her hair dangled over her shoulders. “She wore her hair like someone I know.”
Chelsey flipped her curls back. “And who would that be, Sheriff?”
“A woman I care a great deal about.” He collected the pictures and clicked them against the desk. Then he closed the folder. “Had the killer buried Sanchez five hundred yards to the west, she would have been in the next county. He picked the perfect burial site. Nobody comes through that section of the forest except hunters, and hunting season is months away. The two women who discovered the body got lost hiking and ended up in Oak Hollows Forest.”
“You’re assuming the killer is a he.”
“Based on the bruising, yes. But we’re at square one. We don’t have a single lead on this guy, or why he murdered Sanchez.”
Chelsey set her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand. “Did you talk to Scout?”
A wry grin formed on his face. “You mean my neighbor’s fifteen-year-old daughter?”
“She’s more than an ordinary teenage girl, Thomas. She helped you catch Jeremy Hyde.”
Thomas scratched behind his neck. “And several other fugitives. But I can’t look past her age. Say it out loud, Chelsey. I’m relying on a teenager to profile a murderer.”
“She’s the best option you have.”
He rose from the chair and walked to the sliding glass door. With his hands buried in his pockets, he stared at the Mourning house.
“Scout has enough on her plate. I can’t distract her from the operation.”
Chelsey walked to Thomas. He averted his eyes.
“You aren’t telling me everything.”
“I’m not?”
“It’s written on your face, Thomas Shepherd. What are you hiding?”
Thomas shuffled his feet. “The killer burned her eyes out.”
Chelsey placed a hand over her mouth, suddenly relieved Thomas withheld the worst of the pictures. “What do you think it means?”
He lifted a shoulder. “That he’s a sicko and he lost control.”
“There has to be a deeper meaning than that.” Chelsey tapped her foot. The killer was a monster, and exposing Scout to his madness might be too much for the teenager to handle. But if anyone knew why the killer had burned out Sanchez’s eyes, it was the future FBI profiler living next door. “Tell Scout what he did. She doesn’t need to view the pictures.”
“She’s too young. I can’t bring Scout into this investigation.”
“Then I will. Face it. Outside of the FBI Behavioral Analysis Unit, nobody gets inside the head of a killer better than Scout Mourning.”
“No argument there.”
“Then seek her help before this guy kills again.”
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When LeVar paid her a visit, Scout was happy to put the forthcoming operation out of her mind. The surgery had dominated her thoughts for weeks, and the tension only ratcheted higher after she met with Dr. Franco. Neither Scout’s mother nor the doctor had spoken of the dangers inherent in this new procedure. They didn’t need to. She’d read it in their eyes, that smoldering worry that something could go wrong.
“I have the deets on the burial site,” LeVar said, sitting on the edge of Scout’s bed. “The killer buried Jesse Sanchez in the forest.”
“How did the sheriff’s department find her?”
“Animals caught the scent of her body and dug into the grave. Chelsey thinks you should take a look.”
“Seriously? What does Thomas say?”
“Shep Dawg is playing the protective daddy role this week, which I consider insulting, because that’s supposed to be my job.”
“Oh, yes. You’re always looking out for me, Batman. Yet you’re willing to put us at great risk, so you can catch a killer and steal the limelight.”
“The limelight is all yours. I’m just here to drive the car.” He jangled the car keys. “It’s a half-hour trip. We should get going, if you want to return in time for dinner.”
In the driveway, LeVar set Scout in the front seat of his black Chrysler Limited and strapped her in. As Scout watched him in the mirror, he folded the wheelchair and fit it into the trunk. The wheelchair would be useless once they found the hill. How did LeVar intend to carry Scout through the forest?
She used Google Earth to view the terrain of Oak Hollows Forest and noticed one dirt road with a scattering of residences, most with a half-mile of space between them. Trees grew thick along the hillside bordering the road, where the killer had dumped Jesse Sanchez’s body and covered the woman with soil.
The first dark cloud of the afternoon boiled in the western sky when LeVar exited the highway five miles east of Oak Hollows Forest. They needed to hurry if they wanted to complete their investigation before it thundered. They passed through a sleepy township with one corner grocery store and a post office. It seemed the township was a ghost town, nobody in their yards, no vehicles on the road.
Gusty winds shoved the Chrysler around as LeVar turned onto the dirt road bordering the forest. Scout leaned her head out the window, studying the dense green flashing by. This was the perfect location to bury someone. The sparse population plus the lack of a hiking trail guaranteed few people ever passed this way. Just over the hill, Thomas and his deputies had discovered Jesse Sanchez.
“Another five hundred feet,” Scout said, dividing her attention between the GPS and the curving road.
Trees leaned over the road and threw black shadows over the car. LeVar slowed the Chrysler to a crawl, the visibility reduced by the dust the tires stirred up.
“Say when.” He leaned forward, both hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. When she didn’t respond, he shot a quick glance across the car. “Are we close?”
“A little farther.”
Thunder rumbled in the distance.
“Maybe we should wait out the storm.”
“Is that wise? If it rains, the road will turn into a mud pit.”
“You want me to turn around?”
“We came this far. Let’s finish the job.” Scout pointed at a clump of maple trees. Their branches hung over the road. “Stop here.”
The car jerked to a halt when LeVar stomped the brakes. There was nowhere to park, no shoulder or turn off. If someone came around the bend too fast, they’d take out the Chrysler, which jutted across the road like a stalled river barge. As LeVar pocketed his keys and rounded the car, a gunmetal sky lowered over the forest. He held the door open with one leg as the sloped terrain tried to slam the door on him. Lifting Scout, he paused and wrinkled his nose.
“Uh, how are we supposed to do this?”
“I figured you already had a plan before you drove me out here.”
He turned back and forth, with her legs dangling over his muscular, tattooed arms. The wind ruffled his dreadlocks.
“Wrap your arms around my neck and hold on tight.” He stared down the tree-lined hill and blew out a breath. “Here goes nothing.”
LeVar edged down the incline sideways, stopping every few minutes to compose himself. Carrying Scout between the trees without knocking her head against branches proved challenging. The wind whipped down the hillside, scattering leaves. Scout thanked the fates that the heavens hadn’t opened up and deluged them in rain.
“Do me a favor and don’t drop me.”
“Wasn’t planning on it.”
“It’s just that it’s a long way down,” she said, peering over his shoulder into the dark unknown.
Her pulse quickened when he lost his footing and braced himself against a tree. Dirt and stone tumbled over dead leaves and disappeared down the hill.
“Another five minutes and we’ll be there.”
“We’ve already learned one thing about the killer.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, he’s at least your size and strength. He’d have to be to carry an adult woman from his vehicle to the base of the hill.”
LeVar grunted. The strain on his face made Scout wonder how much farther he could carry her. There was still the trip up the hill to consider. And if the storm hit . . .
The land leveled, and the forest thinned. A meadow with a scattering of trees stretched several hundred yards into the distance. The only sounds were the leaves rustling. Even the cicadas and birds had gone quiet, lending a somber tone. LeVar’s forehead glistened with sweat.
“Set me down, LeVar.”
“It’s no problem, I’ve got you.”
“Don’t play hero. Remember, it’s a long march up the hill, and it might rain by the time we reach the car.”
“You sure?”
“I won’t break. It’s fine.”
LeVar placed Scout beside a rock formation and stretched the small of his back.
“You’re getting old,” she said, snickering.
“Funny how a hundred pounds seems heavy after you haul it down a tree-lined hill.” He scanned the meadow and gestured at a patch of fresh soil. “That must be where the killer buried the body.”
Grasshoppers shot back and forth like pinballs. Scout needed to cock her head to see around the waving grass. Knowing the killer had stood here days before caused her stomach to clench.
“What did Chelsey learn from Thomas?”
LeVar turned and pointed up the hill. “The sheriff’s department found tracks close to where we parked. The tread marks weren’t defined enough to identify the tires.” He took two steps to the right and shielded his forehead from the gray light. “The killer must have carried Sanchez through the trees until he reached the meadow. You figure he buried her here because the ground is soft?”
“That’s possible.”
“What else are you thinking?”
“I’m not sure. It almost feels ceremonial. Look around, LeVar.” She waved her arm at the meadow. The forest rose on all sides of the clearing. Wildflowers sprouted among the grass and weeds. “For a grave site, it’s picturesque.”
Scout snapped pictures with her phone. As she studied the surroundings, a deer ventured out of the woods. The animal halted ten yards away when it noticed LeVar and Scout. LeVar’s mouth hung open as he locked eyes with the curious animal. The former gang member acted as if this was as close as he’d ever come to a deer. Meanwhile, the deer seemed to wonder which forest restaurant served the tastiest shrubberies. The animal turned and bounded away, vanishing into the woods.
Against Scout’s protests, LeVar lifted the girl into his arms.
“Rest a little longer, LeVar.”
“You came to see the burial site, right? Let’s get the show on the road.”
He high-stepped over grass clumps. The sky continued to darken, and the wind whipped the meadow into a frenzy. As they approached the overturned soil, Scout pictured the killer standing over his victim, the dirt concealing her body. He was a big man, at least six-feet tall and strong. Had he returned to his vehicle for a shovel, or did he carry the tool in one hand with Sanchez’s lifeless body slumped over his shoulder?
“He beat the woman and left bruises on her body,” LeVar said, stopping to rest now that they’d reached the burial site.
His chest heaved as he knelt in the grass, with Scout seated and leaning against him.
“Which implies rage. He loses control when his victims don’t appease him.”
“Appease him? With sex?”
“Or subservience, if he’s into power. Most serial killers are. What else was in the report?”
LeVar hesitated until Scout looked back at him.
“LeVar?”
“The victim’s eyes were removed.”
Scout’s hand instinctively rose to her own eyes, as if she experienced the agony the killer had inflicted on Sanchez. “Please tell me he plucked them out after he killed her.”
“He, uh, didn’t pluck them out. He burned them. Shep thinks the killer used a torch. No way of knowing if the burning occurred before or after he killed her. Why would he do that?”
Her chest tightened, constricting her breath. “It might be guilt or shame. He didn’t want Sanchez staring at him, seeing him for the monster he is, even though she was already dead.”
LeVar and Scout stared at the excavated grave.
As he absorbed the overbearing weight of her hypothesis, LeVar surveyed the sky. “We’d better hop, unless we want to get soaked.”
Scout wanted more time at the scene. She almost pictured the killer’s face, she felt so close to him. As such, she imagined him hurriedly covering Sanchez’s face with soil, so even her hollow, burned-out eye sockets couldn’t judge him any longer. LeVar was about to scoop her up when a bright color amid the weeds caught her eye.
“Wait. What’s that?”
A shriveled yellow flower lay among the weeds several steps from the grave.
“It’s a wildflower,” LeVar said, searching Scout’s eyes. “What about it?”
“It doesn’t belong here.”
“Why not?”
“Look around, LeVar. Do you see another flower like it?”
He peered across the meadow and rubbed his mouth. “Thomas and Aguilar gathered all the evidence at the scene. They never mentioned a flower.”
“Why would they? It appears like a natural part of the scene.”
“You’re sure it isn’t? This isn’t the only wildflower in the meadow.” He knelt beside the flower and pulled back the grass and weeds. “No stem. It doesn’t seem to be store-bought.”
“Don’t touch it.”
He raised his hands. “All right, boss. But your flower is a small step from compost. It won’t survive the storm.”
Scout aimed her phone and snapped a picture before the first raindrops wet the top of her head. Unconvinced that the killer had placed the flower, LeVar wound his hand in the air, motioning Scout to hurry.
“I’m finished. Thomas and Chelsey need to see these pictures.”
He carried her from the burial site to the hill. The trees rocked like demented dancers, swaying to distant drums. Thunder peeled, and the sky opened up, dumping rain upon the forest as LeVar struggled up the hillside with Scout clutched against him.
Neither saw the man watching from the edge of the meadow.
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Seated across the table from Thomas Shepherd, Gianna Pierce hooked arms with her husband, Luke. The woman trembled as her husband rubbed a consoling hand across her shoulder. The Pierce family had arrived at the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department twenty minutes ago, concerned because they hadn’t heard from their daughter, Shayla, for three days. LED lighting drove the shadows out of the interview room as the clock ticked past dinner time.
Thomas reviewed his notes and read them back to the Pierces, making certain he had the facts right. Also missing was Brooke, Shayla’s four-year-old daughter.
“Is it normal for your daughter to leave town without telling you?”
Gianna glanced at Luke before answering. “Shayla has always been independent, even when she was a child. But she’s responsible. She wouldn’t take off for multiple days without telling us. And she’s due back at work this week.”
“You mentioned she’s an attorney with Collins and Associates in Coral Lake. Have you contacted the office? Maybe she’s on the road.”
“With Brooke? Shayla wouldn’t drag Brooke along if she was meeting someone their firm was defending.”
Thomas tapped a pen against his lip while he considered his next question. The most logical explanation was Shayla Pierce had left town without telling her parents. She was an adult, not obligated to notify Mom and Dad when she vacationed with her child. It was also possible Shayla and her parents had argued recently, or weren’t as close as Gianna and Luke implied. But Thomas couldn’t stop thinking about Jesse Sanchez. With two people missing the same week that they’d discovered a murder victim, Thomas had to consider the worst-case scenario.
“Did your daughter mention any confrontations over the last few months? Someone who caused her trouble?”
This time, Luke answered. “She doesn’t get along with her neighbor.”
“What’s the neighbor’s name?”
“Martin Distler. He caught Brooke on his property last month and raised a stink. The man is a hot head, and I don’t like Shayla and Brooke living next door to him. But I can’t picture him harming anyone. He’s all bluster.”
The wariness in Gianna Pierce’s eyes suggested Distler worried her.
Thomas jotted a note on his pad. “Where’s Brooke’s father?”
“There isn’t a father,” Luke said.
“Shayla adopted Brooke,” Gianna explained, wringing her hands. “Shayla didn’t wish to marry, but she always wanted a child. I was surprised the adoption agency selected her, being single and all.”
“I’m all for women’s empowerment, but sometimes it’s necessary to have a man in the household.”
Thomas glanced at the husband and waited for him to continue.
“Take Brooke’s nightmares, for instance,” said Luke, waving a dismissive hand. “The poor girl is going through hell. Every night there’s a monster in the closet or hiding outside her bedroom window. Shayla does her best, but a father would give Brooke confidence.”
Gianna nodded in agreement.
Thomas leaned forward. “When did the nightmares start?”
“Two weeks ago,” Gianna said. “They were camping, which struck me funny because Shayla is the type to sit on a beach or drive to the Cape. I never pictured her camping in the woods. The surroundings must have frightened Brooke, because she wasn’t the same afterward.”
After the Pierces departed, Thomas conferred with Deputy Aguilar at her desk. Standing a shade below five feet, Veronica Aguilar was Thomas’s lead deputy. Her muscular physique spoke of the hours she spent training at the gym. As Thomas watched over her shoulder, Aguilar checked Shayla Pierce’s financial records.
“No unusual bank activity,” Aguilar said, scanning Shayla Pierce’s account information. “She didn’t make any large withdrawals before she disappeared.”
“How about her credit cards? Let’s see where she’s been over the last three days.”
Aguilar clicked through Pierce’s records.
“No activity the last three days.”
“Is that normal?”
“Not according to her statements. Seems she’s either making a purchase or paying off her balance every other day. Then three days ago, everything stopped.”
“If Shayla left town with her daughter without informing her parents, I’d expect charges on her card. A hotel room, gas, meals, something.”
Aguilar pointed at the screen. “Get this. Shayla Pierce camped in your backyard two weeks ago.”
“Wolf Lake State Park?”
“Yep. Here’s the entry.”
Thomas tilted his head to the side. “The Pierces mentioned Shayla taking Brooke on a camping trip, but they never told me it was the state park. I’ll stop by the ranger’s cabin.”
While Aguilar searched Shayla Pierce’s records, Thomas took the short drive from the office to Wolf Lake State Park and pulled into the lot outside the welcome center. Vehicles with a mix of New York and out-of-state license plates took up two-thirds of the parking spots.
Darren Holt, a former officer with the Syracuse Police Department, pushed a wheelbarrow from the cabin to a compost pile beside the forest. Thomas called to Darren, and the ranger set the wheelbarrow down and removed his work gloves.
“Shep, what are you doing here?”
The grounds were full of campers, some barbecuing at the grills, others enjoying the late day sun or returning from hikes. Thomas waited until he reached Darren before answering, not wanting anybody to overhear.
“Hey, Darren. I’ve got a missing person on my hands. Actually, two. A mother and daughter.”
Darren wiped his hands on his pants. “How can I help?”
“Their names are Shayla and Brooke Pierce. According to Shayla Pierce’s credit card statement, she stayed at your camp two weeks ago.”
Darren’s gaze lifted to the sky in consideration. “Yeah, I remember them. I doubt the woman ever camped before. Raven helped her light the grill the first day they arrived.”
The door opened on the ranger’s cabin, and Raven Hopkins joined Darren beside the wheelbarrow. “Did I hear my name?”
Darren draped his arm over Raven’s shoulder. “Shayla Pierce and her daughter, Brooke. You remember them?”
“Sure. Nice woman, cute kid. They stayed in the cabin a few weeks ago and kept to themselves.”
Thomas nodded slowly. “Any campers give them trouble?”
Darren grimaced. “Here? Not that I know of. You think one of my campers harmed them? How long have they been missing?”
“Three days.”
The state park ranger tapped his chin. “Now that I think about it, Shayla Pierce checked out a day early. No explanation. I found their cabin key in the drop box, and their vehicle was gone. If anybody here scared them off, I want to know about it. This is a family friendly camp.”
“Understood, Darren. Which cabin did they stay in?”
“Cabin three, down by the woods.”
“Anyone staying in cabin three right now?”
Darren glanced at Raven, who shook her head. “Not at the moment.”
“Mind if I look inside?”
“Not at all. But we’ve had two families in that cabin since the Pierces left.”
The sun dropped below the tree tops, and the first shadows seeped out of the forest.
“Thanks, Darren. If you remember anything else about the Pierces, let me know.”
Raven clutched Darren’s arm. “I hope they’re okay, Thomas.”
Thomas removed his hat and wiped his forehead.
“So do I.”
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When Thomas awoke with the dawn, Chelsey was already out for her morning run. By now, she was on her way to Wolf Lake Consulting, where she’d jog five miles through the village, shower, change, and get a head start on cases before Raven and LeVar arrived. He padded downstairs with Jack at his heels. Then he waited outside with the dog while Jack did his business. A thick fog cloaked the lake and made it impossible to see past the property line.
After eating and dressing, Thomas locked the front door and crossed the lawn to his truck. Claire Brookins, the new medical examiner, called before he started the engine. Like Chelsey, Claire was an early riser. It was common for Thomas to find her at the county coroner’s office before the sun rose. Claire had completed her preliminary examination of Jesse Sanchez’s body.
As he traversed Nightshade County, Thomas recalled Virgil Harbough’s retirement party. Though everyone had expected Virgil to retire within the year, it still surprised Thomas when the medical examiner announced he was stepping down. Virgil was a fixture of Nightshade County, with thirty years on the job. While Thomas interned under Sheriff Gray during high school, Virgil had already amassed fifteen years of experience. Saying goodbye to Virgil saddened Thomas. While Sheriff Gray remained in Wolf Lake after retirement and attended Thomas’s weekly cookouts, Virgil sold his house and moved to Florida.
“I’ll miss my friends and family,” Virgil had told everyone after they toasted him. “But I won’t miss the long New York winters. If you come south, you’ll find me on the golf course. You’re in good hands now with Ms. Brookins at the helm.”
Claire was the only person inside the building when Thomas arrived. She wore a mask, blue scrubs, and matching gloves. As Thomas entered, she pointed at a pair of gloves and an extra mask. Thomas donned them before joining her at the table.
“Good morning, Sheriff. You’re up bright and early.”
“Not as early as you, apparently. What do you have?”
Jesse Sanchez lay on the metal table. Bright lights spotlighted her body. Where her eyes should have rested, black, blistered craters stared back at them.
“These are preliminary findings. But it’s safe to assume our victim died of strangulation. There are two noticeable ligature marks along her throat, and eight smaller marks behind her neck.” Claire formed her hands as if she was strangling someone, her thumbs above her fingers. “He grabbed her like this. Thumbs pressing down on her throat, hands wrapping around the back of her neck. The victim’s lips and tongue display swelling, additional evidence the killer strangled her.”
“Makes sense.”
Claire leaned over Sanchez’s body and aimed a penlight across the dead woman’s face.
“Notice the ligature marks extending out from the lips?”
“We assumed the killer gagged Sanchez so she couldn’t scream.”
“That’s what I assumed, as well. The indentations were so deep, Sanchez must have worn the gag for days and struggled against it. That got me thinking. If she chewed the gag, I might find traces of cloth inside her mouth. Well, I did.”
Claire gestured at two torn pieces of white cloth, tinted red with blood, as they lay on a tray beside the table.
“Can you use the cloth to identify the killer?”
“I’ll send it to the lab and test for epithelials. I suspect they’ll belong to the victim, but it’s worth checking.”
Thomas moved his gaze over the victim’s body. Claire removed the sheet covering Sanchez from the chest down.
“That’s a lot of bruising. This guy beat Sanchez before he murdered her.”
“It appears he used his fists,” said Claire. “I don’t see signs of blunt force trauma caused by a weapon. The burning is precise, however. My theory is he used a torch on Sanchez’s eyes.”
“After she was dead, I hope.”
Claire shifted her jaw. “I doubt she was alive. The pain would have been extraordinary. I can’t imagine.”
“To achieve that much precision, I assume he used an acetylene torch.”
“They’re readily available at big box hardware stores. You could check them for recent purchases.”
Thomas would ask Lambert to call around, but he didn’t believe the murderer bought the acetylene torch in the last month.
“My guess is he’s owned the torch for a long time.”
“Oh?”
Thomas shifted his body, so it didn’t block the light from reaching Sanchez’s face. “Just a feeling. I doubt this is the first time he tortured someone. It’s possible he started on animals or insects and worked his way up.”
“That’s a disturbing theory.” Claire shut off the light and stepped away from the table. “Hope you catch him, Sheriff, before he does anything like this again.”
“When do you expect you’ll finish with Sanchez?”
“I’ll have full autopsy results by the end of the week.”
Before he headed to the station, Thomas stopped by Sheriff Gray’s house on the outskirts of Wolf Lake. Here, the houses took on a stunted appearance, smaller than their village brethren. Money didn’t flow as freely outside Wolf Lake as it did inside the village center, but Gray seemed to be doing fine in his brown ranch house a half-mile south of Quarry Road. The shingles peeled in spots, and the paint could have used a refresher. Thomas thought maybe he’d offer to shingle Gray’s roof for a steak.
He found the former sheriff on his back porch. Gray had lost twenty pounds since leaving the department. Retirement looked good on him. He puffed out his mustache and saluted Thomas with a beer as the current sheriff climbed the steps.
“Sheriff Shepherd. Didn’t expect I’d see you before next week’s barbecue.”
“Morning, Sheriff Gray.”
“Ah, I wish you’d call me Stewart. I’m done running the county.”
Thomas glanced up the road, where a foreclosure sign hung on the front door of a white two-story.
“That’s a product of tax hikes,” Gray said, gesturing at his neighbor’s house with his beer. “Too much easy money in this country, Thomas. The government thinks it’s doing everyone a favor keeping rates artificially low. But now anyone can finance more house than they need. That drives up prices, and the village comes around and reassesses everyone at a higher rate. Pretty soon, you lose your house like Anderson did. Poor bastard was five years from paying off his mortgage, but he couldn’t afford the taxes.”
Gray set his beer on the table and tilted his head at an open chair.
“Take a load off, Thomas.”
“As much as I’d love to, I can’t stay long. The office is expecting me.”
“So, what can I do for you? I’m sure you didn’t stop by so I could stand on a soapbox and run my yap. This have to do with that Sanchez woman?”
“You heard about the body.”
“I read my newspaper every morning.”
Gray dug into his cooler and tossed Thomas a bottle of water. Thomas caught it with one hand, earning a grin from the former sheriff.
“The details didn’t make it to the media.”
Gray leaned forward and set his elbows on his knees. “Sounds serious.”
“This guy beat the heck out of Sanchez and burned her eyes out with an acetylene torch. At least I guess that’s what he used.”
“Burned her, eh?”
“You ever encounter a case where the killer burned out his victim’s eyes?”
Gray tugged his mustache. “Nothing that extreme. About three years ago . . . Aguilar should be able to dig up the case file . . . we found a woman in the northern part of the county. Face was all bruised, like she’d gone ten rounds with a prizefighter. Conroy, I think her name was. As I recall, we found burn marks on her arms and legs. They weren’t fatal, just enough to blister the flesh. We figured the killer tortured her.”
“And you never caught the guy?”
“Nope. That’s one of those cold cases that sticks with you. Anyhow, a few years passed with no more bodies. We assumed the guy fled after we put the heat on him. You figure it’s the same guy?”
Thomas glanced toward the driveway, where he’d parked his truck. “Could be. I doubt Sanchez is his first victim.”
“He burned her eyes,” Gray said, shaking his head. “What drives a man to desecrate another human?”
“You said her name was Conroy?”
“Yeah. As I said, Aguilar will remember the case.”
“Thanks, Sheriff.” Thomas checked his messages and found two from Aguilar. “Speak of the devil. My lead deputy wants to know when I’ll arrive at the station. You stopping by for burgers and hot dogs on Wednesday?”
“I’ll be there, rain or shine. And, Thomas, drop in anytime. Now that I’m losing my neighbors, I don’t have many people I can talk to.”
Thomas accepted a slap on the shoulder and thanked Gray for the water. He held his smile until he reached his truck. His brow dropped as he remembered what Gray had told him. He felt it in his bones—Conroy’s murderer had killed Jesse Sanchez.
And if Thomas was correct, the same man had kidnapped Shayla Pierce and her four-year-old daughter.





9

A thump upstairs brought Shayla awake. The fiery orange boiling across the window announced it was afternoon.
Groggy, Shayla rubbed her eyes and wondered when she’d fallen asleep. An empty plate lay on the concrete beside her. Crumbs littered the dish. She’d refused her abductor’s food for the last two days until the hunger pangs doubled her over and forced her to accept his false charity. The last thing she remembered was eating a turkey sandwich with brown mustard and a wilted piece of lettuce. Then she woke up with the plate next to her.
He’d drugged her. That was the only explanation. Shayla barely slept through the dark of night, let alone during the day. She couldn’t think straight without her daughter. No chance she’d fall asleep on her own while sun spilled into the basement.
Since the day she’d adopted Brooke, Shayla had sworn to protect her daughter and give her the life she deserved. She’d always known she’d have her work cut out for her—Shayla would play the role of two parents. Over the years, Shayla questioned herself, wondering if she should have married. But she only wanted to parent a child, to raise a little girl in her image and share a life together. Shayla had failed to keep her daughter safe.
Two days had passed since Brooke last shared the basement with her mother. Shayla pulled at her curls as she fretted over the girl. She considered pounding her fist on the basement door and demanding the madman return her daughter. But she knew what that would get her. Another beating. Next time, he’d rape her.
Shayla paced the cellar and rubbed the chill off her arms. Her kidnapper ran the air conditioning on full blast today, and a string of dust fluttered off the vent as icy air pumped into the basement. She stopped at the door and listened for Brooke. It was quiet upstairs. Usually, she discerned the television, or footsteps trailing across the ceiling as the man moved about the house. The possibility that he’d driven away with Brooke and left Shayla to die in the basement sent a shock through her body. She stared up at the lone window on the southern wall. Leaping, she reached for the sill and came up a foot short.
She searched for something to throw at the window. Tearing open the board game in the corner, she sifted through instructions and cards and settled on a pair of dice, too small to break the window, but hard enough to crack the glass and attract attention if anyone was outside. Reaching back, she whipped the dice at the window. They missed and bounced off the concrete wall, scattering to opposite ends of the cellar. She retrieved the dice and threw them again. One bounced off the wall. The other clinked against the pane and left a hairline fracture.
Emboldened, Shayla stepped closer to the window, hoping to lengthen the fracture or chip away at the glass. Doing so wouldn’t break her free—the hole was too small to climb through—but she could scream through the opening.
A rumbling noise stopped her. She waited, hoping the madman’s house sat close to a busy road. Initially, she interpreted the sound as a big rig eighteen-wheeler grinding past. After listening, she realized the motor belonged to a farm tractor. She’d grown up across the road from a farm, where all spring and summer, the sharp stench of manure wafted back to the house. She associated manure with the change of seasons—summer’s heat was just over the horizon. Now she imagined a farmer tending to his fields. If she made enough noise, the farmer would rescue her or call the police.
Unless the madman was a farmer. She hadn’t considered that possibility.
A closet stood on the far wall. She checked the door and found it locked. An odor had bled beneath the door since the night her kidnapper tossed her in the basement with Brooke. The reek burgeoned every day, reminding Shayla of carrion along the roadside.
Shayla rolled the dice in her palm and contemplated her next move. The tractor was closer now, maybe fifty to a hundred yards away. Shayla threw one die. Her heart leapt when the six-sided plastic cube bounced off the sill and cracked the opposite corner of the window.
As she scrambled to retrieve the die, the house came alive with pounding footsteps. The madman had heard her.
The kitchen door whipped open as Brooke screamed upstairs.
He was coming for her.
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Before Thomas left the station with Deputy Aguilar, he thumbed through the case notes from Gray’s unsolved murder. The sheriff’s department had discovered Paloma Conroy in a grove on the outskirts of Nightshade County, a two-mile walk from a village park. During the examination, Virgil Harbough estimated Conroy had lain dead for over a week before they found her. Her killer hastily covered Conroy with evergreen branches, but the animals had discovered the woman and consumed a good deal of flesh. Attached to the case file by a paper clip, a glamor photograph of Paloma Conroy depicted a beautiful woman in her late-twenties. The dark curls falling to Conroy’s shoulder drew Thomas’s attention. She wore the same hairstyle as Jesse Sanchez.
Aguilar found Thomas in his office while he leaned over two pictures, his palms planted on the desk.
“Notice anything?” he asked without raising his eyes.
Deputy Aguilar moved to stand beside Thomas and studied the pictures of Conroy and Sanchez.
“Black curly hair, same style.”
“Similar facial features,” he said, scrutinizing their high cheekbones. They looked too much like Chelsey, an observation he withheld from Aguilar. “It has to be the same killer.”
“Shayla Pierce has long, dark curly hair.”
“I noticed. He’s quiet for three years, then he murders Jesse Sanchez and kidnaps Shayla Pierce and her daughter.”
“You’re putting the cart before the horse.”
“No, it’s the same guy, and he’s escalating.”
Paloma Conroy’s parents lived in Barton Falls, having moved to the derelict town last year after thirty years in Kane Grove. Thomas stopped the cruiser in the driveway and shut off the engine. He turned to Aguilar, who stared at the paint-chipped bungalow.
“You’re wondering the same thing,” Thomas said, bringing her head around.
“Nicholas and Kelly Conroy sold a four-bedroom house in a gated community and moved here?”
Thomas approached the steps. The house number had fallen off the wall. The ghost of the number twenty-seven remained etched into the siding, surrounded by dust and mold. A rusty sedan pleading for a new muffler grumbled past and turned the corner with a puff of smoke.
Aguilar rapped her knuckles against the door. Footsteps approached through the living room, and Thomas saw a mousy face peek through the curtain. Kelly Conroy stood a hair taller than Thomas’s diminutive partner. Deep lines ran from her hairline to her brow like parched tributaries. The woman glanced from Aguilar to Thomas.
“May I help you?”
“Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, ma’am. I’m Sheriff Shepherd, and this is Deputy Aguilar. Are you Kelly Conroy?”
Trepidation flashed in her eyes. No doubt the woman recalled Sheriff Gray knocking on her door three years ago to tell her Paloma was dead.
“Yes, I’m Kelly Conroy. What’s this about?”
“We’d like to ask you a few questions about your daughter. May we come in?”
Kelly Conroy glanced over her shoulder.
“Just a moment,” the woman said, edging the door closed.
Voices traveled from inside the living room, too muffled to discern. After thirty seconds, Kelly returned and held the door open.
Darkness pervaded the living room, despite the noonday sun washing against the house. The curtains were drawn, and a television tray with a wobbly leg stood beside the couch, with a half-eaten meal on the tray. Thomas couldn’t recall the last time he’d come across a TV tray. The food appeared to be one of those salty turkey dinners packed in an aluminum container and ready to eat after thirty minutes in the oven.
“We didn’t mean to interrupt lunch,” Thomas said, removing his hat as he stepped into the room.
“Nicholas just finished,” she said, snatching the aluminum dish. “He’s in the kitchen.”
They followed the woman to the kitchen, where a pile of dirty dishes festered in the sink. Something rancid wafted from the garbage can in the corner.
Nicholas Conroy stood six feet tall, yet appeared impossibly small at the head of the kitchen table. An empty bottle of gin lay on its side next to the napkin holder, and Nicholas’s eyes swam with the red of someone who’d succumbed to the bottle. Kelly grabbed the bottle with a nervous twitch and carried it to the recycling bin.
“Nicholas, they’re from the sheriff’s department. They want to talk about Paloma.”
The man’s eyes dropped to the table. He ran a hand across his scalp.
“A little late for that,” said Nicholas. He raised his eyes to Thomas. “What happened to Sheriff Gray?”
“Retired last year,” Thomas said.
Satisfied, Nicholas stared out the window with a blank look in his eyes.
“My apologies,” Kelly said. “Nicholas isn’t feeling well. I think he caught that summer flu that’s going around. Please, sit down.”
Thomas and Aguilar sat across from Kelly and Nicholas.
“I’m unsure what we can tell you about Paloma,” she said, rubbing arthritic pain out of her hand. “We answered Sheriff Gray’s questions three years ago.”
As Thomas opened his notepad, he said, “You told Sheriff Gray Paloma wasn’t in a relationship.”
“No boyfriends. She was very busy, always traveling on photo shoots.”
“She was a model, correct?”
“Yes, with an agency out of New York City.”
“Models draw attention,” Aguilar said. “Did your daughter ever have a stalker? Anyone who took an unhealthy interest in her?”
Kelly turned to Nicholas, but her husband stared at his hands.
“Never.”
“Any trouble with people at the agency? Enemies at work?”
“Paloma got along with everybody. She had such an outgoing personality.”
“Is it possible Paloma had a boyfriend, but didn’t tell you? You mentioned she traveled a lot. Perhaps she met someone out of town.”
“No, Paloma swore she’d wait until she finished modeling before she entered a relationship. Her plan was to model until she hit thirty, then transfer into management. She’d have more time then.”
“Judging by the number of magazines she was in,” Thomas said, “I take it your daughter was very successful.”
Kelly’s eyes beamed for a few seconds before the light fell out of them. “She was in commercials, too. Paloma owned a beautiful home on Coral Lake. She wasn’t a spender, no fancy cars or extravagant vacations. But she wanted a home on the water.”
“Any issues with the neighbors?”
“None. The people on the lake keep to themselves. Isn’t that right, Nicholas?”
Nicholas raised his head, as though someone had rousted him from a deep sleep. He didn’t answer.
Thomas swallowed a frustrated breath. He’d read Gray’s notes. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department hadn’t uncovered a single suspect. It seemed Paloma’s killer was a bolt out of a blue sky, a random brush with evil. Yet he sensed Paloma Conroy had known her killer. Someone she’d worked with or passed in the street.
“Can you recall anything out of the ordinary occurring the year Paloma passed?”
“She was away so often, I can’t imagine what that would be.”
“Bugs,” Nicholas muttered, drawing their eyes.
Thomas clasped his hands. “Bugs, Mr. Conroy?”
“Roaches. Remember the mess they made?”
Nicholas stared at his wife, who covered her mouth.
“Oh, dear. That was horrible. Paloma returned from a trip to the west coast and saw a cockroach on her kitchen counter. Two more showed up the next day, so she called an exterminator. There were dozens more in the basement and hiding in the kitchen cabinets.” Kelly shuddered. “Thank goodness she found them when she did. The exterminator told Paloma that roaches lay eggs every six weeks. If she’d returned a month later, they would have overrun the house.”
Aguilar leaned forward. “Properties along Coral Lake run in the millions.”
“Paloma owned a small house. It wasn’t worth seven figures.”
“But roaches?”
“That’s what we said. Why would she have a cockroach problem?”
“They get in your clothes,” Nicholas slurred. “Probably picked ’em up in LA or New York City and brought them back in her luggage.”
“But she said the cockroach was already on the counter when she returned.”
“Which exterminator did your daughter hire?” asked Thomas.
“Barton Falls Exterminating,” said Nicholas. “Same outfit that removed the wasp’s nest from Henry’s place.”
Nicholas tilted his head at the neighbor’s house.
Thomas narrowed his eyes. Why would cockroaches infest a beautiful home on Coral Lake?
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Thomas traveled down the highway from Barton Falls to Kane Grove, where Jesse Sanchez’s parents lived. Deputy Lambert had interviewed the parents three days ago, but Thomas couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d missed something important. Beside him, Aguilar busied herself with her radio, fiddling with a bent antenna.
“Two beautiful women,” Thomas muttered as he drove with one hand on the wheel. “Both single, no boyfriends. And we’re left with no suspects.”
“That poor family,” Aguilar said, setting the radio on her hip. “They’ve given up on life, especially Paloma’s father.”
Thomas turned down the exit ramp for Kane Grove and drove through the city. Jesse Sanchez’s parents, Edmond and Carm, lived in a white Craftsman on the east side of the city. Unlike the Conroys’ residence, this house appeared in solid shape, with the lawn mowed and the flower garden weeded. A child on a bicycle watched Thomas and Aguilar as they climbed the steps and rang the doorbell. Despite the well-groomed home, Edmond and Carm Sanchez appeared just as shaken as Nicholas and Kelly Conroy. No liquor bottles littered the kitchen table, and Thomas didn’t find a half-eaten dinner on a TV tray. But neither Edmond nor Carm had slept more than a handful of hours over the last week.
“That’s correct,” Carm said, pouring coffee for her husband and their two guests. “Our Jesse worked in public relations. Sasha Marketing and PR promoted Jesse last year.”
“How long did she hold the job?” Aguilar asked, accepting the mug, though Thomas knew she’d only sip the drink out of courtesy. She abhorred coffee and swore by green and white teas.
Carm twisted a lock of chocolate-brown hair around her finger. Her nails were ragged and chewed. “For seven years. Jesse was lucky. Most of her friends weren’t hired out of college and accepted menial jobs to pay their loans. Not so with Jesse. She wasn’t the best student, but she worked harder than her classmates.”
Thomas glanced at Edmond. “You told Deputy Lambert that Jesse didn’t have a boyfriend. Did she have issues with any men in her life? A messy breakup?”
Edmond looked down his ski slope nose at Thomas. “Jesse was a lesbian, Sheriff. She hadn’t dated a boy since junior high school.”
Thomas straightened his shirt. “Does the name Paloma Conroy mean anything to you?”
Edmond turned to Carm, who raised her palms.
“Should it?”
“Just wondering if Jesse might have been friends with Paloma. This would have been three or four years ago.”
Edmond shook his head. “That name means nothing to me. Did she work for Sasha Marketing and PR?”
“No, sir. Paloma Conroy was murdered three years ago.”
Carm’s eyes turned haunted. Her hand trembled as she sipped her coffee.
“What about issues with pests? Did your daughter call an exterminator anytime in the last year?”
Aguilar swung her gaze to Thomas, surprised he’d asked the question. In truth, the possibility that their killer was an exterminator hadn’t occurred to Thomas until the second before he asked.
“If she did, she never mentioned it,” said Carm. “Why?”
“No problems with cockroaches or spiders?”
“What kind of question is that?” Edmond asked. “Jesse owned a riverside condo in Kane Grove. There weren’t any cockroaches.” Edmond’s mouth twisted on cockroaches. “How will you catch our daughter’s killer if you’re worried about insects?”
After fifteen fruitless minutes, it became obvious the Conroys didn’t know who killed their daughter. Thomas and Aguilar climbed into the cruiser.
“That went well,” Aguilar said, blowing the hair off her forehead.
“They’re going through hell.” He tapped a finger on his phone. “Mrs. Conroy mentioned Sasha Marketing and PR. Let’s call the firm.”
Thomas drove into a city park and swung the vehicle into a municipal lot. After shutting down the engine, he dialed the public relations firm. The administrative assistant put Thomas through to Sasha Gruden.
“I can’t believe someone would hurt Jesse,” Gruden said through the speaker.
Sasha Gruden spent the next five minutes recounting Jesse’s career and the awards she won for excellent service.
“Were there any workplace issues?” Thomas asked.
“No way. Well, let me take that back. Everybody gets along, but sometimes too much.”
“What do you mean?”
Gruden sighed. “The practical jokes get out of hand. I hate to be the mean boss, but sometimes I need to rein people in. Like a few months ago, an employee hid fake vomit in my account manager’s chair. It was one of those gag items you can buy in Halloween stores. We have an office full of pranksters.”
“What about Jesse? Did anyone play jokes on her?”
Gruden laughed. “They all did because Jesse loved a good joke. One time, Deidre—that’s my top salesperson—covered Jesse’s desk with sticky notes. She used pinks and oranges and spelled gotcha in pink letters. That was funny, so I let it go. But this past spring, someone left a bloody hook on the door handle to Jesse’s car.”
Thomas raised an eyebrow at Aguilar. “Did you say a bloody hook?”
“Yeah, like the campfire urban legend—the killer with a hook for a hand. Scary movies terrified Jesse, and she made the classic mistake of admitting it in front of her coworkers. Someone got the bright idea to scare Jesse.”
“What happened to the hook?” asked Aguilar.
“I removed it from Jesse’s car and tossed it in the trash. It was fake blood, obviously. Another gag item. I never figured out who pulled that prank. After no one came forward, I wrote a letter to the staff and demanded people treat their coworkers with respect. Like I said, I don’t like being the mean boss, but I have a business to run.”
“Tell me about your clients,” Thomas said. “Who did Jesse work with over the last two months?”
“Jesse handled the Perfect Fit account. They’re an athletic apparel startup out of Syracuse. Perfect Fit started a sneaker line, and Jesse helped them spread the word.”
“How often did she visit Perfect Fit?”
“Twice per week, I’d say.”
“Did she drive there alone? Or did Jesse have a partner?”
“No, that was Jesse’s client. Usually she rented a car. I don’t want my team members driving their own cars, especially when they travel long distances, like to New York City or Albany.”
“Who was her contact at Perfect Fit?”
“Reed Yellins. He owns the company.”
After the call ended, Thomas said, “Search for Reed Yellins on the internet and tell me what you find.”
Aguilar handed Thomas her phone. “Here he is. Definitely not our killer.”
Thomas stared at a picture of a man in a wheelchair. Reading the caption, Thomas learned Yellins was a veteran who’d lost his legs fighting in Desert Storm.
“Yeah, Reed Yellins didn’t murder Paloma Conroy and Jesse Sanchez.”
Aguilar pocketed the phone. “What do you make of that practical joke? The bloody hook hanging off the car door. We used to tell that story at slumber parties.”
“Everyone knows that story,” Thomas said, turning the key in the ignition. “Though I’m struggling to picture you at a slumber party.”
Aguilar smirked. “Just because I squat 250 pounds and kick butt for a living doesn’t mean I didn’t act like a girly-girl when I was young.”
“Point taken.”
“What about your urban legend maniac?”
“What if it wasn’t a joke this time?”
“So, a real-life escaped lunatic with a hook for a hand killed Jesse Sanchez? You’re watching too many horror movies, Thomas.”
“That’s not what I meant. Nobody came forward and admitted to playing the joke. Maybe it wasn’t a prank. What if the killer was sending a message to Jesse?”
“We’ll never know, since Gruden threw the evidence away months ago.”
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Chelsey peeked through the guest house doorway. Thomas hadn’t returned from work yet, and she didn’t want him to catch her researching the Jesse Sanchez murder case. He’d never admit the truth: Thomas didn’t want to involve Chelsey because she looked too much like Sanchez. If the killer was targeting women who shared specific traits, Chelsey might place herself in the cross-hairs by joining the investigation.
She closed and locked the door, then drew the curtain over the back window. Inside the room facing Wolf Lake, LeVar set an open pizza box on the card table while Scout worked on the computer, tinkering with video and audio settings before their scheduled call with FBI Agent Scarlett Bell. Bell was the Behavioral Analysis Unit’s lead profiler, a household name among people fascinated by true crime and serial killers. Earlier this spring, Bell and her partner, Neil Gardy, had helped the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department capture murderer Justice Thorin. Since then, Scout had forged a friendship with Bell, after the agent suggested the wheelchair-bound teenager consider consulting for the BAU after college.
“How does my hair look?” LeVar asked, leaning over Scout’s shoulder and grinning into the web camera.
Scout gave him a playful swat on the arm. While Scout tested the audio levels, Chelsey retrieved dinner plates. From the refrigerator, she removed a bottle of root beer.
“What time is Agent Bell expecting our call?” Chelsey asked, as she poured drinks.
“Seven o’clock,” Scout said over her shoulder. “Which gives me two minutes to figure out why the audio sounds so distorted. I don’t want the call to seem unprofessional.”
LeVar raised an eyebrow at Chelsey, a silent signal that Scout was fretting too much over getting the settings perfect.
“Shep Dawg won’t be happy we went behind his back,” LeVar said, placing two pizza slices on a dish and handing it to Chelsey.
“We aren’t going behind his back. I am. If this blows back on us, I’ll take the blame.”
“Why does he have his panties in a knot over this case?”
“Because he worries and wants to protect his friends and family. But it’s clear the sheriff’s department missed a few things during their investigation.”
“The flower.”
“It means something, LeVar.”
“Yeah, it means some weeds have pretty colors.” Chelsey punched him in the arm. “Ow. Hey, why is it open season on LeVar?”
“Because you’re acting thickheaded, like your boy, Shep Dawg. You know better than anyone to trust Scout.”
“One hundred percent, I do.”
“Then why don’t you—”
Scout cut them off with a wave of her hand. A ringing tone emanated from the computer speaker before Agent Scarlett Bell appeared on the monitor. Bell adjusted the camera, which angled down at her, as though she’d placed it on a tripod.
“Can you hear me, guys?” Bell asked, tapping the microphone.
“We hear you,” Scout said, working hard not to grin like a fan-girl.
LeVar and Chelsey pulled their chairs beside Scout.
“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us, Agent Bell,” Chelsey said, shifting her chair.
“If Scout believes there’s a serial killer in Nightshade County, I’m all in,” Bell said. “But this stays between us. Unless Sheriff Shepherd requests FBI assistance, I can’t involve myself in the investigation. Officially.”
“We understand. Since the sheriff’s department didn’t include us on the case, we request you use the same discretion.”
“Of course.” Bell’s eyes shifted to Scout. “Tell me about the burial site.”
“The burial site . . .” The first words out of her mouth sounded strangled, as though she had a frog stuck in her voice box. Scout cleared her throat. “The burial site was Oak Hollows Forest, along the county border.”
“Tell me about the area. Sparsely populated?”
“Yes. We only saw a few houses along the road.”
“Where did the killer bury Jesse Sanchez?”
Scout clicked through a folder of images and shared a picture on the screen. “As the photo shows, he dug the grave at the base of a steep hill, where the forest meets the meadow.”
“And how did you feel when you visited the meadow?”
Scout glanced at Chelsey and LeVar, as if the question caught her off guard. After a moment of consideration, she turned back to the camera.
“At peace.”
“Good, that’s what I expected you to say. The location is isolated and surrounded by natural beauty. You probably didn’t see another human anywhere near the burial site—”
“We didn’t.”
“—and the local fauna probably overruns the area. One lost soul buried among thriving life. I’m stretching the limits of my imagination here, but the steep slope above the meadow almost looks like a massive headstone.”
LeVar scrubbed a hand down his face. “Wow, it really does.”
“Out of curiosity, how in the world did you carry Scout down that hill, LeVar?”
“Very carefully.”
“He buried her because he experiences remorse after he kills. That doesn’t stop him from murdering again. The urge is always there. But once the life leaves his victim, a moment of clarity strikes him, and he understands what he did was wrong, or a part of him seeks forgiveness.”
Scout shared the photograph of the flower. “See the flower, Agent Bell? I believe he placed it.”
“Excellent observation, Scout. Have you researched the flower?”
“I did. It’s a yellow lotus flower. I found it with a plant identification app.”
“So you know the lotus grows in water. Swamps, ponds, shallow lake waters. It didn’t grow in the meadow.”
“Why did he place the flower near her grave?”
Bell glanced up in thought. “My guess is he set the flower on the grave, but the wind blew it into the meadow. The lotus is a symbol of purity and rebirth. This is the unsub’s way of expressing shame, his way of sending Jesse Sanchez off and saving her soul. He burned out the victim’s eyes because, even in her death, he found Sanchez’s stare accusatory and judgmental. He couldn’t bear her watching him.” The FBI agent hesitated. “He’s done this before. This isn’t his first kill. And he’s likely to murder another victim in the next two weeks.”
“Thomas . . . Sheriff Shepherd is investigating another murder from three years ago. Paloma Conroy.”
“Did the unsub burn Conroy’s eyes or remove them in any way?”
“No, but the case notes mentioned burn marks on the victim’s flesh.”
“So he tortures them before he kills. Most likely, he experimented three years ago before he honed his methods. I’d like to see Paloma Conroy’s burial site. If I pull some strings, I’m certain I can obtain the case file. But official pictures won’t suffice. Are you willing to locate where he buried Paloma Conroy and send me pictures of the surroundings?”
“I can go,” LeVar said.
“Scout should accompany you. How soon can you send pictures?”
“Depends on how soon we leave. Not sure if you know this, Agent Bell, but Scout is undergoing spinal surgery. The doctor says there’s a chance she’ll regain movement in her lower body.”
Bell’s eyes widened. “That’s news to me. Scout, this is amazing. You must be excited.”
Chelsey placed a hand on Scout’s shoulder. She could feel the girl trembling.
“There’s no guarantee it will work,” Scout said. “And there are risks.”
“When is the operation?”
Scout waved a hand. “Please, you don’t have to come.”
“The surgery is Friday,” LeVar said, earning an embarrassed glare from Scout.
“I’ll think of you,” said Bell. “Stay positive, Scout. And please send those pictures when you have the chance.”
“We will,” Scout said. “Thank you for profiling our killer.”
“Seems you nailed the profile on your own, my friend.”
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A blue banner with Barton Falls Exterminating embroidered in yellow letters hung off a gray prefab building two blocks from downtown Barton Falls. The banner snapped in the wind while Thomas parked the cruiser in the gravel lot outside the business. Except for one pickup truck emblazoned with the same name, the lot was empty. An open sign dangled inside a dingy window.
The bell rang when Thomas entered. There was no one inside to greet him, only a desk cluttered with invoices and junk mail. A calendar hung in the corner. The current month displayed a bare-chested woman licking her lips and touching herself between her legs. The interior stank of chemicals and vinegary body odor.
“Hello?”
Footsteps approached from the next room. A brawny man emerged through the entryway, wiping his hands on a cloth. When the man saw Thomas, he stopped and glanced over his shoulder, as if he didn’t want the sheriff to see what he’d concealed in the back room.
“Help ya?”
“Sheriff Shepherd with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Are you the owner?”
“Vic Gruber,” he said, continuing to wipe his hands. Gruber had two black teeth and a lower lip stained black from tobacco juice. He stood six feet tall and looked as if he could play on the defensive line for a football team. “I run the place.”
“I’d like to ask you about one of your clients.”
After a moment of indecision, Gruber motioned toward an empty chair beside his desk. “Take a seat, if you don’t mind getting your pants dusty.”
Thomas pulled the chair closer to the desk when Gruber sat across from him. Even seated, the man cast a long shadow.
“This better not be about the Morton kid,” Gruber said, hunching over the invoices. “I told ’em to keep the brat off the lawn for twenty-four hours. I even put up a warning sign. People don’t listen and let their kids roll around in the grass, inhaling pesticide like a bunch of simpletons.”
“It’s about a client from three years ago.”
“Three years?” Gruber sat back and picked at his teeth. “I don’t remember what I had for breakfast yesterday, let alone who hired me three years ago.”
“You’ll remember this client. Paloma Conroy. She was a model in her twenties. Conroy owned a house on Coral Lake.”
Something lecherous flashed in Gruber’s eyes.
“Yeah, I remember her. Pretty little thing. House got overrun by roaches.”
“Did you handle the extermination on your own?”
“Took Hutcherson with me. I remember because Hutcherson had eyes for Conroy. Can’t blame him. Fine piece of ass on that one. They don’t make ’em like that in Barton Falls.”
“Back to the infestation. Isn’t it unusual to—”
The phone rang. Gruber snatched the receiver in a huff.
“Yeah?” The exterminator’s brow narrowed as he listened. “Well, tell them you can’t kill carpenter bees without chemicals. If they don’t want poisons in their yard, they can hug trees all day while bees sting their asses.” More talking on the other end. “Dammit, Hutcherson. Just handle it. I got someone in my office.”
Gruber slammed the phone down and muttered, “Shit head. If you want something done, you have to do it yourself. Now, where were we?”
Thomas made a mental note: Gruber is volatile and has anger issues.
“Paloma Conroy’s cockroach problem.”
“Right. You know, if they drop the bomb, the only things left will be cockroaches and Twinkies, and the friggin’ roaches will eat all the Twinkies.”
“Isn’t it unusual to experience a roach infestation in a lake community?”
“What? Rich people are too good for bugs? You’d be surprised by the people who call us about cockroaches. These aren’t folks living in ramshackle houses. Roaches are everywhere, and once they multiply . . .” Gruber made a slashing motion across his neck. “Bye bye, neighborhood.”
“Any idea how they got there?”
Gruber shifted his bodyweight. The chair squeaked in protest.
“Usually come in with people’s luggage. Folks travel down south and pick them up in their suitcases. If a female gets in there and she’s pregnant, they’ll multiply in weeks. Had a client who stayed the night in Queens. Came home and noticed roaches skittering across the kitchen counter the next morning. One of the little bastards crawled into his cereal box. How would you like to find that in your Wheaties, Sheriff?”
Thomas glanced at the notes he’d taken from the case file.
“Do you recall Conroy’s neighbors having roach problems?”
“Doubtful. People call me when they have bug problems, and I don’t remember another client from Coral Lake that year.”
“Have you ever worked for Jesse Sanchez?”
“Who? Never heard that name. She a Mexican or something?”
“How about Shayla Pierce?”
Gruber set his thick forearms on the desk. “Should I get a lawyer, Sheriff? I don’t like this line of questioning.”
“You don’t need a lawyer, Mr. Gruber. I’m just checking on people who might have hired an exterminator in recent weeks.”
“Well, I don’t know those names.” Gruber rose from the chair. “Now if you’ll forgive me, I’ve got a spider issue to deal with in Kane Grove. You can find your way out, right, Sheriff?”
Thomas clenched his jaw. “If you remember anything about Paloma Conroy, give my office a call.”
After Thomas set a card on the desk, Gruber stared at it the way he might a squashed earwig. Thomas felt Gruber’s gaze following him through the doorway. As he strode to his cruiser, the lock turned behind him. He glanced back, but couldn’t see Gruber behind the sun-washed window.
Inside his vehicle, Thomas called Aguilar.
“Yeah, Sheriff?”
“Tell me everything you can find on Vic Gruber, the owner of Barton Falls Exterminating.”
“Just a second.” Aguilar’s fingers drummed across her keyboard. She whistled. “Four years ago, Vic Gruber did six months in Utica for assault.”
“What for?”
“He punched his ex-wife and broke her jaw. You think he murdered Conroy and Sanchez?”
“All I know is Gruber worked for Conroy three years ago, and he has a temper.”
After more typing, Aguilar said, “You have more on him, Sheriff.”
“What’s that?”
“Vic Gruber owns a house outside Oak Hollows Forest.”
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Halfway to Wolf Lake, still mulling over the news that Vic Gruber owned a house near Oak Hollows Forest, Thomas sent an incoming call through the cruiser’s speakers.
“Thomas, it’s Darren. Where are you?”
“On the way back from Barton Falls near exit nine.”
“Stop by the state park.”
Thomas checked the GPS. If he left the highway now, he could take the back roads into the park and save himself ten minutes.
“Is there a problem?”
“That cabin Shayla Pierce rented—cabin three. I found a fingerprint on the outside of the window.”
“I’ll be there by two o’clock.”
“Raven and I will wait for you. See you in a few.”
Thomas radioed dispatch and told them to send Deputy Lambert to the state park. While Lambert dusted the fingerprint, Thomas would check the cabin for anything he’d missed and interview Darren and Raven. The print might belong to anyone, perhaps a camper who’d locked himself out of the cabin and attempted to climb through the window. But Darren, a former Syracuse Police officer, wouldn’t call Thomas unless he believed the print belonged to Shayla Pierce’s stalker.
Deputy Lambert’s cruiser was parked outside the welcome center when Thomas arrived. At forty-three, Lambert possessed a boyish, clean-shaven complexion. The ex-army soldier wore his hair in a buzz cut, and his corded arms warned people not to mistake the childish face for weakness. After growing up in Minnesota, Lambert chose the military, then landed an open deputy’s position in an upstate New York village he’d never heard of called Wolf Lake. He fell in love with the village and became a staple of Sheriff Gray’s department. Now Lambert leaned over the window on cabin three and studied the fingerprint on the glass.
“This print is as clear as day,” Lambert said, when Thomas approached. “Whoever it was, he wasn’t subtle or careful. There’s another blotch on the glass just above it. I think it’s a nose.”
Thomas stepped closer and peered around the deputy. “A nose?”
“Yeah, like he stuck his face against the glass and stared at the occupants.”
“How did nobody spot this guy?”
“He probably sneaked around the cabin at night. Also, the neighboring cabin is windowless until you circle to the other side. If our stalker stayed quiet, he could have watched Shayla Pierce and her daughter without drawing attention.”
Thomas rubbed a chill off his arm and left Lambert to his work. He pictured a madman glaring through the glass. The psycho must have scared Shayla’s four-year-old daughter out of her mind. No wonder Brooke believed a monster had followed her home from the state park. Because one had.
Dressed in jean shorts and a tank top, her black, beaded hair thrown back, Raven Hopkins waited for Thomas at the front door to cabin three. Raven was Chelsey’s partner at Wolf Lake Consulting. Last year, she began dating Darren before accepting his invitation to move into his cabin and live amid the natural beauty of the state park. Beyond the trees, the lake glistened under the westering sun.
“Shayla asked me to speak with Brooke after their third night in the cabin,” Raven said, staring off at the woods. “She swore a monster came to their window and watched them through the glass. I didn’t believe her, Thomas.”
“A four-year-old girl tells you there’s a monster running around the state park, and you’re supposed to buy in?”
“Perhaps not. But I sat the girl down and talked to her about the woods. That the forest only appeared scary from a distance, but once you entered, you saw how peaceful and safe it was. I told her there was nothing to be afraid of, and I was wrong.”
Thomas leveled his eyes with Raven’s.
“You’re not throwing this on yourself. We haven’t determined that Shayla and Brooke were kidnapped, or that their kidnapper stalked them at the camp.”
“I explained that she couldn’t be any safer—the state park ranger was a former police officer, and I worked as a private investigator down the hill. Because of me, Shayla and Brooke might have let their guards down.”
“You comforted a frightened girl, Raven. You did the right thing.”
Darren joined Raven and threw an arm around her. She leaned her head on his shoulder.
“If someone followed Shayla and her daughter through my park,” Darren said, setting his jaw, “I’ll do anything to help you catch him.”
“You still have the security cameras, correct?” asked Thomas.
Darren had installed cameras last year after a rash of break-ins occurred at the campground. The thieves were two members of the Harmon Kings gang, who’d spied on LeVar across the lake.
“I have them. Can’t tell you how good the angle is on cabin three, but I’ll search through the footage.”
“You remember the dates Shayla Pierce rented the cabin?”
“They’re in my computer system.”
“If you find anything, send me a copy of the footage.”
Lambert met them outside the entryway to cabin three. “I’ll put the print through AFIS and see what pops up.”
The Automated Fingerprint Identification System contained millions of civilian and criminal fingerprints. If the man who left the print had a criminal record, or worked for the federal government, Lambert would match the print with a name and zero in on the stranger outside Shayla Pierce’s cabin.
After Lambert headed to the station, Thomas walked through the cabin with Darren and Raven. Nothing appeared out of place, and the window stood in its tracks and showed no signs of tampering.
“As I said, we’ve hosted guests in this cabin since Shayla Pierce departed,” Darren said, running his eyes over the interior.
“Let’s hope we get a hit in AFIS. We’re running out of time to find Shayla and Brooke.”
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Fate pens tragedies in ink. And when the final chapter is written, there’s no turning back the page.
Inside a room blanketed by night, Scout Mourning twitched beneath the covers. She did not see the darkness, though she might have sensed its cold, dark hand moving over her body. What Scout pictured were the backs of her parents’ heads as she sat in the backseat of their old car, the hum of the motor rising and receding, as though it wished to run free, but no longer possessed the young legs to carry it down the thoroughfare. Above the car, a traffic light swayed as the wind bullied the vehicle from the passenger side.
“The Gaffneys invited us to dinner Friday night,” Mom said, absently swiping through her phone.
Dad gave a disinterested groan and tapped his fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. It seemed the light had been red for hours. Scout barely discerned the conversation with her earbuds in. Had the current song, something from the new Imagine Dragons album, not concluded and faded toward silence, she wouldn’t have heard them speaking. She caught Mom’s eye in the mirror, and her mother winked back at her.
Scout was thinking about the sleepover at Shana’s house on Saturday, not paying attention to the growing rumble behind them, as though the earth had fissured, and the widening crack was gaining on them.
Then panic and utter confusion.
The headlights lit the mirrors with the fire of a thousand suns. Which made no sense to Scout, for even a pickup truck’s lights didn’t shine that high. The air horn came next, its frantic volume rising until Scout stopped the music and cupped her ears, wanting the hellish noise to end.
Dad threw a look over his shoulder and cried, “No, stop! Stop!”
Disbelief colored his eyes. The monstrous hunk of metal hurtling at them would flatten them in seconds. And still the light remained blood-red, as traffic shot past in blurs perpendicular to the Mourning’s car. Dad released the brake and stomped the gas.
Too late.
The inhuman crunch of metal threw Scout’s head forward and shattered the glass out of the rear windshield, raining safety pellets down on her. The impact drove the wind from her lungs before the backseat lurched forward and met the front seats, Scout’s head slamming against a piece of hard, unforgiving plastic.
Then everything went black.
It stayed dark until Scout’s eyelids flickered open. Strange alien machines beeped beside her. Probes lay affixed to her flesh, and something fed liquid into her body through a tube.
The teenager blinked until the hospital room came into focus. She was alone. No doctors or nurses, no Mom or Dad.
Scout needed to get out of here. But when she tried to swing her legs off the bed, they didn’t respond. In fact, she didn’t feel her legs at all. With a yelp, she ripped the sheet off her lower body and confirmed her legs were still there. Lacerations covered Scout’s thighs and knees, most covered by a patchwork of bandages and gauze. Her head spun, and it seemed someone had driven a metal spike down the back of her neck.
That was when her mother’s sobs followed from the hallway.
“Say something, Glen. The doctor says Scout might never walk again, and you won’t even talk to me. Please, Glen. We need you.”
“It’s my fault,” Dad choked out.
“What? Why?”
“I saw the truck in the mirror. I could have . . .”
“Glen, there was nothing you could do. The policeman says the tractor trailer lost its brakes. We need to be there for Scout. Our daughter might be paralyzed.”
But that couldn’t be true. All Scout needed to do was climb down from this hospital bed and tell her parents she was fine. Just this morning, she’d ridden the Black Diamond trail from the city park to Trumansburg. She could run, bike, dance, and do everything a girl her age took for granted. Because the alternative wasn’t possible, wasn’t even conceivable.
“Come on,” she said, a tear skimming her cheek as she clutched her right leg and willed it to move.
It was as if an invisible barrier lay between her hand and leg. No sensation. Nothing. Terror straightened her back.
“Mom? Dad? Please come. Something is wrong with my . . .”
    
NAOMI CLAWED her way out of sleep in a haze of confusion. Scout was a toddler, and she’d experienced a nightmare. That explained the cries from down the hallway. She turned over to nudge Glen and found the bed empty.
Because she lived in Wolf Lake, not Ithaca, and Scout was fifteen, not four. And Glen and Naomi had separated three years ago.
Naomi’s knee buckled when she stumbled out of bed. Ignoring the pain, she limped to the doorway and hurried down the hall toward her daughter’s bedroom. Scout continued to wail from the darkness. In that frozen moment, Naomi pictured the undead corpse of serial killer Jeremy Hyde leering down at her daughter, a bloody knife clenched between his teeth, as he ran a decrepit hand through Scout’s hair.
She whipped the door open and found Scout alone and huddled beneath the covers, the window open to the screen, and the curtains dancing ghostly with the night breeze, no killers hulking over Scout’s bed or hiding in the corners.
Naomi pulled the blankets back and touched Scout’s shoulder. The teenager lurched awake and stared at Naomi with dinner-plate eyes, her daughter looking past Naomi toward an alternate reality.
“I’m here, Scout,” she said, crawling into bed beside her daughter and stroking her hair. “It was just a dream. You’re safe now.”
Scout hitched for a long time. The girl trembled in her mother’s arms. Naomi wanted nothing more than to drive back the demons haunting her daughter and make Scout feel safe again.
“You dreamed about the accident again,” Naomi said, kissing her daughter’s forehead.
She held her lips in place, testing for a fever, as her own mother had done for her. There wasn’t a fever, though a sheen of sweat salted Naomi’s lips.
“That’s the first time I’ve had the nightmare in years. Why now?”
“You’re under a lot of stress, honey. There’s so much happening in your life. It’s okay to have nightmares.”
Scout sniffled and nestled her head against her mother. Naomi wished Scout would keep talking. It was important to flush out the worries. Her daughter remained silent, and Naomi kept stroking Scout’s hair and kissing the girl’s forehead until Naomi realized her daughter had fallen asleep in her arms. She eased the girl down to the pillow and tucked the covers around her body. When she was certain Scout wouldn’t awaken, Naomi slipped out of the room and closed the door behind her, turning the knob so the mechanism didn’t click.
Inside the kitchen, she ran the faucet and splashed water over her face, washing away her own tears. The lights were on in the neighboring guest house behind Thomas Shepherd’s A-frame. She wasn’t surprised when the guest house door opened and LeVar, dressed in a sweatshirt and Batman pajama bottoms, jogged across the yard and climbed the ramp to Naomi’s sliding glass door. Naomi met him at the open door and invited him inside.
“I heard crying. Did something happen to Scout?”
She brushed the hair off her forehead. “Scout had a dream. She just fell back to sleep. Everything is okay now.”
He tilted his head. “Are you sure everything is okay? I’m here if you want to talk.”
Naomi glanced away and picked at her nightshirt. “Have a seat, LeVar. I’ll make coffee.”
The clock on the stove read three in the morning, and she didn’t place favorable odds on falling asleep after Scout’s nightmare. It suddenly struck her that the calendar had changed and crept one day closer to Scout’s operation. Only three days away now. She poured him a mug and set hers on the table. Sitting across from him, she sipped the steaming brew and regarded him over the mug.
“Talk to me,” he said, keeping his voice low, just in case Scout eavesdropped from the bedroom. “If you’re worried about the surgery, there’s no reason to be. You chose the best spinal care clinic in the region. Scout is in good hands.”
“What if it doesn’t work, LeVar? Scout is playing her cards close to her vest, acting like it’s no big deal. But I know my daughter. If the procedure fails, it will crush her. After all she’s gone through the last three years, I don’t want her to suffer more disappointment, more pain.”
“And if the procedure works?” LeVar raised an eyebrow.
Naomi sipped the coffee and set it down. As she stared at her hands, she said, “I’ve wanted nothing more since the accident. Until a few weeks ago, when Scout’s leg moved while you carried her into Wolf Lake, I believed our wishes would never be granted. Now Scout and I have so much hope, and I can’t bear to think what will happen to her psyche if it doesn’t work.” She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “It’s a risky operation, LeVar. A lot could go wrong.”
“You’ve been reading the internet again. Don’t do that. The Google lies.”
“That’s what Dr. Franco said.”
“Bet. That’s a wise woman. To be honest, I researched Dr. Franco. She isn’t just a doctor and surgeon. Dr. Franco is a leading expert on spine care and rehabilitation. This isn’t her first rodeo.”
Naomi nodded, wishing she possessed LeVar’s confidence. Dr. Franco’s words kept coming back to her.
Any surgery involving the spine carries risk, as does anesthesia.
“Promise me you’ll be there when Scout wakes up.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
Her eyes filled with tears and rendered LeVar blurry. Here was a teenage boy . . . no, a young man . . . who’d grown immeasurably since the first time she laid eyes on him. Fifteen months ago, everyone in Wolf Lake suspected LeVar had murdered that prostitute and dumped her body in the lake. Then she saw him in Thomas Shepherd’s backyard, with his tattooed, imposing physique, his gangling dreadlocks halfway down his back. There had been a challenge in his eyes, a warning. Now, she realized nobody had ever given LeVar a chance, and he had every reason in the world to distrust Thomas’s charity. Seeing the gangster standing a few steps from Scout had sent Naomi’s heart racing. What is Thomas thinking, bringing a Harmon Kings thug into our lives? Now she trusted LeVar with her daughter’s life.
She also understood something LeVar would never admit. He was scared, too. Behind the bluster and wisecracks and words of wisdom, a frightened boy worried he’d lose his best friend.
Without speaking, Naomi reached across the table and took his hands in hers. She lowered her eyes. And for the first time in many years, Naomi prayed.
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Chelsey awoke with a start and kicked the covers off her legs. She found Thomas staring at her with the sharp, concerned glare of someone who knew she was hiding a secret. His hand rested on her hip. At the foot of the bed, Jack lowered his head onto his paws and whined, regarding Chelsey. The first grays of the coming dawn slipped over the window.
“You were yelling in your sleep,” he said, brushing the hair off her eyes.
She grabbed the comforter and pulled it around her shoulders. Her pulse raced.
“I didn’t say anything, did I?”
“It was just a lot of yelling and whimpering. What’s going on with you, Chelsey?”
She swung her legs off the bed and sat up with her back to Thomas. He reached for her shoulder and pulled back, as though he worried she’d break. Chelsey grasped for the fading dream, but it slipped through her fingers before she could remember. Over the last several months, she’d dreamed about her depression too many times to count. In her worst nightmares, the medication didn’t keep the demons at bay, and she spiraled out of control and lost everything she’d fought for—her happiness, her career, a relationship with the man she was born to love. Chelsey dropped her face into her hands and fought to recall this morning’s dream, sensing it was vital she remembered.
Thomas climbed off the bed and offered his hand. She took it.
She followed him to the kitchen, with Jack a few steps behind, the dog’s nails clicking across the hardwood floors. Chelsey let Jack outside while Thomas removed a skillet from the cupboard and set it on the stove. The clock read five-thirty as he whisked the pancake mix inside a green plastic bowl and added a handful of fresh blueberries. Fifteen minutes later, an orange glow seeped over the eastern horizon. Thomas plated the pancakes. Beside the table, Jack wolfed down his food in record time and studied Thomas and Chelsey, wondering how long it would take before one of them tossed the dog a syrupy pancake.
Thomas’s case file sat on the table. Chelsey’s eyes wandered to the closed folder.
“Any progress on the Jesse Sanchez case?”
“We’re investigating a few leads.”
“Promising?”
He gave an uninspired shrug and forked a pancake morsel into his mouth.
“Raven finished a background check yesterday, and there’s nothing on my docket until Monday,” Chelsey said.
“You don’t need to offer. I already have Aguilar and Lambert on the case.”
She pulled her lips tight and set her fork on the plate. Why would Thomas resist including Wolf Lake Consulting on the Jesse Sanchez investigation? Sure, it was unusual for law enforcement to enlist a local PI firm. But that hadn’t stopped Thomas in the past. Raven and LeVar were as much Thomas’s friends as Chelsey’s, and Scout was an FBI profiler in the making.
Chelsey clenched her jaw. Thomas was shutting her out because she resembled the dead woman. Personally, Chelsey didn’t see a strong resemblance—the cheekbones appeared similar, and Jesse Sanchez wore brunette hair to her shoulders, though Chelsey’s hair was more wavy than curly. Then there was Paloma Conroy, the cold case murder victim from three years ago. Similar hairstyle to Sanchez. To make matters worse, Shayla Pierce seemed a spitting image of Jesse Sanchez.
“Did you read my notes on the lotus flower?”
“The lotus grows in marshland and watery areas,” Thomas said, sawing through a pancake without looking up. “That was a good catch. We thought nothing of the flower during the investigation.”
“So you understand the lotus represents rebirth.”
“And purity, yes.” Thomas chewed and swallowed. He cut into another pancake and stopped. Lifting his gaze, he said, “You consulted with the FBI.”
“Why do you say that?” she asked, coughing when the orange juice drained down the wrong pipe.
“That sounds an awful lot like something Agent Bell would say.” He set the fork down and folded his hands. “Chelsey, you can’t bring the Behavioral Analysis Unit into my investigation. You don’t have the authority.”
“Let us help, Thomas. It takes multiple sets of eyes to catch a killer.” She wanted to point out he’d missed the lotus, but being hypercritical wouldn’t endear herself to him. And she realized he’d done his best, as he always did, and wanted to apprehend Jesse Sanchez’s murderer before something terrible happened to Shayla and Brooke Pierce. Knowing Thomas, he probably felt remorse and embarrassment over missing the obvious clue. “Please, Thomas.”
“I can’t. Not this time.”
“If it’s because I look like the victims—”
“This isn’t a game, Chelsey. The killer targets pretty women in their twenties.”
“I’m thirty-three.”
“Let me finish. Women with shoulder-length, curly brunette hair. If you put yourself front and center in my investigation, he’ll see you. I won’t let you draw his attention.”
“This guy doesn’t even know I exist.”
“And I intend to keep it that way.” Thomas chewed his lip. “I value your opinion, and my department appreciates all the help Wolf Lake Consulting gives us. But this is our investigation, and I need you to keep your distance. Just this once.”
“You’re overreacting.”
“I’m not. You know how killers think. If you put yourself on his radar, he’ll come after you.”
“So what do I do? Lock myself inside the house for the next month, while you try to catch him?”
“If that’s what it takes to keep you safe, then yes.”
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Thomas wiped his clammy hands on his pants and waited behind the wheel of his cruiser. He hated shutting Chelsey out of the investigation, but he wouldn’t make the same mistake he’d made with Deputy Aguilar. Thomas had recognized Aguilar’s stress after she shot and killed Officer Avery Neal, a murderer hiding behind a badge. Yet he’d never suspected Aguilar was spinning out of control. Because Thomas lacked attention to detail, Aguilar had fallen into the hands of serial killer Justice Thorin. Now, another murderer was targeting women who looked an awful lot like Chelsey, and he refused to put the woman he loved at risk.
Martin Distler’s red single-story house featured black shutters and a front porch with a rocking chair. Distler was Shayla Pierce’s neighbor, and according to Pierce’s parents, Distler didn’t get along with Shayla. Thomas exited the vehicle and approached the house through the driveway. A black MINI Cooper sat in front of a closed garage door. A fence bordered the back, but there was no barrier between Distler’s property and those of his neighbors. He climbed the steps and pressed the buzzer. It didn’t take long before the door swung open.
Distler was an inch or two taller than Thomas, but at least fifty pounds heavier. The thick-bodied man appeared as if he spent a lot of time in the gym, and Thomas suspected Distler was strong enough to carry a dead woman through the forest. The man wore a chocolate mustache, with a few gray speckles. His hair was cut short. Distler eyed Thomas through the entryway and studied the sheriff’s badge with scrutiny.
“Yeah?”
“Are you Martin Distler?”
“That’s what the name on the mailbox says.”
Thomas gestured at the house next door.
“Have you seen your neighbors in the last week?”
“Pierce? No, I haven’t seen her, and I don’t care to.”
“Any idea where they are?”
Distler frowned. “How the hell would I know? I’m not their keeper, sheriff. I just live next door.”
“Can you tell me the last time they were home?”
“A week ago. I could be off by a day or two. They’d returned from a camping trip.”
Thomas shifted his body so he could see into the room behind Distler. Distler took a half-step sideways to block him.
“I thought you weren’t your neighbor’s keeper. How did you know Shayla Pierce took her daughter camping?”
Distler exhaled through his nose and leveled Thomas with a glare.
“Because they were carrying knapsacks and camping supplies. I wouldn’t have noticed, except I was grabbing the mail while they unpacked the car.”
“Did you see anyone at the Pierces’ house in the last few weeks? Any unknown vehicles parked along the curb?”
“I keep to myself. What people do with their time is their own business.”
Distler conducted himself like someone who started a lot of fights with his neighbors. His posture remained aggressive, as though the man were a powder keg waiting for the fuse to light.
“Did you get along with Shayla Pierce?”
“What kind of question is that?”
“I understand you argued with Pierce recently.”
“Is that what this is about? Did she call you because I told her off? Poor little princess. That’s too bad that I hurt her feelings.”
“What was the argument about, Mr. Distler?”
Distler crossed his arms, his thick frame blocking the doorway.
“That no-good kid of hers trespassed on my property again. I told Pierce to keep her damn kid out of my yard. But did she listen? No. These days people think borders don’t matter, that they can go anywhere they please.”
“What happened?”
“There’s a pond out back near the fence line. Keep koi in there. The Pierce girl likes the fish, so she sneaks into the yard when she thinks I’m not watching. I caught her leaning over the pond and sticking her hand in the water, like she wanted to pet the fish. It’s a fish, not a puppy.”
“What did you do when you saw Brooke Pierce in your yard?”
“I told her to get away from my pond. Then her bitch mother marched across my property line and told me never to scream at her daughter again. When I was a kid, we respected our neighbors. And if one of us cut through a yard and twisted an ankle, or cut himself climbing a fence, we sucked it up and didn’t tell anyone. Today, a kid comes into your yard and falls, and the parents scream lawsuit. What do you figure would have happened if that stupid girl tumbled into the pond and drowned?”
“So you fought with Shayla Pierce.”
“Argued. That’s all. Just two adults disagreeing. I haven’t seen the girl in my yard since, so it seems I finally got through to them.”
After concluding the interview, Thomas returned to his cruiser. He didn’t peg Distler as a killer, but some murderers concealed their demons well. Regardless, he’d keep tabs on Distler throughout the investigation.
When he started the engine, the curtain parted on the single-story’s window. Distler watched Thomas as the sheriff drove away.
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Darren Holt returned from Lucifer Falls, where he’d removed a snag of branches threatening to block the river. As he crossed the campgrounds, waving as campers greeted him, he picked up his pace. He had just enough time to sift through the security camera footage again, before the proverbial dinner bell rang, and the grounds crowded with campers grilling burgers and steaks. Last evening, Darren and Raven had scrolled through eight hours of footage, and there were still two more camera views to interrogate.
He opened the door to the ranger’s cabin and found Raven and her mother at the kitchen table. Serena Hopkins lived on the west side of Wolf Lake. She was a recovering heroin addict who’d pulled her life together after rehab.
“Hey, babe,” Raven said. “Mom stopped by to say hello.”
“So I see.” Darren kissed Serena’s cheek. “How are you, Ms. Hopkins?”
Serena wagged a finger. “How many times do I need to tell you to call me Serena? I’m not your kindergarten teacher, boy.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And stop calling me, ma’am. Lord help me, you’re such a gentleman.”
Serena pinched his cheek.
Raven rose from her chair and motioned at a stack of magazines on the counter. “Mom brought us reading material.”
Darren wandered to the kitchen counter. The magazine on top included a tropical scene on the front cover, with clear blue water and a silhouetted couple wading into the tranquil sea. On the cover, the text read, The Ten Most Romantic Honeymoon Getaways. The next magazine was called Ebony Bride. Darren swallowed.
Raven shot him a wide-eyed stare and shook her head.
“Just some magazines I had lying around the house,” Serena said, waving away their concern. “Thought you’d need to pass time, living all by your lonesomes, with nobody to talk to but the deer and woodchucks.”
“We have plenty of people to talk to,” Raven said, motioning at the campers outside the window.
Darren set his hat on the chair and immediately snatched it up after Serena gave him a don’t-you-dare-mess-up-my-daughter’s-house glare. He placed it inside the closet and closed the door, then grabbed the empty pizza box on the counter and folded it in half for the recycling bin. What the heck was he doing? This was his house.
As Serena paged through the bridal magazine, Raven elbowed him and cocked a questioning eyebrow.
“What do you want me to do?” he whispered. “She’s your mother.”
“She’s driving me up the wall with all the hints.” Raven pushed her beaded hair off her shoulder. “I mean, it’s not like I don’t want to marry someday. But . . .”
“But what?”
“Hey, Mom,” Raven said, standing on tiptoe to see Serena over Darren’s shoulder. “We’re working on a case with the sheriff’s department. Do you mind if we—”
Serena touched Raven’s shoulder. “I understand, baby. Your momma wasn’t born yesterday.” To Raven’s horror, Serena winked at her. “Must be so exciting living in the wilderness.”
“Mom, that’s not what I meant. We really have a case to work on.”
“Uh-huh.” Serena met Darren’s eyes. “You treat my girl with respect, you hear?” Smiling, she waved a hand through the air. “I’m just joshing y’all. I know Darren’s a good boy.”
Serena tapped her finger on the magazines before she left. The door closed, and Raven turned to Darren.
“What the heck was that about?”
“She only wants what’s best for her daughter.”
“Could she be less aggressive about it? I half-expect her to show up with a justice of the peace next time.”
Darren snickered, then caught himself. “She wouldn’t do that, would she?”
Raven rolled her eyes. “The footage?”
“Oh, yeah. Right.”
Before Darren led the way to his laptop, he peered out the window and ensured Serena wasn’t outside, listening at the door. After throwing the bolt on the door, he closed the curtains.
“What are you doing? I thought you wanted to go through the security footage.”
“I do. But it won’t take all afternoon.”
She grinned. “I like the way you think, Ranger Holt.”
The ranger’s cabin was no more than one room, with a kitchen nook tucked into a corner. The bed stood against the far wall, and a microscopic desk held Darren’s laptop. A blanket covered a beaten couch beside the door, and three mismatched chairs faced the couch. This was where Darren and Raven entertained company, though he didn’t recall any visitors besides their investigative team. The cabin served Darren’s purposes. It lent him privacy and tranquility, and it was small enough for him to clean with minimal effort. Since becoming ranger, he’d considered the cabin his personal oasis.
Now he scratched his forehead, wondering if the cabin was sufficient for a married couple. If Raven became pregnant, then what?
He pinched the bridge of his nose. Why did he allow Serena to get to him with all her not-so-subtle hints?
And Raven wasn’t pushing Darren to propose.
Was she?
Feeling the blood drain from his face, he sat before the laptop. Raven dropped into the chair beside him.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, why?”
“You look peaked.”
“Must be the heat.”
“Right,” she said, drawing the word out.
Darren loaded the camera footage.
“Where did we leave off last night?”
“We stopped on camera two, I think.”
“Don’t the recordings overwrite each other after two weeks?”
“Good call,” he said, clicking the button that opened the archive window. “I’ll back up the drive before we continue.”
During the archival process, Raven grabbed a bag of beef jerky from the cupboard and broke a piece off for Darren.
Between bites, Raven said, “I’m sorry my mom pressured you. She wants me to marry, and she’s not the most patient person you’ll ever meet. I’ll talk to her.”
“Don’t,” Darren said. “She’s only trying to help. No sense risking an argument.”
He couldn’t bring himself to admit that he’d been thinking the same thing. Maybe it was time to tie the knot. At forty-three, he wasn’t getting any younger. Though Darren dated off and on while he worked as a police officer, he never entered a serious relationship. Until now. He wanted to settle down with Raven, and living together over the last several months seemed like the first step on a lifelong journey as a couple. But the commitment scared the hell out of him. What if the cabin was too small, or the beauty of the state park lost its luster and became boring for Raven? Would he need to buy a bigger house in the village and commute to work every day? He wasn’t sure he could give up his current life.
After he archived the recordings, he switched to camera three and scrolled through the video from Shayla Pierce’s first twenty-four hours at the cabin. Nothing out of the ordinary occurred. Day faded to night at preternatural speed, as campers raced in blurs around the grounds. Then darkness fell, and moonlight pooled over the state park. The camera captured Wolf Lake State Park at its most tranquil.
But on the second night, after the moon rose and the campers retreated into their vacation homes, a shadow moved along the wall of cabin three.
“Stop it there,” Raven said, squinting at the screen.
“That might be our unsub.”
“What’s he doing?”
The shadowed figure crept along the cabin and peeked through the window. After studying the occupants for several minutes, he darted away and vanished into the woods.
“I can’t make out a face. It’s too dark.”
“What about the other cameras?”
“This is the only camera near the Pierce cabin.”
Darren scrubbed a hand over day-old stubble. Frustrated, he fast-forwarded to day three. On schedule, the stranger returned after dark. This time he lingered outside cabin three’s window, his face hidden in shadow.
“There,” Raven said, pointing at the screen. “He placed his hand against the glass. That’s where the fingerprint came from.”
“A lot of good that will do, if his print doesn’t show up in AFIS. Wait.” Darren leaned forward for a closer look. “He’s scratching at the glass.”
Raven turned to Darren. “Why would he draw attention to himself?”
“Because he’s trying to scare Shayla’s daughter.”
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The glowering sky threatened rain as Thomas Shepherd navigated the cruiser toward Collins and Associates, the law firm that employed Shayla Pierce. A train of vehicles lined up at a red light leading into the village center. Thomas shut off the radio and turned to Aguilar.
“There’s a common thread tying Shayla Pierce to Paloma Conroy and Jesse Sanchez.”
Aguilar watched the boats moving across the lake. “I’m unsure what that is. Conroy was a fashion model for a New York City agency, Sanchez worked for a PR firm, and Shayla Pierce is an attorney.”
“And they lived in different towns. There has to be more to the story.”
“Besides their outward appearances, the only commonality is they’re all from Nightshade County. It’s possible the unsub found them by chance.”
“Something tells me they all knew their killer.” The light changed, and Thomas turned onto Barnum Street, passing a fish market and a pet shop. “If Shayla Pierce defended violent criminals, it’s possible someone holds a grudge. Perhaps she didn’t fight hard enough to keep him out of jail.”
Spotting the law firm on the corner, Thomas swung the cruiser into the parking lot. Collins and Associates occupied a single-story brick building in Coral Lake, two blocks from the shore. A bald man wearing a bow tie led Thomas and Aguilar into Stanley Collins’s office at the end of the hall.
Collins was a thin, bespectacled man with a New York City accent. He kept his desk impeccably clean, with the pens organized in a holder on the corner of the desk. The scent of furniture polish hung heavy inside the room.
“We’re all concerned about Shayla,” Collins said, removing his glasses and setting them on the desk. “I sensed something was wrong when she stopped replying to texts.”
“Wasn’t Shayla Pierce on vacation?” asked Thomas.
“Yes, but we expect our attorneys to stay connected with the office while they’re away. Ours is the most-respected law firm in Nightshade County, and we need all hands on deck during busy periods.”
“Shayla Pierce is a defense attorney, correct?”
“She is. Shayla is green, but shows promise.”
“Does Ms. Pierce defend dangerous criminals, someone who might blame her because a case didn’t go his way?”
Collins raised his hand.
“We don’t take those cases. Our firm specializes in corporate law. None of our clients are killers or kidnappers, Sheriff.”
“Are your clients local?” Aguilar asked, jotting a note.
“Most are from Nightshade County, though we represent clients in Buffalo and Rochester on rare occasions.”
“Sounds like a lot of travel.”
“My attorneys are on the road a lot, yes.” Collins held up a finger. “But we compensate our attorneys. We cover all travel costs—hotels, flights, rental cars. None of my attorneys pay out of pocket for travel.”
Thomas shared a look with Aguilar.
“Rental cars,” Thomas said, scrunching his brow. Didn’t Jesse Sanchez rent cars when she traveled?
“Is that unusual?” Collins asked, confusion in his eyes.
“Who do your attorneys rent from?”
“We use Brogan Rentals. They provide us with reliable vehicles at a fair price, and we give them frequent business. Plus, they’re a ten-minute drive from Coral Lake. Why the interest in Brogan Rentals?”
“We’re looking into all leads, Mr. Collins. We believe Shayla Pierce knew her kidnapper, so we’re considering the people she conducted business with.”
“Willard Donowski runs a reputable business. I hardly think he abducts attorneys.”
To Stanley Collins’s dismay, Thomas asked the man to list everyone Shayla Pierce had defended over the last twelve months. Collins was visibly relieved when Thomas ended the interview.
After dropping off Aguilar at the station, Thomas swung by the house to grab lunch. He was surprised to see Chelsey’s orange Honda Civic in the driveway. Since their disagreement, he’d avoided Chelsey. She wasn’t happy with him, and he understood why. In Chelsey’s eyes, Thomas was acting like an overbearing parent, though he only wanted to keep her out of harm’s way until he was certain the killer wasn’t targeting women who looked like her. If the next victim had blonde or red hair—and Thomas hoped there wouldn’t be another victim—he’d welcome Chelsey into the investigation. She was as sharp as his deputies, and she had a knack for catching fugitives.
Thomas unlocked the door and stepped inside. Jack tore down the stairs, tail wagging, and jumped up to lick Thomas’s face. He patted the dog’s head and crossed the living room as footsteps moved through the upstairs. Thomas raised his head and smiled, expecting Chelsey to appear at the top of the staircase. The bathroom door slammed, followed by the click of the lock turning. He lowered his eyes and led Jack into the kitchen, where he built a turkey sandwich.
As he ate at the table, the bathroom door opened. Chelsey stomped across the upper landing and slammed the bedroom door, locking that door, too. Which seemed a tad incongruous to Thomas. Chelsey could stay mad for days, but she wouldn’t lock him out of his bedroom. Would she?
Jack tilted his head and whined.
“I know how you feel,” Thomas said, scratching the dog behind his ears. “She’ll get over it.”
Thomas tossed a slice of turkey to Jack, who gulped it down. There had to be a happy medium. What if he involved Wolf Lake Consulting in the case, with the only stipulation being Chelsey would coordinate the investigation and stay out of the field? He frowned and shook his head. That wouldn’t satisfy her.
Still, Thomas needed the help. He was no closer to catching the killer, and Lambert and Aguilar were already working overtime to solve the case. And he’d screwed up and overlooked the lotus flower at Jesse Sanchez’s grave site.
Thomas rinsed his plate in the sink and climbed the stairs. He hesitated outside the bedroom before he worked up the courage to knock.
“Hey.”
“I’m tired, Thomas. Let me sleep.”
He ruffled his hair and set his hat atop his head.
“Listen, I’ve been thinking about your offer to help on the case.”
“And?”
“I blew the thing with the lotus flower. For all I know, it might have held a fingerprint before it shriveled in the sun. Either way, the symbolism is important.”
“We already discussed this.”
Thomas sighed, wondering why this case was so important to Chelsey. “I want to bring Wolf Lake Consulting aboard.”
She unlocked the door. He turned the knob and took a cautious step inside. Chelsey curled on the bed with her head propped on the pillow. Her lips pressed together, but tension didn’t ripple off her body the way it had last night.
“I sense there’s a stipulation.”
Thomas sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her shoulder. “Darren is already involved with the case.” Chelsey sat up and stared at Thomas. “I realize he’s not an official member of WLC, but he’s part of your team. The security cameras at the campground caught someone sneaking around the cabin that Shayla and Brooke Pierce occupied.”
“That’s huge.”
“The footage confirmed the same man left a fingerprint on the glass. But we haven’t found him in AFIS yet, and it was too dark to make out a face.”
“Just put me on the investigative team, and I’ll help you catch him.”
“I want Raven and LeVar to poke around for leads.”
“And what will I do?”
“You’ll lead your team, Chelsey.”
“From the office,” she said, folding her arms.
“Only until I’m certain this guy isn’t murdering every woman with curly dark hair, a pretty face, and a sexy bod.”
“So you think those women are sexy?”
Thomas palmed his face. “You’re impossible. I was talking about you.”
She tapped his arm. “Learn to take a joke, Sheriff Shepherd. It will help you live longer. I still say you’re being overprotective.”
“Humor me for another week. We’ll figure this out together. I believe in you, Chelsey. But I can’t live with myself if anything happens to you.”
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When he was only a boy, he stayed up late, listening for his father, who always returned from the bar drunk and angry. The thunderous truck motor would announce the man from blocks away, and by the time his father pulled into the driveway, the whole house would rattle until the engine died.
God help the first person his father encountered upon stumbling through the doorway. It was usually his mother. The boy would sit and cry, with the covers pulled to his chin while the slaps echoed off the walls. Three times, his father caught the boy in the kitchen when he returned. The child paid dearly for crossing the monster’s path. Once, his father ripped his belt off his pants and whipped the boy across the back. Responding to the attack, his mother rushed to defend her son and ended up with a black eye and a split lip.
His father was a nasty, horrible person, and for years, the boy prayed his father would wreck the truck while driving home and die in an inferno. That’s what happened to drunk drivers, right? Eventually, their luck ran out, and they lost control of the wheel. Yet the man seemed impervious to fate. Even when he was so drunk he could barely stand, he navigated ice-and-snow-covered roads, drove through powerful thunderstorm rains, and found his way home through fog banks that rolled off the Nightshade River.
After too many beatings, the boy hid whenever the truck swung around the corner. He urged his mother to do the same, but she was just a dumb, frightened animal, a rabbit caught in the wolf’s glare. The boy concealed himself in various closets inside the house, hiding beneath winter coats, blankets, and crouching behind golf bags. Sometimes he sneaked into the basement and hid in the storage room beside the water heater. That room was always cold, even during summer’s dog days. Spiderwebs dangled in the corners, and dust coated the moldering boxes and shelving. While he hid, he chided himself for being a coward. He didn’t help his mother, who pleaded and screamed upstairs. The crashes rattled the walls, and he imagined her body striking the floor.
After many months, his father caught on to the boy’s game. Instead of parking in the driveway, the drunk abandoned the truck blocks away and staggered home. Then he slipped the key into the back door and edged the door open so the hinges wouldn’t squeak. A deranged game of hide-and-seek commenced, with the father stalking the boy through the house, whipping doors open and tossing clothes aside.
“Where are you, boy? Come out and take your beating like a man.”
As the boy hid under a bed or cowered beneath a pile of clothes, he pictured a ravenous beast stalking through the house. A devil with fire for eyes and talons for nails.
Thump, thump, thump went his father’s footsteps, sometimes trailing away from the boy, other times coming so close that the stench of liquor made the boy’s eyes water. The drunk always found him. The longer the game took, the worse the beating.
Then, when the boy turned thirteen, a miracle occurred. His father had an affair with a woman from Rochester and divorced his mother. The devil packed his meager belongings and drove away. For weeks, every loud motor made the boy sit up in bed and wipe the sheen of sweat off his forehead. But his father never returned.
Life almost seemed normal as spring turned into summer. Until he met the girl.
Craving a vacation, desperate to scour away the memory of her husband, Mom suggested they stay with their cousins. Initially, the boy resisted. Though he lacked friends, he’d discovered an addictive hobby: burning spiders with a lighter he’d stolen from his mother’s purse. He loved the way their bloated abdomens exploded when they ignited. When spiders failed to interest him, he hunted more dangerous game—wasps and hornets. He had his eye on the neighbor’s pug when Mom caught him behind the shed.
“What are you up to?”
The lighter stuck out of his back pocket. He hoped she wouldn’t make him turn around.
“If you’re hiding dirty magazines, you’d better toss them into the garbage before I catch you.”
“I’m not hiding magazines.”
She set her fists on her hips and tilted her head.
“I know a lie when I hear one. Get inside and change. We’re going to your cousin’s for the week.”
An entire week away from hunting with his lighter? He’d never be able to sneak away from his cousins and enjoy his new hobby.
“Why can’t we stay? I like it here.”
“Look at you, sitting behind the shed like a derelict. You’re going to Ian’s.” She exhaled and softened her eyes. “I promise, you’ll love the lake. Swimming all day, grilling hot dogs on the beach, catching fireflies after the sun sets.”
He grudgingly accepted. Good thing, for the decision forever changed his life.
Ian was the same age as the boy. Together, the teenagers rode inner tubes while Ian’s father dragged them behind his boat. After long days in the sun, the neighborhood kids gathered every evening for a game they called chase.
Chase was a souped-up version of hide-and-seek. One team hid while the other team chased. After a team caught the opponents, they reversed roles. Though the boy felt too old to play silly neighborhood games, he craved the intense experience of hiding among the trees, or creeping through someone’s backyard at night, while his peers hunted him. He was good at this game, having honed his skills for several years while avoiding his father. When a chaser passed within a few steps of him, unaware the boy watched from the darkness, the boy grew hard with excitement.
On the second night, he was a chaser. He preferred hiding, but the hunt gave him an unexpected thrill. With his ability to move on cat’s paws, he could sneak up on the others and stand five feet away without them knowing. It was as if he was born to stalk.
As he crossed through a night-shrouded yard, with a trampoline beside the deck and shed full of bicycles, the boy spied a girl on the opposing team.
She was beautiful—long, curly hair that dangled down her back, inquisitive eyes which drew him like a moth to a flame. The girl knelt beneath the trampoline as he crept behind her. His sneakers whispered through the thick grass. The earth held a fecund scent that tickled his nose.
He longed to touch the girl. To kiss her soft lips and jam his tongue into her mouth, to fondle her breasts. He was so close he could smell her perfume.
Something alerted the girl to his presence. She sprang to her feet and ran. He followed, legs pumping, heart hammering with excitement as he watched her flee.
The boy reached out to tag the girl, and she tumbled laughing into the lawn.
When he fell atop the girl, her amusement changed to worry. He glanced around, searching for another. But they were alone. Just the boy and his prey.
“Okay, you caught me. Let me go now.”
She wiggled beneath him, her hips grinding against his. He thrust down, growing so hard he thought he might explode. She fought him, her face contorted with panic.
“What are you doing? Get off me.”
Gaining control of her wrists, he pinned her to the grass and glared down, his face inches from hers, their hot breath mingling together. Her heart beat against his chest, racing like that of a frightened animal staring into death’s eyes. This was nothing like the burning game he played with insects and spiders, or the torture he intended to inflict on any animal he captured before summer ended. No, this was much better.
“I swear I’ll scream if you don’t let me up.”
If she tried, he’d cover her mouth. The girl was at his mercy, and she’d accepted her fate.
His mouth quivered as he rubbed his hips against her. She was too scared to move, let alone fight. The girl pushed up with her wrists, but he was stronger.
As he panted, his eyes open to slits, two hands grabbed his shoulders and yanked back. He toppled off the girl, who scrambled to her knees and covered her chest, as though he’d ripped her shirt off.
“Say you’re sorry,” Paul said, his voice lowered but tinged with fury.
Paul was Ian’s neighbor and best friend, and he stood a head taller than his friends.
“I wasn’t doing anything,” said the boy, shoving Paul away.
Paul raised a fist but held back. The others trampled through the trees now, descending into the backyard to see what had happened.
The boy grabbed Paul’s arm. “Don’t tell anyone. I swear I didn’t hurt her. We were just playing.”
Paul glanced at the girl, then turned to the boy. “Pack your things and leave. Tell Ian that you’re sick or something. I don’t care what excuse you use. You’re not welcome here. If you ever return, I’ll beat you so bad, your own mother won’t recognize you.”
Ian arrived with the others as Paul helped the girl to her feet.
“What happened?” asked Ian.
Paul opened his mouth, but the girl shook her head. She didn’t want anyone to know. Still, they all stared at the boy, as if he were inhuman, something that had crawled out of a dumpster and slunk into their lives.
The next morning, his mother agreed to take the boy home. She maintained a tight-lipped grimace during the ride, never acknowledging the boy when he asked what was wrong.
They knew. Though the girl hadn’t talked, they’d figured it out somehow.
No matter. The boy didn’t care. He had memories to last a lifetime.
What was the girl’s name? Cassidy. Or was it Casey?
Whatever her name was, he’d relive the backyard encounter over and over, as he hid behind a locked bedroom door. Each time he relived the magical moment, it intensified and morphed until it became a twisted version of reality. He longed to experience the encounter again. She was his obsession. Throughout his teen years, every girl who looked remotely like her thrilled him in unspeakable ways.
Someday, he’d meet her again.
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“Here’s everything I found on John Brewster,” Maggie Tillery said, handing Thomas a thick folder.
A bear of a man, Brewster had been charged four times with public nudity over the last decade. The most recent display occurred at the Wolf Lake marina, when Brewster returned from the lake and anchored his boat to the dock, sans pants, and sporting a painful-looking sunburn.
“What’s with this guy?” Thomas asked.
“He’s been trouble for as long as I can remember, Sheriff. But he sure loves water and showing off the naughty bits.”
Maggie had over twenty years of experience with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. When Thomas was twelve, she’d scolded him for riding a bicycle without a helmet. Now in her early fifties, Maggie dyed her hair orange and wore enough makeup to paint a barn. The administrative assistant chewed gum twenty-four hours per day, snapping and popping as she worked.
“I’ll bring Brewster in for a talking to.”
“In the meantime, Sheriff, your visitors arrived.”
Thomas noticed the clock. It was already time for his meeting with the Wolf Lake Consulting team. He found Chelsey sitting beside Raven in the interview room. She’d warmed to him since their chat, but she only offered her cheek when he bent to kiss her. Darren was here, hands stuffed inside his pockets as he bounced on his feet and stared out the window. LeVar wheeled Scout to the table.
After Aguilar and Lambert filed into the room, Thomas closed the door and drew the shades.
“Thank you, everyone, for coming today,” Thomas said, moving to the front of the room. “We enjoy a unique advantage at the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, working beside a skilled and vigilant private investigation team.”
“You better recognize,” LeVar said, drawing laughs.
“I recognize, and I appreciate all of you for helping us solve several cases over the last fifteen months. As all of you are aware, a missing person’s investigation can exhaust a small county department. We’re searching for a missing woman and child while attempting to solve two murders. It’s too much for our department to bear without outside help.”
Thomas turned on the monitor at the front of the room. A picture of Shayla and Brooke Pierce at a local park filled the screen.
“Shayla and Brooke Pierce went missing at least five days ago, possibly more. The woman’s parents contacted our department because they hadn’t heard from their daughter for two days. Shayla Pierce’s vehicle, a blue Toyota Corolla, is also missing, suggesting our unsub abducted the Pierce family on the road. Either that, or the kidnapper took them from the house and stashed the car. It turns out Shayla and her daughter, Brooke, visited the state park days before they disappeared.”
The next slide displayed the video from the state park.
“Darren graciously provided video surveillance from the Wolf Lake State Park security cameras. Watch closely. On the second night Shayla and Brooke Pierce stayed in cabin three, a figure approached the window and peered inside.”
Next slide.
“Here he is again on the third night. He stays longer this time.”
“He’s pawing at the window,” Darren said, folding his arms. “I think he’s doing it to scare the girl.”
“Why would anyone scare a child?” Chelsey asked.
“That’s part of his obsession,” Scout said. The girl’s cheeks bloomed when everyone turned to her.
“Explain,” Thomas said.
“Something from his childhood drives the unsub to terrorize his victims before he murders them. It’s like a game to him.”
“Scout’s right,” said LeVar. “I took a course in criminal profiling last semester. Did you know the Green River Killer showed victims pictures of his son before he strangled them? All murderers have something that makes them tick. This guy gets a rise out of scaring people before he kills them.”
“Brooke told me a monster lived in the woods,” Raven said, placing a hand over her mouth. “She said the monster came right up to their window and watched her through the glass.”
“Deputy Lambert took a fingerprint from the cabin window,” Thomas said. “We sent the print through AFIS, but we’ve yet to get a hit.” Thomas hesitated. “I apologize in advance for the following pictures. If you’re squeamish, I suggest you turn your head away.”
None of them did, but the photograph of Jesse Sanchez’s blanched corpse poking out of a forest grave drew gasps.
“This is Jesse Sanchez. We found Sanchez in Oak Hollows Forest after animals dug her out of the soil. Someone murdered Sanchez and burned out her eyes with an acetylene torch. As our own Scout Mourning discovered, there was a yellow lotus flower left at the scene. Since the lotus grows in water, it’s obvious someone placed the flower at the grave site.”
The next slide showed a woman with chewed up, pallid flesh strewn among dead leaves.
“This is Paloma Conroy. Conroy was murdered three years ago and dumped along the county border. We never found the killer. After speaking with Sheriff Gray and reading the case file, I concluded the same unsub that murdered Jesse Sanchez also murdered Paloma Conroy. The sheriff’s department and medical examiner discovered burn marks on Conroy’s legs and arms.”
“But not the eyes,” Aguilar said, tapping a pen against her palm.
They all turned to Scout, who looked up sheepishly.
“He was experimenting,” the girl said. “Burning his victims is important to his process. He began by using a torch on their flesh, just enough to disfigure them.”
“Were the victims alive while he burned them?” Chelsey asked.
Thomas shrugged. “We have no way of knowing. What’s your opinion, Scout? Why burn the eyes?”
“Could be guilt,” the girl said. “He doesn’t want his victims staring at him, even if they’re dead. Burn their eyes, and they can’t judge him. Or there’s a hidden motivation we haven’t discovered.”
Thomas nodded. Though he wanted Scout’s perspective, an ulterior motive hid behind his question. Her answer confirmed that the Wolf Lake Consulting crew had contacted Agent Scarlett Bell with the FBI. Scout might be a great profiler someday, but this profile must have come from an experienced agent at the Behavioral Analysis Unit. Chelsey overstepped her bounds when she contacted the FBI.
“Any suspects?” Darren asked.
“We’re following a few leads,” said Thomas, shutting down the monitor. “We believe the killer knew Sanchez, Conroy, and Pierce. But linking the three victims has been challenging. Paloma Conroy had a roach infestation inside her Coral Lake home a few weeks before she was murdered.”
“Who performed the extermination?”
“Barton Falls Extermination. I met with the owner, Vic Gruber. So far, we haven’t linked Gruber to Sanchez or Pierce. But Gruber did six months in Utica for attacking his ex-wife, and he lives outside Oak Hollows Forest.”
“He sounds like suspect number one, in my opinion.”
“There may also be a connection with Brogan Rentals, a local vehicle rental business. Jesse Sanchez worked for Sasha Marketing, a public relations firm that rents vehicles for its employees. They may use Brogan. We also met with Collins and Associates, where Shayla Pierce works as an attorney. When their attorneys travel, they rent vehicles from Brogan. I need to know if Shayla Pierce and Jesse Sanchez rented from the same place.”
“What about Paloma Conroy? You said she was a model, right?”
“Yes, and she traveled around the country. Her parents mentioned Paloma’s trip to Los Angeles. They think that’s where she picked up the roaches.” Thomas saw Scout scrunch her brow. “I assume Conroy flew across the country. Maybe she rented a car for local travel.”
The meeting concluded. Raven agreed to accompany Deputy Lambert to Brogan Rentals, while Aguilar canvassed Jesse Sanchez’s neighborhood and checked into Barton Falls Exterminating. LeVar announced he was driving Scout to Paloma Conroy’s burial site. Thomas theorized the information they gathered would go straight to Scarlett Bell.
Tonight, the WLC team would run background checks on potential suspects. As Thomas shut down his laptop, he spotted Chelsey sneaking out the door.
Thomas raised the shade and searched for Chelsey. She was gone.





22

After Thomas disappeared from the window, Chelsey hopped into her Honda Civic. She checked the mirrors and ensured he hadn’t trailed her into the parking lot. Aguilar mingled with LeVar and Scout outside the doors. When Lambert’s cruiser pulled out of the parking lot, trailed by Raven in a black Nissan Rogue, Chelsey followed.
As much as it hurt Chelsey that Thomas wouldn’t allow her in the field, she refused to stay away. Never had she felt so close to an investigation, though she couldn’t say why. Ever since the sheriff’s department dug Jesse Sanchez out of a forest grave, Chelsey hadn’t made it through a single night without nightmares, odd dreams she never remembered upon waking. Every second of the day, Paloma Conroy and Jesse Sanchez occupied her thoughts. In quiet moments, she pictured the women buried in shallow graves. If the same fate befell Shayla Pierce and her four-year-old daughter, Chelsey wouldn’t be able to live with herself. She could help Thomas find the killer if he gave her a chance.
Twenty minutes later, Raven and Lambert pulled into the parking lot outside Brogan Rentals. Tinted windows prevented Chelsey from seeing inside the business. As she climbed out of the Civic, Raven raised her palms. Chelsey motioned her forward while Deputy Lambert answered a radio call.
“I thought Thomas told you to stay out of the field,” Raven said.
“Keep your voice down. Deputy Lambert doesn’t know.”
“So you’re just going to follow us inside?”
“I’m part of the team, aren’t I?”
“Well, yeah. But if Thomas finds out—”
“He won’t.”
“Thomas finds out everything. It’s kind of his job.”
State law prohibited smoking inside New York businesses, but the interior of Brogan Rentals smelled like an old ashtray. Three empty plastic chairs sat along the wall in the waiting area.
“Be right with you folks,” said a balding man behind the counter.
As he clicked papers together and filed them inside a folder, Raven nudged Chelsey with her elbow.
“Did you see his forearm?”
Chelsey chewed the inside of her cheek. “That’s a prison tattoo.”
“What are you talking about?” Lambert asked.
Chelsey was about to point out the tattoo when the man set his hands on the counter and gave them his full attention. He opened his mouth to give his best sales pitch before he spotted Lambert in full uniform. The blood drained from the man’s face.
“Officer,” the man said, nodding at Lambert. “How can I help you?”
“I’m Deputy Lambert with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, and this is Raven Hopkins and Chelsey Byrd with Wolf Lake Consulting. Do you have an office where we can chat?”
“Sure. Follow me.”
Lambert, Chelsey, and Raven crowded into the office.
“Are you the manager?”
“Sure am. I’m William Donowksi.” Donowski fell into his chair and stared at his visitors. “What can I do for you?”
“We’re investigating a missing person’s case. I believe this person rented from Brogan shortly before she vanished.”
Donowski started to answer before the phone interrupted him. He gave Lambert an apologetic glance.
“Donowski here . . . yeah, yeah . . . send me the invoice and I’ll drive the Sienna to Albany in the morning.” He set the phone down. “Sorry about that, folks. The phone never stops ringing. You mentioned something about a missing person?”
“Yes. Her firm, Collins and Associates, rents from Brogan. Chances are you’ve met her.”
“Stanley Collins,” Donowski said, leaning back with his hands clasped behind his head. “He kept us in business during our first two years. Without the Collins account, we wouldn’t have survived.”
“If you don’t mind me asking,” Chelsey said, shifting a step closer to the counter, “what’s with the tattoo?”
Donowski stared at his forearm and creased his brow. “Oh, this? I did time when I was nineteen. Don’t worry. I didn’t kill anyone or rob a bank. I stole a truck.”
“What was that about?”
“Dumb, immature stuff. I ran with the wrong crowd, and I was out of money and needed to get to Virginia to see my mom. She has lupus and has a difficult time getting around when it flares up. The construction company I worked for laid me off when business got bad, and I couldn’t afford a bus ticket. So I made a stupid decision. A Virginia cop ran the plate while I was inside the pharmacy, picking up Mom’s meds. Just my luck. The guy was cool about it, though. He made sure Mom got her medicine after they took me in.”
Chelsey shared a look with Lambert.
“But I don’t steal trucks anymore,” Donowski said, continuing. “Ironic that I run a vehicle rental business, isn’t it? That’s like putting John Dillinger in charge of Chase Manhattan Bank or something.”
A nervous smile formed on Donowski’s face as he glanced between his visitors. Lambert wore a stoic, unblinking expression as Donowski swiped the back of his hand across his sweaty forehead.
“The person we’re searching for is Shayla Pierce,” Lambert said, producing a photograph of Pierce and her daughter. He laid it in front of Donowski. “Recognize her?”
Donowski picked up the photo and held it away from his face, squinting. Then he reached into his desk and removed a pair of reading glasses.
“She’s vaguely familiar. Can’t say I’ve dealt with her, but—” The phone rang again. Donowski sighed and held up his forefinger before answering. “Donowski. No, I need the hybrid, not the gas-powered version . . . What do you mean, it’s not available? I checked with Anne this morning, and she said . . .” As the caller spoke, Donowski dropped his face into his hand and scrubbed away his frustration. “Yes, it’s a customer request. He already paid for the premium model . . . All right, I’ll send Wendel to pick it up. Thanks, Carmine.”
After Donowski hung up, he wrote a note and ripped it off his pad.
“Sorry. This place is like Grand Central Station this afternoon.”
“You were about to look up Shayla Pierce,” Lambert reminded him.
“Right. As I told you, I’m unsure I ever met her. Might have crossed paths in the office, but I don’t recall. I’m happy to search the database, except my computer is on the fritz today. Jenny called in sick, too, which is why I’m pulling my hair out, working the counter and trying to get twenty things done at once. Would you mind if I turned you over to my assistant? He’ll have all the information you need.”
“That’s fine, Mr. Donowski.”
“Ken,” Donowski called over his shoulder. A fair-haired man lumbered into the room with a three-ring binder tucked between his arm and body. “Can you help the sheriff’s department with a missing person’s case?”
“Sure. Follow me to my office.”
As they squeezed through the doorway, Chelsey glanced back at Donowski’s desk. Invoices piled in the corner. There were no photographs of smiling wives and kids. Jesse Sanchez’s killer lived alone. He’d need to, unless his family helped him capture and torture his victims. A shiver rolled down Chelsey’s back. Something about Brogan Rentals set her on edge and made her want to turn and run.
Inside the assistant’s office, the man introduced himself.
“Kenneth Wendel.” The man offered a hand to Lambert. He ignored Raven and Chelsey as if they weren’t there. “My computer just finished installing one of those annoying security patches. Should be ready now. How can I help?”
Wendel’s chair squealed when he sat behind his desk. Again, Chelsey scanned the desk and didn’t find any family photographs. Not even a dog or a vacation picture. That didn’t mean Wendel was a serial killer, but Chelsey scrutinized the man as he typed at his keyboard. Like Donowski, Wendel had the physical size and strength to overwhelm a woman and carry her through the forest. Raven winked at Chelsey, a signal that she’d also noticed neither man displayed family photographs.
As Lambert fed Wendel the information, the assistant searched his database.
“Shayla Pierce,” he said, rubbing his lip. “Ah, yes. Pierce rented a blue Forerunner on the Collins account last month. She drove two-hundred miles and returned the vehicle four days later.”
“So you’ve met her?” Lambert asked, tapping his finger on Shayla’s photograph.
Wendel raised a shoulder.
“I deal with so many people. I’m sure I met her, but the face isn’t familiar.”
“Is that the only time she rented from Brogan?”
“Hold on, let me check.” A few clicks later, Wendel turned the computer monitor, so it faced Lambert. “No. Nine months ago, she rented a vehicle for three nights. There’s also a five-day rental listed around the same time.”
“Can you copy those dates for me?”
“Sure thing. I’ll print the invoices.” In the corner, the printer spit out three invoices. Wendel lifted the papers off the tray and handed them to Lambert. “Anything else, Deputy?”
“I need you to search your system for two names. Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy.”
A light flashed on Wendel’s phone, announcing there was a caller waiting. Wendel eyed the light before returning to his keyboard.
“Sanchez. Is that J-E-S-S-I-E?”
“No i,” Lambert said.
“J-E-S-S-E Sanchez,” Wendel repeated as he typed. He shook his head. “She’s not in my system.”
“Are you positive? Sanchez works for a public relations firm that rents vehicles for their staff.”
“I’m not seeing any Jesse Sanchez in the database. What was the second name?”
“Paloma Conroy.” Lambert spelled out the name. “This would have been three years ago.”
“Three years?” Wendel shook his head slowly. “I can’t promise our database goes back that far, but I’ll check.”
“Thanks.”
Wendel pointed at the account names listed in alphabetical order. “Nope. There’s nobody named Paloma Conroy in our system.”
Chelsey shifted her jaw. They’d hit a dead end. But that didn’t explain the jitters rattling through her body. They were close to catching the killer. What was she missing?
“Is that everything, Deputy?” Wendel asked.
“For now.”
Wendel turned his wrist and examined his watch. “Good. I need to drive a minivan to Auburn before five o’clock.”
“I’ll let you know if I have more questions.”
Lambert gathered the paperwork and thanked Wendel. On their way out of the office, Raven grabbed Chelsey.
“Didn’t Donowski say he was too busy to help?”
“He did.”
Raven swept an arm over the vacated counter.
“So where did Donowski go?”
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LeVar couldn’t wait to leave the meeting at the sheriff’s station. He’d discerned a difference in Thomas over the last few days. This was a paranoid version of the man LeVar loved like a father. He wasn’t sure he trusted this Thomas, who suddenly seemed like every cop who’d harassed LeVar in his younger days.
As he drove Scout through the village, he massaged the tension-induced cramp out of his leg. He glanced at Scout, who rested her chin on her fist and stared out the window.
“You wanna stop for a bite to eat?”
“I thought you were taking me to Paloma Conroy’s burial site.”
“She ain’t getting any deader. What’s the rush?”
LeVar swerved into an open spot along the curb and rounded the vehicle. He helped Scout into her chair and wheeled her inside the Broken Yolk, the cafe where LeVar had earned his first honest paycheck. Last year, after Thomas offered the guest house to LeVar, the teenager swore off gang life and applied to work for Ruth Sims, the Broken Yolk’s owner. LeVar assumed nobody would give a notorious gangster a break, yet Ruth welcomed him with opened arms. Thomas made the difference by putting in a good word for LeVar. Remembering burned a guilty hole in the boy’s chest. He needed to trust Thomas.
Last summer, The Broken Yolk nearly went out of business, before Scout’s mother, Naomi, intervened and taught Ruth how to attract a younger crowd. Now the cafe featured Wi-Fi access. The music over the speakers appealed to students, and Ruth offered healthy food, including wraps, matcha, and vegan options. As LeVar pushed Scout through the doors, Ruth recognized them and rushed over to say hello. She kissed LeVar on the cheek. Heat rose through his face as he hugged her back.
Ruth crouched before Scout. “Well, isn’t this a wonderful surprise? I haven’t seen you in months.”
“Hello, Mrs. Sims.”
“There’s one free table in the back. Let me take you there before someone claims it.”
Ruth wasn’t lying. The cafe bustled near capacity, with a mix of students and loyal customers who’d frequented the Broken Yolk for years. A song by Arcade Fire played over the sound system, and sweet donut smells wafted through the room.
“You’re still working next Wednesday, right?” Ruth asked LeVar as she wiped down the table.
At the beginning of summer, LeVar had quit his job to concentrate on his studies while he interned with Wolf Lake Consulting. He still picked up shifts when Ruth was short-handed. Part time work kept money in his pocket.
“Five to nine. I’ll be here.”
Ruth returned to the counter as LeVar scanned the menu.
“What whets your appetite?”
Scout stared at the table. “I’m not hungry.”
“You haven’t eaten all afternoon. How are you gonna catch bad guys if you starve yourself?”
“I just have a stomachache.”
“Probably because you didn’t eat. That’s your stomach telling you, ‘eat something, you damn fool.’” He waited for her to grin. She didn’t. “Whatever. The wraps look good. I’ll grab you a chicken salad, so you can nibble like a rascally rabbit.”
The corner of her mouth quirked up.
“It’s okay,” he said. “You’re allowed to smile. Scout, you don’t need to stress yourself out over the operation.”
“Oh, I’m not worried,” she said, scratching her nose.
He played along, wanting to support his friend, not call her out for lying. “Solid. You know I’ve got your back, right?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re my day one, girl. Have been since we met.”
“I don’t understand what you see in me,” she said, gesturing at the wheelchair. “How much fun can it be to carry me around and push me from place to place?”
“Now you’re concocting reasons we shouldn’t be friends. You’re righteous. How many suburban white chicks dig Freddie Gibbs?”
“You’d be surprised. Lots of girls at my school listen to Eminem and Jay-Z.”
“Everybody listens to those dudes. No disrespect to Em or Jay, but they’ve been household names for two decades. Freddie came up through the underground, and you were already onto him.”
“So, I have taste in music.”
“For real.”
Ten minutes after LeVar ordered, Ruth arrived with the food and set the salad and wrap in front of the boy. “You sure I can’t get you something, Scout?”
“I got her covered,” LeVar said, sliding the chicken salad to Scout.
Ruth gave LeVar a wink and patted Scout’s shoulder.
After Ruth left, LeVar pointed at the salad with his wrap. “Eat before you dry up and blow away.”
Once she had food in her belly, Scout’s demeanor improved. Before long, she was laughing and joking, shooting barbs at LeVar as only Scout could. The banter left LeVar with a bittersweet feeling in his chest. He’d support Scout one-hundred percent. But the upcoming surgery scared the hell out of him. Which made no sense. Scout had an excellent doctor, and the odds gave the girl a puncher’s chance to walk again. So why was he so worried?
He coughed into his hand. “Let’s drive to the forest before the sunlight fades.”
Scout agreed.
After LeVar dumped their trays into the garbage can, he pushed Scout through the doorway and loaded her into the Chrysler Limited. With Scout strapped in, he merged with traffic and followed the GPS directions to Paloma Conroy’s burial site. Twenty minutes later, he stopped the car outside a park. He spied a teeter-totter and a slide shaped into a rocket ship. A pavilion stood beside the parking lot, but there was nobody in sight as the sun dropped toward the treetops.
“This must be it,” LeVar said, checking his notes.
“There’s a patch of forest over there.”
LeVar followed Scout’s pointed finger toward a copse bordering the park. A hill loomed behind the copse, kindling disturbing memories of Oak Hollows Forest. The mowed grass made it easy for LeVar to maneuver the wheelchair. When they reached the copse, he lifted Scout and carried her.
“The copse is about two-hundred feet wide,” Scout said into her phone, as she recorded video. “There’s a grassy hill behind the copse. Like Jesse Sanchez’s burial site, this place has a ceremonial feel to it. There are two paths to the copse. A long walk across the park, and a treacherous hike down the hill. Like at Oak Hollows, the killer carried Paloma Conroy a long distance. He’s a large man. Strong.” She peered at the hill beyond the trees. “This must be where he buried Paloma Conroy.”
“Almost there,” LeVar said, grunting as he squeezed between two evergreens.
Now that they’d waded deep inside the copse, the forest grew dark, making it difficult for LeVar to see where he was walking. Then the forest broke, and the last vestiges of burnt sunlight spread across an open patch of land between the trees and hill. LeVar set Scout in the grass and caught his breath. Scout scanned the leaf-strewn grass.
“He rushed the first time. Or maybe he heard someone coming and dropped Paloma. When the sheriff’s department discovered the victim, he’d partially covered her body with soil and dead leaves.” She squinted at the trees hanging over the meadow. “Deciduous trees—mainly maples and elms. Unlike pines, deciduous trees represent the circle of life. Death in autumn, rebirth during spring. Buried here, his victims live forever.”
A croaking sound rose beyond a stand of tall grass.
“That’s a bullfrog,” Scout said, turning to LeVar.
“Very good, Marlin Perkins.”
She shook her head. “Don’t you know what that means? There’s a pond over there.”
LeVar groaned. “And I suppose you want to take a gander.”
“Don’t you think we should?”
He gave Scout a you-owe-me stare and hauled her into his arms. Though the pond was a short walk from the burial site, the ground grew treacherous—rutted and muddy. The stench of decaying grass rose to LeVar’s nostrils, tickling his allergies. Something slithered through the weeds, causing LeVar to step back.
“What the heck was that?”
“A snake.”
“Snakes bite, don’t they?”
“Weren’t you the enforcer for the most-notorious gang in upstate New York?”
“Yeah, but I never had to fight a snake.”
“Trust me. He’s more frightened of you than you are of him. I bet I sound like your mother, don’t I?”
“Nah. If Mom saw a snake, she’d tear back to the car. Then she’d return with a machine gun.”
A branch snapped inside the copse. LeVar turned.
“We’re not alone out here,” he said, eyeing the trees.
Another frog croaked, this time from a few steps ahead. Stepping carefully over a rotted log, LeVar parted the chest-high grass.
Scout drew a breath.
The entire pond was covered with yellow lotus flowers.
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After six rings, a prerecorded Wolf Lake Consulting message played over the phone. Thomas hung up and sat inside his cruiser. He knew where Chelsey was. After the meeting, she’d waited until Thomas left the window. Then she followed Lambert and Raven to Brogan Rentals. That explained Chelsey not being at the office or answering her cell.
Thomas had spent the last hour canvassing Jesse Sanchez’s neighborhood, banging on doors. Nobody recalled a stranger hanging around Sanchez’s house. While Thomas took the north side of the street, focusing on the even-numbered houses, Aguilar knocked on the odd-numbered doors across the road. Now, Thomas could see Aguilar standing on a porch with black iron railings. A skinny man with spiky hair appeared animated as he spoke to Aguilar from the doorway. After the door closed, Aguilar hustled back to the cruiser with a bounce in her step.
“Anything?” he asked when she slid into the passenger seat.
“That was Spenser Mancini. He lives six houses down from Sanchez’s place. Two months ago, his son ended up in the emergency room with an allergic reaction after ground hornets swarmed him. Guess where the kid got stung?”
“Jesse Sanchez’s house.”
“The neighborhood kids cut through Sanchez’s yard to get to school.”
“Did Mancini raise a stink about the hornets?”
“No. In fact, he said Sanchez offered to pay for the hospital visit, but Mancini refused. He has good health insurance.”
“Where is this story going?”
“Sanchez called an exterminator the next morning.”
“Ah, Barton Falls Exterminating.”
“You’re quick this evening, Sheriff.”
He touched the tip of his hat. “That’s why they pay me the big bucks. That also means Vic Gruber lied. He claimed he’d never heard of Jesse Sanchez.”
“We’d better chat with Mr. Gruber.”
“You took the words right out of my mouth.”
The Barton Falls Exterminating pickup truck slumbered in the parking lot when Thomas and Aguilar arrived. The sign read CLOSED. A shadow moved across the window as Thomas shut off the engine.
“How do you want to handle this?” Aguilar asked, peering at Thomas over the hood of the cruiser. “This guy has a record, and he lives outside Oak Hollows Forest.”
“We’re just asking questions for now. Until we link Gruber to the murders, we have nothing to go on.”
Still, Thomas’s intuition warned him that Gruber was dangerous. He approached the door and banged his fist on the glass, standing to the side, just in case Gruber aimed a gun at the entryway. Aguilar stood on the other side of the door with her fingers dangling over her holstered weapon.
“Vic Gruber? Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department.” Gruber didn’t respond to Thomas’s voice. The sheriff knocked again. “Gruber, open up. We need to talk.”
Boots scuffed across the floor as Aguilar gave Thomas a wary look. Keys rattled in the lock, and the mechanism popped open.
Gruber stuck his head through the doorway.
“We’re closed. Can’t you read the sign?”
“You lied to me the last time we spoke. Tell me why.”
Gruber scowled and stood aside, allowing Thomas and Aguilar to pass. One light shone from a room at the back of the building. Darkness cloaked the main office, the setting sun shielded by the awning out front.
“What’s this bullshit about me lying to you? I answered all your questions.”
“When I asked if you worked for Jesse Sanchez, you claimed you’d never heard of her.”
Gruber folded his arms over his thick chest. “I never lied.”
“Two months ago, you removed a hornet’s nest from her property.”
“Is that a crime?”
“You told me you never worked for her.”
The exterminator brushed a frustrated hand across his scalp.
“I don’t recognize any Jesse Sanchez, but I’ll look her up. Two months ago, you said?”
“Correct.”
Aguilar never took her eyes off Gruber. The exterminator flicked on the computer monitor, filling the office with gray light.
“Sanchez, Sanchez,” he said, scanning through his customer list. “Here she is. Yeah, it was a hornet’s nest.”
“So you met her.”
“Nope. John Hutcherson did the job. That’s why I didn’t remember the name.”
Thomas searched Aguilar’s face. She pressed her lips together, suggesting she didn’t buy Gruber’s story.
“I understand you live near Oak Hollows Forest.”
“That’s right.”
“Why not live in town? It’s a shorter commute.”
“I don’t get along with people.”
Aguilar narrowed her eyebrow. “But you deal with people every day. That’s part of your job.”
“I deal with folks in short bursts. They don’t want ants marching across their counter tops, so they call me. I spray a little poison. Boom, I’m gone. Check, please. I don’t stick around to chit-chat.”
“Where were you on the night of July eighth?”
“How the hell should I remember?”
“Just answer the question, Mr. Gruber,” Thomas said, setting a hand on his hip.
“No, I don’t reckon I will. You want to ask me more questions, you can do it with my lawyer present.”
“There’s no need for a lawyer. You’re not under arrest.”
“I know when I’m being cornered. This is how the police railroaded me when they claimed I hit my ex-wife.”
“Are you saying you didn’t?” Aguilar asked.
“The whore came at me with a baseball bat. It was self-defense. But that’s old news. I did my time, and now I’m a free man.” Gruber shut off the monitor. “We’re done here. The next time you want to talk, bring a warrant, and I’ll bring my lawyer.”
Gruber showed them out and slammed the door, rattling the glass. Before Thomas started the cruiser, he glanced at the extermination building. A light continued to shine from the back room.
“He got pretty defensive in there,” Aguilar said. “You think he did it? Or do you believe that line about his assistant, John Hutcherson, working for Jesse Sanchez?”
“I’m not sure what to believe. But it’s time we met this mysterious Hutcherson fellow, the exterminator who worked at Paloma Conroy’s house.”
“What do we know about our killer?”
The sky turned orange. Soon it would take on a bruised purple color.
“Jesse Sanchez’s killer is organized. He’d have to be to pull off two murders over three years and not get caught. As volatile as Gruber is, he runs a successful business and manages employees. That points to an organized skill set.”
“He lied to you about Sanchez. No chance he didn’t remember her name. They removed the nest two months ago.”
As Thomas drove through Barton Falls, Deputy Lambert called. Aguilar put Lambert on speaker phone.
“Vic Gruber isn’t the only person lying to us about Jesse Sanchez,” Lambert said.
Thomas turned onto the highway. “What now?”
“Sasha Gruden phoned the office and asked for you. She dug through her files and remembered the rental place Sasha Marketing used in upstate New York.”
“Brogan?”
“Correct.”
“Thanks, Lambert. I need Sanchez’s name on a Brogan invoice, anything that proves Donowski and Wendel met her.”
“Will do, boss.”
“Something just occurred to me,” Aguilar said, as dusk settled over Nightshade County. “Vehicle rental services use GPS tracking.”
Thomas pushed down on the gas pedal. “That’s the perfect way for a killer to track his target.”
When they arrived at the station, Thomas sat beside Aguilar as she interrogated Jesse Sanchez’s credit card records.
She rubbed her chin and stared at the screen. “How is this possible? I searched for Brogan. There isn’t a single entry on Sanchez’s credit card over the last twelve months.”
Lambert poked his head around the corner and said, “That’s wrong. Sasha Gruden confirmed Sanchez rented from Brogan. Are you sure she doesn’t have another credit card?”
“This is the only one, and I seriously doubt she paid cash.”
Thomas leaned forward. “Why are there no records for Sanchez’s car rentals?”
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Throughout his teenage years, the boy fantasized about bondage and rape. During boring high school classes, he daydreamed over the encounter with the girl on the backyard hill, the power he held over her, the terror in his victim’s eyes before her friends intervened. Sometimes he painted elaborate scenes in which he overwhelmed the girl and tore her clothes off. For years, he longed to return to his cousin’s house. But the boy was the black sheep of the family now, unwanted and unwelcome.
After graduation, he declined an offer from his hometown college and enrolled at Syracuse University. His mother lacked the funds to pay for a private college, but the boy earned a full scholarship. He despised his college roommates. They partied all night and never let him sleep. Worse, they were always around, disturbing his fantasies.
Before his sophomore year, he applied for a valet job at a hotel in downtown Syracuse. His college adviser warned the boy not to stretch himself thin, but he needed money. The valet job paid for a seedy one-room apartment on Erie Boulevard, a short walk from the prostitutes, who lined up across the street in front of the adult video store. For weeks, he worked up the courage to pay for sex. The women always hooted and gawked when he approached, his heart pounding like a snare drum. He kept his sweaty hands jammed inside his pockets, head lowered in embarrassment. Each time, he peeled off at the last second and returned to his apartment, swearing to himself that he’d hire the sexiest hooker on the block next time.
On a cold November evening, a week before school released for Thanksgiving break, the first snowflakes of the season coated the sidewalk. He stepped off the bus after returning from work, when his eyes locked on a stunning woman with curly black hair to her shoulders. She smiled at him from across the street, as she clicked on her heels from the mailbox to the video store entryway, her body shivering as she puffed condensation clouds past ruby-red lips. For a second, he almost believed she was the girl from Ian’s street. But that wasn’t possible. His beautiful obsession was the proverbial girl next door, wholesome and ready for the taking. This woman was a fake, a cheap imitation.
But with a little imagination . . . and the boy’s imagination knew no bounds . . . the prostitute could be a surrogate for the neighborhood girl. In the dark, with her clothes scattered across his bed, he wouldn’t be able to tell the prostitute apart from his obsession.
The clock read ten, and the night grew colder as he crossed the street. This time, he’d follow through. The boy’s pulse pounded in his neck as he rounded the corner. The woman conferred with another prostitute, a haggard woman with humongous breasts and a face prematurely aged by makeup. After the ugly hooker wandered inside the video store, he swallowed and searched over his shoulder, ensuring nobody watched.
The curly-haired hooker saw him coming and ducked into the alleyway. He discerned a smile on her lips before she vanished around the brick wall.
When he turned the corner, he didn’t see her. A rusty green dumpster stood against the wall. The wind blew a newspaper back and forth. Goosebumps blistered his skin as he stepped into the alley. His eyes flicked over the shadows, which seemed to move on the periphery of his vision.
A flame pulled his attention down the alley. The prostitute puffed a cigarette and blew smoke through her nose. The boy’s grandma had smoked a pack a day before emphysema claimed her. He recalled Grandma’s yellowed bedsheets and wallpaper, the way the house stank like an ashtray.
“Want to party?” the prostitute asked, lifting her chin at the boy as she jammed the cigarette between her lips.
He glanced back at the sidewalk, realizing there was no turning back this time. She bounced on her toes to stay warm, jiggling her chest.
“You shy or something?” She smiled, and he was pleased that her teeth were straight and white, not black and rotting from the roots. “Come on over. You don’t need to be afraid.”
He took a hesitant step. The wind tossed her hair around. She clutched her coat together and trembled against the November night.
“Want a drag?” she asked, scratching behind her shin with her shoe.
“No thanks.”
“More for me, then.” She winked. After she rubbed the chill off her arms, she shot him an impatient glare. “So, what’s it gonna be? Are you here to have fun? Window shoppers aren’t welcome.”
“Yeah,” he said, croaking out the word.
She stared at him from the corner of her eye.
“You got money, kid? I’m not running a credit agency. Upfront payments only.”
His obsession would never talk like this. If this fantasy was to work, she’d need to keep her mouth shut during sex.
“I can pay.”
“Then show me.”
The hairs rose on the back of his neck. He peered into the dark, certain someone watched from the shadows. She raised an expectant eyebrow, and he fished the wallet out of his pocket and pulled out four crisp fifties.
She tutted. “That won’t do.”
“How much?”
“Four hundred.”
He gaped. “This is all I have.”
“It’s four hundred, or you can buy a video and pretend you spent the evening with me. What do you say, kid?”
He never guessed sex would cost this much. But as his gaze traveled up her chest and over her face—shadowed enough that he could convince himself that this was the girl from his cousin’s neighborhood—he opened the wallet and removed another two hundred. This was the last of his savings. How would he pay the rent?
She tapped her foot and peered off. “Shit or get off the pot. I’m losing money every second you waste.”
“Here you go. Four hundred dollars.”
She counted the bills and tucked them into her purse. “Good boy. Just so you know, if you want any kinky shit, it’s another hundred.”
“No . . . I just . . . you’re beautiful.”
Her glare softened.
“Aw, aren’t you just the little Romeo? Anybody ever mention that you look like Channing Tatum?”
His face flushed.
“Come on, then. I have a room upstairs.”
“How about my place?” he asked. “I live across the street.”
“Aren’t you worried your neighbors will catch you sneaking me into your apartment? Come with me. It’s private. This can be our little secret.”
She held out a hand and led him toward a paint-chipped door that blended into the building. A moldy odor swam down a long staircase when they stepped inside. That was when the switchblade flicked at his throat.
“Give me the wallet,” the man said.
At first, the boy thought someone was robbing the girl. He shifted his body to stand between the ruffian and the prostitute. Then he recognized the man’s rutted face. He worked inside the video store and hung around the women. This was a setup.
The pimp jammed the blade tip beneath the boy’s Adam’s apple and grinned. “That’s it. Hand me the money, and nobody needs to die tonight.”
Except the boy had emptied his wallet for the prostitute.
“Come on. We don’t have all night. Pay up, or I’ll puncture a lung.” The pimp set a hand on his shoulder. “Kid, I know who you are. We see you every day, gawking at the girls. You live alone. No friends, just a faceless student nobody will search for after you disappear.”
“I’m out of money. She took it all.”
“Then we have ourselves a problem. Tell you what, kid. Let’s go through your pockets. I bet you have a credit card or—”
A scream ripped out of the boy’s throat. Before the pimp reacted, the boy snatched his attacker by the wrist and twisted, wrestling the switchblade from the man’s grip. The girl stumbled backward, suddenly frightened, as he gained control of the knife. He lashed out with the blade and swept it across the pimp’s chest. A ribbon of blood formed over his shirt.
The pimp staggered into the wall and clutched his chest, his eyes wide with disbelief. Throwing the door open, the boy ran through the alley, saw someone coming, and circled behind the video store. A second alley cut to his left. He ran without thinking, following a maze of side streets and alleyways, no longer sure where his apartment was. Footsteps pounded the pavement somewhere in the darkness behind him.
Out of breath, he turned and stopped. A dead end.
He spun around to flee, but he was too slow. The pimp lunged at the boy.
Still possessing the knife, he jabbed the blade into the pimp’s belly. The man stumbled to the ground, his hand cupping his stomach as blood flooded between his fingers. The girl swung into the alley and gasped when she saw what had happened.
Before the prostitute could scream, the boy grabbed her and threw her onto the blacktop. His hand enveloped her mouth. She bit his palm and struck his back with her fist. As she thrashed beneath him, he realized how aroused he’d become. He stole a look over his shoulder. Nobody watched.
He tore her shirt open and ripped the skirt off her hips. She stared wide-eyed at the boy as he entered. It only took a few seconds for him to finish.
The breath flew in and out of his chest. The boy suddenly felt dirty, sullied. Reality struck him like ice water—he couldn’t leave witnesses.
As the girl sobbed and squirmed, his fingers curled around the switchblade. He buried the knife in her chest. Lifted the blade and stabbed her again. Blood splattered and wet his clothes and skin.
After the hooker stopped twitching, he dragged the pimp into the shadowed end of the alley and covered him with discarded cardboard someone had left beside the wall. That would buy him a few hours until the wind blew the cardboard away, or someone ventured into the alley and wondered what the lump was beneath the garbage. Next, he pulled the girl beside the pimp. Her dead eyes glared at him in accusation. He yanked her shirt over her face so he wouldn’t see her staring at him. It was as if everything inside the woman died, except her eyes.
Chilled to the bone, he ran until he spotted his apartment down the block. He expected the police to pound on his door the next day.
The police never came for him, though the hooker’s eyes haunted him for years.
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The following morning, Thomas and Aguilar visited Shayla Pierce’s parents, intent on linking Vic Gruber and Barton Falls Exterminating to the missing woman and her daughter. Luke Pierce never recalled Shayla hiring an exterminator, but Gianna remembered an ant problem during the spring.
“Who did Shayla hire?” Thomas asked. “Was it Barton Falls Exterminating?”
“I’m sorry, but that name isn’t familiar. All Shayla said was she took care of the problem, and I didn’t ask questions.”
On the way to the cruiser, Aguilar said, “We should get a warrant for the exterminator’s records.”
“First, let’s drive to Shayla Pierce’s neighborhood.”
“What do you hope to find?”
“That neighbor, Martin Distler, the hard-ass I told you about. He caught Brooke Pierce playing near his koi pond, and he noticed Shayla unloading camping supplies after they returned from the state park. My guess is nothing happens in Distler’s neighborhood without him finding out.”
“A busybody.”
“Right.”
Fifteen minutes later, Distler pushed the door open with a huff. Aguilar stood behind Thomas and studied the neighborhood.
“This better not be about the koi pond incident again,” Distler said, lifting his chin. “I have the right to kick anyone off my property.”
“Mr. Distler, think back a few months,” Thomas said. “The Pierce family had a problem with ants.”
“So? I get them too. Same time every year.”
“Your neighbor might have hired an exterminator. Perhaps you saw a truck or van in the driveway.”
Distler squinted his eyes in thought. “Yeah, there was a truck out there. Must have been in the middle of May, about the time I set out my ant traps.”
“Who was the exterminator?”
“The guy everyone around here uses. Barton Falls Exterminating.”
“Are you positive?”
“I don’t lie to law enforcement, Sheriff. The truck was right there,” Distler said, pointing toward the end of Shayla Pierce’s driveway.
“Perfect, Mr. Distler. You helped a great deal.”
Thomas closed the cruiser door and turned to Aguilar.
“Time to get a warrant,” he said.
“For Gruber’s business?”
“I’ll start with Gruber’s house. He lives outside Oak Hollows Forest, after all.”
    
VIC GRUBER FUMED on his lawn, with his hands in his pockets and hate pouring out of his eyes. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department teamed with county forensics and four New York State troopers to search the sprawling property on the edge of the forest. They pulled papers out of desks, yanked clothes from the dresser, overturned boxes in the closet, and scanned the house, from the basement to the attic.
Trooper Fitzgerald, who’d worked on investigations with Darren Holt while he was a police officer in Syracuse, clomped down the stairs with a grim set to his chin.
“Sorry, Sheriff. We turned the house over, and I can’t find anything that proves Gruber killed those women and kidnapped Shayla and Brooke Pierce.”
“Keep searching,” said Thomas. “There has to be something.”
While the state troopers worked inside the house, Thomas searched the grounds. At the end of the yard, the forest descended a hill toward the meadow, where they’d found Jesse Sanchez.
“Convenient,” Aguilar muttered, as she glared at the hill. She bent to examine a pair of rusty hedge clippers in the grass. “Gruber could have kept the women here, then carried Sanchez to the meadow after he murdered her.”
“Gruber bought his place two years ago. That explains why he dumped Paloma Conroy on the opposite side of the county. Oak Hollows Forest wasn’t a convenient location for him then.”
“So, why haven’t we found evidence yet?”
Thomas clicked his tongue. “What if Gruber isn’t our guy? He claims this Hutcherson fellow removed the hornets from Jesse Sanchez’s yard. The invoices might tell us Hutcherson worked for Shayla Pierce, too.”
“Yeah, but Gruber told you he got rid of the cockroaches at Paloma Conroy’s house.”
Thomas snapped his fingers. “What was it Gruber said about Hutcherson? That he had eyes for Conroy?”
“As you suggested, it’s time we look into Hutcherson.” Aguilar’s eyes widened in the failing light. “After Luke and Gianna Pierce reported Shayla and Brooke missing, they mentioned Brooke believing a monster had followed them home from the park.”
“The mother needed to check the girl’s closet and search beneath the bed every night. Otherwise, Brooke wouldn’t fall asleep.”
“Can you imagine waking up to Vic Gruber staring through your window?”
Thomas swatted a mosquito on his arm.
“Sounds like a plot from a horror movie.”
The sun dropped below the hills. Aguilar flicked on her flashlight and angled the beam across the yard until it illuminated a shed behind a tree. Until now, Thomas hadn’t noticed the shed.
“We’d better check it out,” Aguilar said.
“Lead the way.”
Four PVC pipes hung across the opening. The rusted door no longer slid along the hinges, and Thomas needed to remove the door before they searched inside. A gasoline container stood at their feet. It leaked fuel through the bottom, an environmental hazard.
“Don’t light a match,” Thomas said.
“Wasn’t planning on it.” Aguilar swung the light from one side of the shed to the next. She tapped Thomas on the shoulder. “Guess what I found?”
Thomas swept a spiderweb aside and knelt for a better look.
An acetylene torch stood in the corner.
Thomas radioed Fitzgerald.
“Yeah, Sheriff.”
“Can you get me a K-9 unit? I just found an acetylene torch in the shed. If Shayla and Brooke Pierce are on the property, I need them found.”
“Grab me something from their house. Clothes are best, especially unlaundered clothes in the hamper. If the girl has a stuffed animal she sleeps with, that works, too.”
“I’ll send someone to the Pierce house.”
The sheriff turned and saw Gruber glaring at him from the front lawn, a smug grin on his face. Thomas hoped the K-9 unit would find Shayla and Brooke before it was too late.
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The cackling witch pulled Shayla Pierce out of a dream.
She scrambled to her knees and swung her head around in confusion. Night crept over the basement window. How late was it?
Shayla rubbed her eyes, thinking she’d awakened from a bad dream. Then a ghostly moan rolled down to the basement from somewhere inside the house. To her shock, she spied the stairs leading up to the kitchen. The kidnapper had left the door open.
Trembling, she struggled to her feet and leaned against the beam until the feeling returned to her legs. She staggered toward the doorway and stopped, her arms braced against the jamb as she peered into infinite darkness. Another sound emanated from upstairs—the scrape of a blade drawn over a slick surface. Yet it was far too loud. He was playing a recording, some bizarre soundtrack from a haunted house attraction.
A werewolf howled as she climbed the stairs. Her hand sought the rail, and her eyes flicked across the stairway. The next step revealed itself. After that, nothing but black.
When she reached the kitchen, moonlight through the window guided her. A floorboard groaned inside the neighboring room, and she threw her back against the wall and panted. A demon gibbered over the kidnapper’s stereo system as she approached the kitchen drawer. If the bastard wanted to play a game, she’d make him pay.
Shayla slid the drawer open. No knives, not even a spoon or fork. She checked the other drawers and found nothing usable.
“Mommy! Where are you?”
Brooke’s voice froze Shayla in place. She was on the second floor.
Shayla wanted to believe their kidnapper had left for the evening and forgotten to lock the basement. The horror sound effects suggested otherwise. Was she supposed to find Brooke? And if she did, would he allow them to leave as a reward? Not a chance.
Still, her maternal instincts kicked into overdrive, and she shot from the kitchen into the living room and stared up a long staircase. There had to be a way out of here. She spun to the windows and found iron bars covering the escape routes. The door was locked from the inside, and she didn’t have the key. She tugged the handle and strained. It wouldn’t budge.
“Please, Mommy, I’m scared. You have to find me. He said.”
She wanted to call out to her daughter and assure Brooke she was on the way. Doing so would announce her presence. The kidnapper knew she was out of the basement, but she gambled he didn’t know where she was in the house. She scanned the living room. Something moved behind the couch. It might have been her shadow reflecting across the carpet. Or the madman sneaking up on her.
Shayla eased up the staircase. The horror soundtrack covered her movement until she reached the landing. A moonlit bathroom stood across the hallway. Three closed doors beckoned.
After she ducked inside the bathroom, the medicine chest pulled her attention. Hopeful, she opened the door and ran her eyes over a toothbrush, toothpaste, an aspirin bottle, and shaving cream.
Shaving cream.
Shayla pushed the bandages aside and found a shaving razor on the top shelf. He hadn’t removed all the weapons.
“Where are you, Mommy?”
She juggled the razor and caught it before it clinked against the tile. She waited in the doorway, guessing where Brooke’s voice had come from.
The door at the end of the hallway. That’s where her daughter was.
Shayla slid her back along the wall. Shadows grew deeper as she moved down the corridor. It was almost as dark as the basement now.
The floor creaked. She spun and lifted the razor.
Nothing.
The sound effects faded into the piano theme from Halloween. She expected a bedroom door to burst open. Then the kidnapper would lunge across the landing in a Michael Myers mask, a butcher’s knife clutched in his hand.
Her head swung back and forth. Still no one coming. The man had to be close. She sensed him watching from the shadows.
Brooke sobbed, clenching Shayla’s heart. Oh, how she wanted to yell to her daughter and reassure the girl. Mommy was coming. She wouldn’t let her daughter down.
At the end of the hall, she reached for the doorknob. Bluish-green light flashed when she shocked herself from static electricity. The horror theme built to a crescendo, a synthesized orchestra accompanying the piano.
Shayla whipped the door open and swung around the wall. Her heart raced. Brooke was somewhere in the room, yet all she saw was black. She clutched the razor against her chest, understanding any wound she inflicted would be superficial. But it was better than fighting hand-to-hand.
Slowly, the room came into focus as her eyes adjusted to this deeper shade of black. A bed jutted out of the corner. Another closed door stood across from the bed.
A closet.
Shayla looked over her shoulder and realized she’d left the door to the hallway open. The madman might have crept inside already.
Sneaking across the room, certain this had to be a trap, she listened for her daughter. No sobs, no pleading.
Shayla placed her ear against the closet door. The thunderous music cloaked any sounds from inside. She opened the closet.
A monstrous shape leapt out of the shadows and threw itself at Shayla. She slashed the razor at his face. He snagged her wrist and twisted, forcing Shayla to drop the weapon.
Hands encircled her neck as she toppled to the floor. She stared into a werewolf’s face—jagged, knife-like fangs, the long snout, psychotic eyes, fur covering the head and neck. She recognized the madman’s eyes as she thrashed and coughed.
He was going to kill her.
Then he released his grip around her throat. He tore off the mask and flung it away. The monster behind the disguise was far more frightening than anything Hollywood could conjure.
He loomed over her, cackling in a mock witch’s voice. She touched her throat and coughed as air rushed into her lungs.
“Where’s my daughter?” she croaked.
“There’s little Brooke,” he said, pointing into the open closet.
“Come save me, Mommy,” said the voice through the stereo speaker.
“Give me back my daughter. What did you do with her?”
“You’ll see Brooke again. But first, we’ll finish the game.”
Before Shayla could speak, he dove on her and ripped her shirt open.
Unzipping his pants, he said, “If you want to see your daughter alive, you’ll make it worth my while.”
“Stop, you’re hurting me.”
“That’s it. I love it when you beg.”
Her screams split the darkness. And nobody came to help.
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A teenage Chelsey fled through the night. Footfalls thudded behind her, and branches snapped as someone pushed between two trees. The neighborhood lights beckoned at the bottom of the hill. Another minute until she reached safety.
Except she never made it to safety when she dreamed. Chelsey’s attacker always caught her before she made it to the neighborhood.
This time was different. Her legs pumped, her body firing with adrenaline. A parked car stood in the driveway along a pale-blue two-story. A deck ran along the back. Silhouettes passed over windows. Help was close.
She opened her mouth to scream, and nothing came out. Running faster, on the verge of losing her balance and hurtling down the hill, she angled toward the house.
A hand reached out of the black and clutched her hair. Her head snapped back. Chelsey’s legs flew out from under her a second before her head struck the ground. Stars filled her vision. A shadowed figure climbed atop her and snaked his fingers around her throat.
Chelsey hacked and swung at her assailant to no effect. She couldn’t budge her attacker. He was too strong, too intent on raping Chelsey. Where were her friends? They always saved her at the last moment. This time, no one came.
She awoke and covered her mouth. Sitting up, she grabbed the covers she’d kicked off. Thomas mumbled in his sleep beside her. The bedside clock read four in the morning.
Jack whined and snuggled beside Chelsey. Her heart hammered through her throat. Sweat slicked her body.
Bits of her dream returned to her, the memories scattered about her subconscious and flickering like sparks over a dying flame. In her dream, there had been a boy. They were playing some game with their friends in the backyard. He’d tackled Chelsey and turned rough. Before Chelsey could fight back, he’d pressed her down and wiggled on top. The desire in his eyes was unmistakable. She recalled panic, her legs bridging as she tried to unseat him. Then shouting, and someone pulled him off before he—
She gasped. It had been almost twenty years since the memory returned to her with so much clarity. Who had the boy been? Not a friend or neighbor. He’d visited somebody. Ian’s cousin, she thought. After the incident on the neighborhood hill, Ian never invited his cousin to spend the night. Now that Chelsey pictured that terrifying night, her mind turned to Paul, the biggest boy in the neighborhood. On the evening Chelsey met Thomas at the high school football game, Paul played linebacker for the varsity team. Paul pulled the mystery boy off Chelsey before the unthinkable occurred. She hadn’t seen Ian or Paul since high school.
Thomas snored. She rubbed his shoulder, and he fell quiet, his chest rising and falling. Jack lifted his head. She stroked his fur and assured the dog everything was okay.
After the attack, Chelsey became self-conscious. Not about her appearance, but the way others leered at her. From that night on, she’d realized some boys saw her as a sex object. The boy had demeaned Chelsey and fractured her self-image beyond repair.
Her eyes misted. Had the attack spurred her depression years later? The worst thing she could do was suppress her emotions, and that’s exactly what she’d done after the boy tried to rape her. She never told her parents, never spoke of the incident during therapy.
And she never told Thomas.
Chelsey watched Thomas slumber, certain she’d never fall back to sleep. She wanted to wake him while the dream remained fresh in her mind. For the first time in her life, she wanted the memory off her chest and out of her head. But Thomas had worked until two in the morning. The K-9 unit never found Brooke and Shayla Pierce, never even sniffed their trail. Which suggested Vic Gruber held the women at another location. Or he wasn’t their killer.
She eased off the mattress and cringed when the springs groaned. Thomas rolled over and pulled the pillow over his head. Jack followed Chelsey downstairs, where she made coffee and let the dog outside. She was surprised to see a light inside the guest house. LeVar typically awoke after eight.
After Jack finished, Chelsey poured a second cup of coffee for LeVar and crossed the yard. She knocked softly, not wanting to disturb the Mourning family next door. LeVar didn’t react, so she knocked a little harder. He poked his head around the wall, and she noticed he wore a white tee and his Batman pajama bottoms. He ruffled his hair and cocked his head in confusion as he unlocked the door.
“Chelsey, what are you doing up?”
“I was about to ask you the same thing. Here.” She handed him the mug. “Want company?”
“Why not? I love entertaining before the break of dawn.”
The card table the investigation team used during meetings stood folded against the wall. Starlit and tranquil, Wolf Lake sloshed outside the window. Chelsey slouched onto the couch beside LeVar. He set his elbows on his knees and hung his head.
“You aren’t sleeping, are you?” she asked, sipping her coffee.
“Not since the doctor gave Scout her surgery date.”
A jolt of anxiousness crawled up Chelsey’s arms. She shouldn’t be this nervous. The chances of something terrible happening during surgery were . . . about as high as running into a serial killer in a small upstate New York county.
“It’s not that I think she won’t make it through the operation,” he continued. “There are risks with any surgery, but we accept them.”
“What worries you?”
“That there will be complications. Serious complications. And if Scout doesn’t regain lower body movement, I worry how she’ll react.”
“Given the amount of horrible things that have happened to her over the last three years, she’s due for good luck.”
LeVar gulped his coffee and grimaced from the heat. “What about you? Are you awake because you keep thinking about the operation?”
“Yes and no.”
“You’re a walking conundrum,” he said, tossing his dreadlocks over his shoulder.
“Admit it. You learned that word in your literature class.”
“Gotta make the most of my liberal arts credits. So tell me.”
“I’m worried about the operation. The stress is causing nightmares.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Just having your friendship helps.” She ran her hands across the tops of her thighs. “There’s something I’ve never told anyone.”
He set the mug on the floor and gave her his full attention.
“When I was thirteen, I was out after dark with a group of friends from the neighborhood. A boy came to visit. He was Ian’s cousin—Ian lived three houses down from me. We played this team-based hide-and-seek game, and I was alone on a hill behind the houses.”
“What happened?”
“The boy caught me. I figured that was it. I’d lost the game. But I tripped, and he landed on top of me. I told him to let me up. He refused. Then he started . . . doing things to me. I could tell fighting back turned him on. He was such a psycho.”
“Please tell me he didn’t—”
“Rape me? No. But he would have, if my friends hadn’t intervened.”
LeVar eased back on the couch, ingesting what Chelsey told him. A flicker of heat moved through his eyes, and in that moment, Chelsey saw LeVar as the feared enforcer for the Harmon Kings, the gangster only a fool with a death wish would cross.
“What was his name, Chelsey?”
“I told you. He didn’t live in Wolf Lake, and I never saw him again.”
“It’s a shame you don’t have his address. I’d love to say hello.”
She set a hand on his arm. “I’m sure you would. But that was a long time ago.”
“Why bring it up now?”
“Because I’m having nightmares about that night. It’s possible the attack led to my depression.”
“And I’m the first person you’ve told.”
“Yes.”
“Chelsey, you have to tell Thomas.”
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Only daylight protected Chelsey from her nightmares. She felt at ease inside the guest house, surrounded by her closest friends—Raven, Darren, LeVar, and Scout—as she observed the boats moving across Wolf Lake. The card table stood open in the center of the room. Holding a soda in her lap, Scout wheeled herself from the kitchen to the computer.
“Let me help you,” Chelsey said, pushing the chair while Scout held the soda. “You sure you want to work today?”
“I’m the only one who knows how to set up the conference call.”
Chelsey agreed, though she suspected Scout had a different reason for working on her day off from her state park job. The investigation kept her mind off the surgery.
Scout connected with Scarlett Bell while the others gathered around the card table, notebooks open and pens at the ready, as the Behavioral Analysis Unit agent prepared her unofficial profile.
“How will you approach the sheriff’s department?” Bell asked. “The second you present this profile, they’ll realize it came from me.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Darren said. “The important thing is we catch this guy before he kills again. Besides, I have the sheriff’s ear. If I speak with Thomas, he’ll come around.”
Chelsey wondered why she couldn’t get through to Thomas. He seemed more intent on keeping her out of the field than listening to her opinion.
“Scout and LeVar,” Bell said. “I understand you captured video from the first dump site.”
“We recorded five minutes of footage,” LeVar said.
Scout clicked a file folder. “I’m uploading the video now.”
“Perfect,” said Bell, shuffling papers. “While the video transfers, I’ll give you my profile. Remember, this is strictly unofficial and for your eyes only. The FBI won’t be happy, if they catch me writing profiles off the books.”
“Understood,” Chelsey said. “We appreciate your opinion, and we’ll use discretion.”
“If Thomas balks,” Darren said, “I’ll bring the profile to Lambert and Aguilar.”
Bell adjusted her microphone. “Let’s begin. The same man who murdered Paloma Conroy and Jesse Sanchez kidnapped Shayla and Brooke Pierce. The case files suggest the killer waits for five to nine days before he murders his victims. If he sticks to past tendencies, we only have a few days to save the Pierce family. This is an organized killer. He’s careful, and he plans each murder after studying his targets for weeks.”
“How does he choose his victims?” Chelsey asked.
“He’s attracted to women with a certain appearance. Dark curls past the shoulders, high cheekbones, a wholesome face. Even Paloma Conroy, who worked as a model, passed for the girl next door in photographs.”
Bell seemed to stare at Chelsey as she spoke. Chelsey wrung her hands beneath the table.
“My theory is he finds women by chance. Your victims don’t live in the same town, so this isn’t a neighbor. More likely, we’re searching for someone who works for, or runs a frequently used business.”
“Like an exterminator,” said Darren.
“Or a vehicle rental facility,” added Raven.
“As I understand, the sheriff executed a warrant for Vic Gruber’s property,” Bell said. “Did he uncover evidence suggesting the exterminator killed Conroy and Sanchez?”
LeVar and Raven glanced at Darren, who shrugged.
Chelsey spoke up. “Thomas returned late after the K-9 unit completed the search. They didn’t pick up a scent. But Thomas and Aguilar discovered an acetylene torch behind Gruber’s house.”
“That raises the stakes. The killer used a precision flame to burn one of the victim’s eyes. Which brings me to the Conroy murder from three years ago. The killer experimented on Conroy, torching her arms and legs. Burning the eyes seems important. Perhaps he considers his victims’ eyes to be windows to the soul, or he finds them accusatory. Aiming a torch into a woman’s eye would make him squeamish. It’s possible he worked up to it.”
“What about his age?”
“He’s a white male in his late-twenties to late-thirties. This is a good-looking guy, someone capable of attracting women and blending into a crowd. He appears trustworthy, and he’s taught himself to be engaging, though he’s secretly uncomfortable around people.” Bell set her hands on her desk. “Now for the unusual part. After studying your notes, I concluded the killer loves to frighten his victims, an uncommon trait. This explains why he stalked the Pierce family at the state park. Brooke was right—a monster followed them home. I believe the unsub hid inside the Pierce’s house, possibly in the basement or in a closet. He observed Shayla and Brooke while they slept. He might have knocked over objects in the middle of the night to scare them awake.”
Darren set his chin on his fists. “But why?”
“Something or someone frightened our unsub at an impressionable age. Scaring his victims gives him a rush and fills an undefinable need. I wouldn’t be surprised if the unsub wears a frightening mask.”
“That’s why Brooke claimed she saw a monster at the window. The security footage showed someone moving along the cabin, but it was too dark to make out a mask.”
“Do you figure he frightened Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy before he killed them?” LeVar asked, shifting his chair.
“I do. What if the unsub learned that insects frightened Paloma Conroy?”
“You’re suggesting he released cockroaches into her house. That’s sick.”
“It’s a theory. An exterminator should know where to find enough cockroaches to cause an infestation. He’d also know where and when to release them, guaranteeing the roaches multiplied.”
“What about the ground hornets?” asked Chelsey.
“That’s a bigger mystery. Handling hornets is dangerous business. Too risky, even for a killer intent on scaring his victims. Plus, we never determined if Sanchez had a stinging insect phobia. However, we established each victim hired Barton Falls Exterminating.”
“The sheriff’s department is looking into John Hutcherson, Gruber’s assistant. They haven’t connected all three victims to Brogan Rentals. At least not yet.”
“Don’t forget about the bloody hook on Jesse Sanchez’s car. If that isn’t our unsub scaring the hell out of his next victim, I don’t know what is.” Bell glanced at her screen. “I just received Scout and LeVar’s video.”
After several clicks, Bell shared the footage with the others. A green copse filled the screen. Scout’s disembodied voice narrated in the background, causing the girl to blush.
“Notice the terrain?” Bell asked. “It’s similar to where the unsub buried Jesse Sanchez. There’s a clearing and a hill behind the dump site.”
“And we found a pond covered with yellow lotus flowers,” Scout said.
“The sheriff’s department needs to canvas the pond. This is where the unsub picked Jesse Sanchez’s flower. Yes, the wilderness reminds me of—” Bell stopped the video. “Did you see that?”
“See what?” asked Chelsey.
“A person in the woods.”
LeVar and Raven rushed forward and leaned over Scout’s shoulder. Agent Bell reversed the footage and moved through the video frame by frame.
“There he is,” Bell said, using a digital pen to circle a silhouette behind the trees. “If I’m not mistaken, he’s following LeVar and Scout.”
Chelsey’s mouth went dry. She never should have sent LeVar and Scout to the dump site alone. But the unsub murdered Paloma Conroy three years ago. Chelsey never assumed he’d return to the scene after all this time. Unless he knew the investigators were searching for him.
“The footage is too blurry,” Darren said, running a hand down his cheek. “I can’t make him out.”
“Could it be a hunter?”
“Hunting season is months away.”
“Whoever he is, he’s a big guy.”
“So is Vic Gruber. I’ll bring the video to Thomas.”
Agent Bell minimized the video and gave each of them a pointed glare.
“Please be careful. I don’t want to alarm you, but it’s possible the killer knows who you are now. Watch your backs.”





30

He sat inside his gloomy living room. Curtains covered the barred windows, blotting out the daylight. The ceiling squeaked as Brooke walked overhead. He’d locked her inside a bedroom, with a twin bed and a video game console hooked up to an LCD television. Though he’d encouraged her to play games, she mostly sat and stared at the screen with lifeless eyes, the game controller dangling in her limp hand.
Below the floor, Shayla Pierce lay in his basement. It was almost time. He’d tired of Shayla and needed a replacement soon.
The man wandered to the window and parted the curtain. On the neighboring farm, a tractor rolled across the field, too far away to notice the bars or hear anyone screaming. People in the country kept to themselves, just the way he liked it.
His memory drifted back to the first murder. He didn’t count the pimp—that had been self-defense. But there hadn’t been a reason to murder the prostitute, except to eliminate a witness. He murdered her because he wanted to feel the life slipping out of her body, to hold supreme power over his victim.
And because the prostitute looked so much like her when the shadows left the details to his imagination.
After the murder, he broke his lease and moved into student housing on the west side of the university. His neighbors cranked music to all hours of the night. But he had his own apartment, and the neighborhood was safer. The police never knocked on his door to question him about the two dead people in the alley near his old apartment, nor to ask if he’d noticed anyone suspicious hanging around. The cops didn’t care about the dead pimp and his hooker. Nobody did. The television news reporters forgot about the murder when the calendar reached Thanksgiving, and everyone assumed it was a botched drug deal.
During his junior and senior years, the boy’s grades faltered. He had a new addiction—staring at girls from the privacy of his bedroom. With the valet earnings, he purchased a cheap tripod and video camera, which he aimed out the window. When the camera captured a girl who reminded him of Ian’s neighbor, he edited the footage and stored it for safekeeping. Sometimes, when the girl aroused him, he ventured out of the apartment and followed her until he learned her address. Afterward, he trailed the girl and noted the places she visited and the times she left her apartment. Then he returned to his room, played the closeup video footage on his television, and touched himself as he fantasized over killing the coed.
He repeated this process with dozens of girls possessing dark, curly hair and pretty faces. It would have been simple to stalk and strangle any of them. But he was smart enough to understand the murders would draw attention. Kill a pimp and a hooker, and nobody bats an eyelash. But if you murder a coed at a famous university . . .
The murders remained cold cases, and without public outcry to catch the killer, the police didn’t intend to close the investigation. By the time the boy graduated college, the dead pimp and his hooker were distant memories.
He never relinquished the ecstasy he’d experienced when he took the woman’s life. Every day, he longed to kill again. The urges only grew as he moved from one job to the next, finally settling in Nightshade County, fifteen miles from where he’d grown up. He no longer spoke to his mother. She never looked at him the same way after the incident with Ian’s neighbor. But the boy was a man now, and he didn’t care what his mother, or anyone else, thought of him. How could he respect his mother? She’d allowed his father to abuse them for years and never phoned the police or fought back. His mother was to blame for his miserable childhood.
The man crept to the basement door and listened. If Shayla was awake, she hadn’t made a sound in hours. After multiple rapes, he’d shattered the woman’s spirit. She slept all the time now, curled in a fetal position, muttering. Sometimes he watched her through the open door. He wished she’d fight back. If she did, he might keep Shayla and her zombie daughter around a little longer. No sense in hunting again when he possessed a surrogate for Ian’s neighbor. But the fire no longer burned in Shayla’s eyes, and she never raised a hand when he came for her. She belonged to him now.
Easing away from the door, he searched the refrigerator for something to eat and settled on leftover turkey breast. As he heated the meal in the microwave, he smiled. Since he was a boy, he’d always wondered what had become of the neighborhood girl. During his college days, he drove past his cousin’s neighborhood and searched the houses, remembering where the girl had lived. An obese woman in her thirties owned the house now. The object of his affection had long since moved. He’d considered visiting the Wolf Lake village library. Maybe he’d find the girl in an old high school yearbook. Ian would remember her name, but his cousin was the last person he’d ask. The man hadn’t spoken to Ian for more than a decade.
But there was no reason to search. His obsession had walked into his life by pure chance. Though the man didn’t know her name, he’d snapped a photograph of her license plate as she drove out of the parking lot where he worked. There had to be a way to trace her address from the license plate number. Without law enforcement credentials, he could only wait until she returned.
And when she did, the spider would lie waiting for the fly. This time, he’d keep her forever.
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Thomas lowered the binoculars and set them on the car seat. Beside him, Deputy Aguilar noted the time John Hutcherson had returned from work.
Hutcherson lived in a gray country ranch house on the outskirts of Kane Grove. Vic Gruber’s assistant appeared to be doing well for himself, judging by the new paint job and the manicured lawn. As Thomas and Aguilar watched from an unmarked sedan, Hutcherson wiped the sweat off his forehead while he sealed his driveway. On the walkway leading to the ranch, a girl with pigtails rode a tricycle, honking a horn.
“He’s a family man,” Aguilar said. “Hutcherson doesn’t look like Ted Bundy.”
“Killers hide in plain sight. Remember what Agents Bell and Gardy told us about the BTK killer?”
“Dennis Rader remained a staple in his church and community until the authorities captured him.” Aguilar shifted her jaw. “Still, Hutcherson smiles an awful lot for a deranged murderer.”
Hutcherson set the bucket of sealant on the lawn and gave the tricycle a shove when his daughter lodged a wheel in the sidewalk crack. Then he picked his daughter up and spun her around, both of them laughing.
The door opened, and a woman checked on the commotion.
“His wife has brunette hair to the shoulder,” Thomas said.
“But not curly. Her name is Sharon,” Aguilar said, checking her notes. “She works for a lease management company in Kane Grove.”
Thomas picked up the binoculars again. “There’s a little waviness to her hair. It’s not as obvious as with the three victims, but it’s close enough.”
“But the unsub kills women with dark curly hair. He doesn’t marry them.”
“Maybe he wanted to keep one around.” Thomas grabbed his radio. “You there, Lambert?”
“Here, Sheriff,” Lambert said. Deputy Lambert waited in a second unmarked vehicle at the end of the block. When Hutcherson left his home, Lambert would pick up the pursuit, so the suspect didn’t become suspicious. “Any movement from Hutcherson?”
“He’s playing with his daughter and sealing his driveway. So far, he’s the all-American dad, though a tad anal about the driveway.”
“We’re parked a quarter-mile from the highway,” Darren said over the radio.
Darren and Raven were a stopgap, in case Lambert lost Hutcherson.
“No Chelsey?” Aguilar asked after the radio fell silent.
“Not on this case, no,” Thomas said, setting his lips against tented fingers. “She’s coordinating from the office.”
Aguilar didn’t comment. Thomas wondered if someone had told Aguilar that he was keeping Chelsey out of the field. Before Thomas could explain, the phone rang. Claire Brookins’s name flashed on the screen.
“Thomas here.”
“Sheriff, the lab results are coming in on the Jesse Sanchez case.”
“Anything interesting?”
“They found traces of 2-Butoxyethanol and Sodium Metasilicate.”
“What does that tell us?”
“They’re common ingredients in upholstery cleaners. If the killer cleaned his carpets or the interior of his vehicle, it would show up.”
“That suggests he took Sanchez home, or tossed her body in the trunk.”
“No other findings so far, but I’ll alert you if anything pops up.”
“Thanks, Claire.”
Aguilar lowered the window. Even with the sedan parked in the shade of an oak tree, the heat built inside the car.
“All that tells us is the killer cleaned his carpets recently,” Aguilar said.
“Or we’re off base with Gruber and Hutcherson. Rental companies clean their vehicles when customers return cars.”
“Which tips the scale toward Brogan.”
Without warning, Hutcherson set the sealant aside and jogged to his Jeep, which was parked along the curb. The SUV jounced as he climbed into the seat. His daughter was inside the house now.
Thomas grabbed the radio. “Hutcherson is on the move.”
“Seems like he’s in a rush to get somewhere,” Aguilar said, pocketing her notes.
The Jeep shot down the road, kicking up dust in its wake. Thomas waited until Hutcherson was almost out of sight before he pulled out. Up the road, Lambert’s sedan picked up Hutcherson. Deputy Lambert remained a few hundred yards behind the suspect as he followed Hutcherson toward the highway.
“Need us to pick him up?” Darren asked.
“Negative. Lambert is on Hutcherson. After they pass, wait until they clear the hill before you follow.”
Aguilar pointed at a farm-to-market road. “Turn here.”
“Why?”
“The two roads meet a mile away. That way, if Hutcherson spots us, we’ll be coming from a different route.”
“Good idea.”
Thomas turned as Lambert updated Hutcherson’s position. The suspect was almost at the intersection. The highway sat off to the left, with an industrial development to the right.
“Change of plans,” Lambert said, as Thomas picked up speed. “Hutcherson just turned right.”
“What does he want at the industrial park?” Thomas wondered aloud.
Hutcherson turned again, passing a paper processing facility. Lambert tailed off at the industrial park when Thomas became paranoid that Hutcherson was on to them. Thomas dropped behind the Jeep, staying several car lengths behind to minimize suspicion.
Hutcherson swerved into a gravel parking lot. Beside the lot rose a dozen windowless brick and metal buildings with garage-size doors.
“Hutcherson stopped outside a storage facility,” Thomas said, reading the sign. “Nightshade Self-Storage in the industrial park. Darren and Raven, pick up Hutcherson when he turns out of the park. Lambert will fall in behind you after two miles.”
“Got it,” said Darren. “Any idea what he’s up to?”
“Not yet.”
Aguilar studied Hutcherson through the binoculars. Thomas idled in the lot outside the paper processing facility, where he had an unobstructed view of the storage units. Hutcherson climbed out of the Jeep and jiggled his keys. After he found the correct key, he unlocked the storage unit and raised the door.
“What do you see?” Thomas asked Aguilar.
She handed the binoculars back to him. “It’s too dark, but I noticed a stack of cardboard boxes near the entrance.”
Thomas focused. Yes, three cardboard boxes rested in a vertical stack beside the door. The gloom was too thick to see inside the unit.
Hutcherson glanced over his shoulder before stepping inside. He vanished for what seemed like a long time, though the clock confirmed only two minutes passed before the suspect stepped into the sunlight, squinting. A container of driveway sealant hung from his hand. Either Thomas was way off about Gruber’s assistant, or the guy was trying to throw off the authorities.
Cupping a hand over his brow, Hutcherson scanned the surroundings and lowered the door. After securing the lock, Hutcherson climbed into the Jeep and slammed the door.
Aguilar drummed her nails against the center console and said, “A storage facility is a great place to store a body.”
Thomas wiped a hand across his mouth.
“But we don’t have enough evidence for a search warrant.”
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Chelsey was boiling pasta when Thomas arrived home at six-thirty. She painted on a smile when he strode into the kitchen.
“How was your day?” he asked, kissing her cheek.
She groaned. Between the lack of sleep and last night’s nightmare, she couldn’t put two thoughts together.
“I coordinated the investigation from the office. Not much else I can do.”
He massaged her shoulders, and the frustrated knots twisting Chelsey’s upper body unraveled. As she stirred the pasta, she reached behind and touched the stubble on his cheeks.
“Here, let me,” he said, taking the wooden spoon from her hand. “I don’t like this any more than you do. You’re an amazing investigator, and I value your contributions.”
She twisted her lips, worried he’d heard about her trip to Brogan Rentals. And yesterday, she’d posed as a customer at Barton Falls Exterminating while Raven waited in the car. If Thomas was on to Chelsey, he didn’t let on.
“I really wish you’d let me help.”
“You are helping. Darren and Raven helped us trail John Hutcherson this afternoon.”
“Anything come of it?”
“He seems like a great father and husband. Nice house, well maintained. But he drove to an industrial park and unlocked a unit in a self-storage building.”
“What was inside?”
“We couldn’t tell. It looked like driveway sealant. For all I know, the guy needed an item for home. But it raised my suspicion. As Aguilar pointed out, Hutcherson could store a body inside that facility, and nobody would find out. Afterward, he drove home and finished sealing his driveway. He doesn’t strike me as a serial killer.”
“They never do until you catch them.”
“Anyhow, I need to run out in an hour.”
“Something come up?”
“We confirmed Sasha Marketing rented vehicles for their workers, though Jesse Sanchez’s name is mysteriously missing from Brogan’s database. Sanchez traveled to Perfect Fit a few weeks before she died. I checked her credit card receipts. Sanchez visited a bar and grill in Syracuse. The killer studies potential targets for weeks. Maybe someone at the bar noticed a stranger following Sanchez.”
“Do you want me to go with you?”
He glanced away. “I’ll handle it. The trip won’t take more than a few hours.”
Chelsey set the saucepan aside and turned off the burner. She enjoyed working beside Thomas, preparing meals, cleaning, and engaging in repair projects. Replacing the upstairs window had lightened Chelsey’s mood until the bad dreams returned. Now she wondered why she’d repressed her memories for so long, why she’d never confided in someone she trusted. The man standing beside her deserved the truth, so he understood what she was going through. She ran her hands under the faucet and dried them on the towel. He caught her staring.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Thomas, I haven’t been straight with you.” When his face paled, she touched his arm. “Don’t worry. Our relationship is strong, and I’m not going anywhere.”
“Then why do you look so disturbed?”
“Something happened when I was thirteen. I’ve kept it inside, but it’s time I’m honest with myself, and with you.”
He poured the sauce over the pasta and set the lid on the pot.
“I’m listening. You can tell me anything, Chelsey.”
She didn’t want to tell him she’d confided in LeVar first. Though Thomas thought of LeVar like a son, doing so might hurt his feelings. She took his hands in hers and retold her story of the near-rape. As she spoke, the side of his jaw pulsed.
“He didn’t rape you, did he? Because if he did, you need to tell someone. Hell, you can tell me. I’m sheriff of this county, after all.”
“He didn’t rape me. But I’m certain he meant to. My friends yanked him off before the unthinkable happened.”
Thomas pulled her close and whispered into her ear. “I’m so sorry you went through something like that.”
“For too long, I bottled it up. Doing so led to my depression. I did this to myself.”
“No, no. He did this to you.”
She wiped a tear from her eye. “All the therapy sessions I’ve attended, and I never spoke about it.”
“You will now, won’t you? This is what therapy is for.”
“Of course. My next session is Tuesday.” She brushed the hair off her shoulders. “But right now, I’m starving. We can talk more after dinner.”
She scooped the pasta out of the pot, and he set a hand on hers. Chelsey watched as he plated the food, her heart bursting with affection. For the first time since the attack, she’d speak to a professional about the boy. She owed it to herself and to Thomas.
“You’re not alone, Chelsey. I’ll support you through this, but it’s critical you speak about the attack during therapy. You’re not sleeping well. Several times this month, you’ve talked in your sleep and thrashed under the covers.”
“I promise I’ll get past this.”
They carried their plates to the table and sat across from each other, the crystal blues of Wolf Lake shimmering under the late day sun. He picked up his fork and paused. Then he clasped his hands and glared at the table.
“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” he said. “Until you speak with your therapist, I can’t allow you to work on the case.”
Her mouth hung open. “What? Why?”
“It hits too close to home, Chelsey. We have reason to believe the unsub sexually assaults his victims before he murders them. Put Darren in charge—”
“He’s not an official member of my investigation team.”
“Darren is a law enforcement veteran, with more experience solving cases than you and me combined.”
Her throat burned. Why wouldn’t Thomas allow Chelsey to contribute from the safety of her office?
“This isn’t fair,” said Chelsey, her hunger suddenly gone. “I’m not that brittle, am I? You can trust me to compartmentalize.”
“Chelsey, I know you followed Lambert to Brogan Rentals. I spoke to Deputy Lambert.”
Her heart skipped.
“Are you watching me, Thomas?”
“I’m not. But I know how you think, and you can’t stay away, even when it’s unsafe. Raven admitted you visited Barton Falls Exterminating. That was reckless. What if Gruber attacked you and dragged you into the back?”
“Raven was in the parking lot.”
“Then I’ll need to discuss the matter with her, as well. Were you at the guest house when the investigation team spoke with Agent Bell?”
“How did you—”
“Darren and Raven filled me in. My department didn’t request the FBI.”
“Shouldn’t you have? You’re chasing a serial killer, and they’re the experts.”
“That’s a fair point, and I’m relieved we have Agent Bell’s profile to guide us. But her profile states that the killer is targeting women with dark, curly hair to their shoulders. I’m only telling you this once. Stay out of the investigation. I don’t want to ban Wolf Lake Consulting from contributing.”
“Wow. I didn’t realize you were this upset.”
“I’m worried, not upset. Please, Chelsey. By the time we catch this guy, you’ll have spoken with your therapist. We’ll get through this together.”
Chelsey picked up her plate and carried it to the counter, where she covered the pasta with plastic wrap.
“Don’t do this,” he said, rising.
“Do what?”
“Block me out again.”
“Oh, like you’re doing to me?”
She shoved the plate into the refrigerator and snatched her keys off the counter.
“Where are you going?” he asked, moving to stop her.
“To the office. Don’t wait up for me. I’m spending the night.”
“Chelsey.”
She stomped past him and slammed the door.
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LeVar lifted Scout out of the Chrysler Limited and set her in the wheelchair. He scratched behind his ear when he spotted lights beaming inside Wolf Lake Consulting.
“Is someone here?” Scout asked, as he pushed her across the parking lot.
“That’s Chelsey’s car under the tree. I wonder what she’s doing at the office.”
LeVar fit the key into the lock and guided Scout through the entryway. “Hello? Chelsey?”
A sniffle came from the kitchen. LeVar met Scout’s eyes. Chelsey leaned against the kitchen counter, holding a coffee mug in one hand, a fresh pot sitting on the burner. Raw cheeks hinted at recent tears.
She glanced up in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
“Scout wants to go over the case,” LeVar said, unsure if he should enter the kitchen or give Chelsey space.
“You couldn’t do that at the guest house?” Chelsey raised a hand. “Forget I asked. You’re better off discussing the investigation here, where nobody will interfere.”
Scout cleared her throat. “Did something happen between you and Thomas?”
Chelsey stared up at the ceiling and sighed. “I’m off the case.”
LeVar left Scout’s side and came to Chelsey. “Why on earth would he take you off the investigation?”
“Because I’m too much of a basket case.”
“That doesn’t sound like something Thomas would say.”
She wiped her nose with a tissue. “He didn’t. Not in so many words. But he’ll lock WLC out of the investigation if I don’t comply. He wants Darren to coordinate efforts between the sheriff’s department and our firm. I respect Darren, and he’s my friend, but he’s not a private investigator.”
“Shep overstepped his bounds. I’ll give you that. But he’s only worried about you.”
“I can handle myself, LeVar.”
“No arguments there. But Shep cares more about you than anyone, and it clouds his judgment. We should leave. You seem like you’d prefer to be alone tonight.”
He turned away, and she grabbed his arm. “No, stay. Both of you. If you’re investigating the murders, count me in.”
“But Thomas said—”
“What Thomas doesn’t know won’t hurt him. I’ve been part of this case since the beginning, and I’m not walking away now.”
LeVar rubbed his forehead. Thomas and Chelsey were fighting, and he was stepping into the crossfire. Why was it so important for Chelsey to work the Sanchez murder, when there were four additional investigations on her desk? LeVar knew better than to question Chelsey. He loved her like a sister, and she’d offered him an internship after he walked away from the Harmon Kings. But she was as stubborn as a mule. Chelsey wore a black leather jacket during the summer, even when the temperature soared past ninety. Several times, she’d donned shorts during January, almost as if she was arguing with Mother Nature. No point in questioning Chelsey.
Besides, LeVar had Scout to worry about. The surgery was tomorrow, and in his opinion, Scout should be at home, resting. He realized Scout didn’t want to think about the operation, so she’d swindled LeVar into driving to the office to go over the case. Naomi never protested when LeVar picked up Scout, accepting her daughter wouldn’t sleep a wink. Naomi’s only request was that LeVar bring Scout home before ten, a promise he intended to keep.
Dying sunlight filtered across the windows as Chelsey microwaved popcorn. LeVar and Scout studied the murder board on the wall. Written on the dry erase board were three names—Vic Gruber, John Hutcherson, and Willard Donowski, the manager at Brogan Rentals. Lines connected each suspect to a victim where applicable. Vic Gruber had more lines pointing at his name than the others, as he’d exterminated insects for Shayla Pierce and Paloma Conroy. There was a potential third connection involving Jesse Sanchez, though Hutcherson had worked for Sanchez and Conroy. Gruber also lived near Oak Hollows Forest, where the sheriff’s department had found Jesse Sanchez, and Thomas had collected an acetylene torch on Gruber’s property.
Chelsey set the popcorn bowl on the desk and gathered around the message board with LeVar and Scout.
“All lines point to Vic Gruber,” Chelsey said, tossing a kernel into her mouth. “So why do I sense he’s not our killer?”
LeVar said, “Let’s begin with Agent Bell’s profile and go from there.”
Scout shifted in her chair. “Agent Bell believes the unsub enjoys frightening his victims. This suggests he grew up in an abusive household. He lived in fear of an authority figure.”
“Like his father.”
“Right. How does he frighten his victims?”
“Creatively,” Chelsey said, rubbing a chill off her arms. “Can you imagine waking up to a cockroach infestation?”
“We keep coming back to Vic Gruber and Barton Falls Exterminating,” LeVar said. “Darren and Raven helped the sheriff’s department trail John Hutcherson this afternoon. Hutcherson drove to a private storage unit at the Kane Grove industrial park.”
“I wasn’t invited,” Chelsey said, swirling around and pacing the floor.
LeVar swallowed. “Anyhow, the sheriff’s department doesn’t have enough evidence on Hutcherson to ask for a search warrant. But it makes you wonder why a family man has a self-storage unit on the outskirts of town.”
“Maybe he keeps supplies there,” Chelsey said. “Not everyone wants a cluttered garage. Keep going with the scare tactics. What else has our unsub done?”
“He left a bloody hook on Jesse Sanchez’s door. I don’t get the significance. Is that from a horror movie?”
“A campfire tale. A psychopath with a hook for a hand escapes from a mental institution and creeps up on two lovers in a parked car. The girl gets spooked because she hears someone and wants to leave. Later, the guy finds a bloody hook on the handle of the door.”
“Wait, didn’t that really happen?”
“It’s an urban legend. Repeat it enough times and people believe it’s real.”
“He frightened Jesse Sanchez before he killed her,” Scout said. “And he pretended to be a monster when he stalked Shayla Pierce and her daughter. Brooke saw something at the window at the state park. Afterward, she told her mother the monster followed her home. Think. Where do monsters hide?”
LeVar shrugged.
“Under the bed and in the closet,” Scout said. “Come on, Batman. Don’t tell me you weren’t scared of the dark when you were a kid.”
“The dark feared me, yo.”
“You’re impossible.”
“If you’re correct, forensics should dust for prints beneath Brooke Pierce’s bed and inside the closet.”
“He was there the whole time,” Scout said, shivering.
“I’ll call Darren and let him know.”
Chelsey opened her mouth to protest and stopped.
“It’s better if I make the call,” said LeVar. “Otherwise, Thomas will figure out that you’re still investigating the murders. Then we’ll be off the case.”
“This is ridiculous.” Chelsey lifted herself onto the corner of the desk and sat with her arms folded. “Make the call, LeVar. If the killer was under the bed, they’ll find his prints.”
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In the parking lot outside Willow’s Bar and Grill, Thomas thanked Darren for the heads-up and hung up the phone. The Wolf Lake Consulting team believed Shayla and Brooke Pierce’s kidnapper had hidden inside the house before he captured them.
The question was, who’d developed the fingerprints-under-the-bed theory? That sounded like something Scout and Chelsey would say. Which brought his mind back to Chelsey. He’d hurt her feelings, and it tore him apart. Just this once, why wouldn’t she step back and let him protect her?
Thomas radioed Lambert and told his deputy to dust for fingerprints at the Pierce residence.
Willow’s served dinner and drinks from a single-story building with beige siding and blue shutters. Customers entered the restaurant through a porch, also painted blue, where diners ate in the fresh air. It was gloomy inside, where a long bar ran along the west wall of the restaurant. As Thomas crossed the room, two men in flannel shirts eyed him from the end of the bar.
The woman behind the counter was in her forties. She tied her long blonde hair in a ponytail.
“Welcome to Willow’s. I’m Ingrid. Can I get you anything to eat or drink?”
Thomas eased onto a stool.
“I’ll take a chicken sandwich to go.” He reached into his pocket and removed a photograph of Jesse Sanchez. “And please tell me if you remember the woman in this picture.”
Ingrid removed a pair of glasses from her shirt pocket and turned the photo toward her.
“Yeah, I remember her. She came in a few weeks ago. Pretty lady. She drew eyes, if you catch my drift.”
“Did anybody bother her?”
“Nope. She ordered at the bar and sat at the corner table,” Ingrid said, motioning at a two-person table in the shadowed corner opposite the window. “Bison burger and fries, if I remember correctly. She tipped well. Quiet. I tried to make small talk, but she seemed like the shy type.”
“You didn’t notice anybody giving her a hard time?”
“Not that I saw.”
“Anybody pay her too much attention?”
“I doubt it. Then again, I was swamped with guests that night. Who is she?”
“Jesse Sanchez. She worked for a public relations firm and was visiting a client nearby.”
“Did something happen to her?”
“She’s dead.”
Ingrid blinked twice and scanned the room, as if the killer watched her from along the wall. “I’ll ask the servers if they saw anything.”
“I’d appreciate it. Also, do you have security cameras?”
“We do. I’ll grab the manager.”
Three minutes later, Ingrid returned with an auburn-haired woman wearing bifocals.
“Sheriff, I’m Cate Alveri. I can show you where we store the recordings.”
Thomas followed Alveri down a dark, wood-paneled hallway to a tiny room at the end of the corridor. She loaded the video and taught Thomas how to scroll through the footage. He listened politely, though he’d worked with similar software packages and was familiar with the controls. Ingrid appeared in the doorway with Thomas’s sandwich. He set the bag on the floor and concentrated on the security footage.
Alveri observed the screen over Thomas’s shoulder until a bearded server stuck his head into the room and told her there was a problem with the credit card reader. The manager promised Thomas she’d return as soon as possible.
The security cameras offered four views of the bar and grill—three interior shots and one overlooking the parking lot. After fast-forwarding, Thomas recognized Sanchez. As Ingrid told him, Sanchez ordered at the bar and carried her food to a table in the corner, where she ate alone. He interrogated the two camera views of the dining area, but didn’t spot anyone suspicious. Dozens of men drank at the bar and ate at the tables scattered around the room. Most sat with their wives or girlfriends, a few laughing it up with other men. Thomas focused on men who sat by themselves. The killer would want privacy while he spied on his target.
One man stared at Sanchez every few minutes, sneaking glances over his beer as he ate pizza. But the man was in his forties or fifties, and his belly bulged over his belt line. Agent Bell believed the unsub was a good-looking man in his twenties or thirties, someone who could win a woman’s confidence. A wolf in sheep’s clothing.
After twenty-five minutes, Sanchez left a tip on the table and exited through the front porch. Thomas lost the woman for a moment, then found her on the camera covering the parking lot. She adjusted the purse strap over her shoulder and dug inside for her keys. Nobody followed the woman, and Thomas worried he’d reached another dead end.
Then his gaze locked on the license plate of the SUV Sanchez was driving. A Brogan Rentals frame girded the plate. The Brogan team told Lambert that Jesse Sanchez wasn’t in their system. Perhaps the killer had deleted Sanchez from the database to cover his tracks. So why hadn’t he deleted Shayla Pierce?
Sanchez climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled the door shut. The brake lights flared as she backed out. The SUV vanished from view as she drove out of the lot.
Thomas noted the time Sanchez left Willow’s and rubbed his forehead. He’d suspected Vic Gruber or John Hutcherson had murdered Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy. All three murder and kidnap victims had hired Barton Falls Exterminating, and Gruber was an ex-con with a history of violence. Plus, he lived outside Oak Hollows Forest.
Now the sheriff’s focus shifted to Willard Donowski and Brogan Rentals. It troubled him that Sanchez wasn’t in Brogan’s system, though she’d clearly rented from them. Donowski was also an ex-con. According to Kane Grove PD, Donowski had been arrested for stealing a truck when he was nineteen.
Was Donowski hiding a darker secret?
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Chelsey awoke with a gasp and sat up. She’d dreamed about the attack again. Moments before she awoke, the boy’s hands circled her throat, squeezing off her airflow as she struggled beneath him.
She rubbed her eyes and focused. Where was she?
It took a second before she remembered falling asleep in a bedroom at Wolf Lake Consulting. Blackout shades blanketed the windows. The sliver of light slipping into the room told her it was morning. Heat built through her throat when she remembered the fight. She never should have told Thomas about the boy. This is what she got for disclosing secrets and allowing people to see her imperfections. Now she was off the case. Officially, at least.
She pawed at the floor until she located her phone. Eight o’clock. She’d overslept.
Chelsey tossed the blankets off her legs and pulled on sweatpants. She tested her breath against her palm and cringed. Slogging to the bathroom, she turned on the shower and waited for the old pipes to heat. After washing, she tied a towel around her hair, brushed her teeth, and padded barefoot to the kitchen, where she scrambled three eggs with milk, a handful of spinach, and a dash of black pepper.
She expected LeVar and Raven to arrive any second now. Then it hit her. Today was Scout’s surgery. Chelsey had given everyone the day off.
She pulled up the calendar on her phone and confirmed the surgery was scheduled for two o’clock. That gave her time to eat and file paperwork before she met the others at the Mourning house. Her heart kicked into high gear as she plated her food. She couldn’t concentrate with the operation looming.
After she washed the dishes, Chelsey found herself staring at the murder board, instead of filing the paperwork she’d sworn she’d finish. Her vision switched back and forth between the suspects and the evidence.
Chelsey kept returning to the dream.
Why the dreams? Why now?
For unknown reasons, the Jesse Sanchez murder made her think of the attack. Yet the boy had tried to rape her, not burn her eyes out with an acetylene torch. Nor had he strangled Chelsey, as he always did when she dreamed.
Chelsey’s eyes landed on Willard Donowski’s name.
“You knew the victims, didn’t you?” she muttered to herself.
She recalled Donowski’s admission that he’d done time for stealing a truck. Maybe there was more to the story.
Chelsey picked up the phone and dialed Kane Grove PD. Since founding Wolf Lake Consulting, she’d developed a rapport with several officers inside the department. The receptionist put her through to Officer Gill, who banged away at his terminal as he fed her information on Donowski. Gill was a veteran of the force, an officer who’d worked for Kane Grove PD for twenty-two years.
“That’s correct, Ms. Byrd,” Gill growled in a voice that made it sounded as if he gargled with hot sauce. “Willard Donowski served six months after he stole a truck. He was nineteen.”
“Any reason to believe he’s violent?”
Gill paused, making Chelsey wonder if she’d lost the connection. “This is strictly off the record. I’m only telling you this because we trust each other.”
“Okay.”
“The year after Donowski’s release, he sexually assaulted a fifteen-year-old. I was one of two officers dispatched to the scene, and I can tell you, the dirtbag should have gone back to jail.”
“Why didn’t he?”
“Later, the girl changed her story and claimed Donowski never assaulted her. Don’t know if she got scared, or if she thought it was true love and wanted to protect Donowski. She claimed it was a misunderstanding. They were making out, an argument ensued, and the girl fell off the bed and bumped her head.”
“I take it you don’t buy the story.”
“Not on my life. He forced himself on her. She fought back and took a beating.”
Chelsey lowered the phone and tapped it against her knee. Donowski had presented himself as someone who’d made a regrettable mistake during his teens and turned his life around. Had the girl told the officers the truth? Or did Donowski threaten her with harm if she talked?
Donowski’s only connection to the crimes was Shayla Pierce. Pierce’s law firm rented from Brogan when attorneys traveled. There had to be a link to Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy, something Chelsey had overlooked. Prior to their argument, Thomas had told Chelsey about his trip to Syracuse. Before the unsub murdered Jesse Sanchez, she’d visited a bar and grill called Willow’s. Now Chelsey wondered what Thomas had discovered. No way she’d call him until he came to his senses and treated Chelsey like an adult.
Donowski knew the murder victims. Just because they weren’t listed in Brogan’s database didn’t eliminate Donowski as a suspect. Perhaps Sanchez and Conroy rented under their companies’ names. Or Donowski deleted them from the system. That would be the fastest way for the killer to eliminate evidence.
She messaged Raven with her findings and asked her partner to pass the information along to the sheriff’s department. A reminder alarmed on her phone. Time to finish her paperwork, so she could meet LeVar at the Mourning house before Scout’s operation. They would take three vehicles, with Chelsey following LeVar to the hospital.
She tapped her foot. How could she prove Donowski murdered Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy before the unthinkable happened to Shayla Pierce and her daughter?
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He waited in a wooded area across the road from the Mourning house. It had been easy to track the teenager—she’d been the subject of a newspaper article last year after the wheelchair-bound girl helped the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department catch serial killer Jeremy Hyde. How surprised he’d been when Scout Mourning appeared at the burial sites of Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy, following his path, like fans driving from city to city on a rock-and-roll reunion tour. Each time, a muscular brown-skinned boy had carried her through the woods, her knight in shining armor.
The girl fascinated him. Though he’d evaded law enforcement since his college days, this teenager was closing in on him. How much had Scout Mourning learned?
She didn’t draw him the way Paloma, Jesse, and Shayla had. There was no sexual obsession, no burning desire to watch the life fade from Scout’s eyes. Still, he needed to eliminate the girl before she ruined his plans. Especially now, when he was so close to capturing the ultimate quarry—the mystery girl he’d attacked when he was thirteen.
The man parted the branches and stared at the lakeside home. An A-frame stood on the neighboring property, but there didn’t appear to be anyone home there. From inside the neighbor’s house, a dog barked and batted at the glass. The wolf-like specimen sent a shiver through the man. Those fangs would sever an arm if the dog broke through the window. That was one heck of a guard dog. It had sensed him from across the road.
He checked for vehicles and hurried across the blacktop, ducking around the house before an SUV hauling a boat motored past. A sliding glass door stood off the kitchen. Slipping gloves over his hands, he removed a glass cutter from his pocket and carved a circular hole. After attaching a suction cup, he pulled the glass away and reached inside the kitchen to unlatch the door.
Silence greeted him inside. His hands curled into fists, fingernails digging into his palms. The clock read noon, and he’d expected to find his target inside.
A thread of hope tugged him down the hallway. Perhaps the girl’s parents were out for lunch, leaving the girl alone in her bedroom. He grinned and opened the switchblade.
Stopping to listen at each door, he checked the rooms. He found the master bedroom first. The lack of a man’s touch told him the mother was a single parent. Perfect. He peered inside the bathroom. Water droplets dotted the sink, and a toothbrush lay behind the faucet.
His heart pounded as he waited outside the last door at the end of the hall. This had to be the girl’s door. Though the girl couldn’t walk, the killer took nothing for granted. He’d burst inside, kill her quick, and search the bedroom for evidence implicating him. Then he’d vanish before the police figured out what happened.
He tested the knob. It was unlocked.
Throwing his shoulder against the door, he lunged into the bedroom with the blade raised. An unmade bed lay to his left. There was a laptop computer on the desk, the fan softly humming.
The man cursed. Now he’d need to return and finish the job. Where was everybody?
Peeking out the window, the man ensured no snooping neighbors lingered outside. He jiggled the mouse and awakened the laptop. The little brat protected her computer with a password. He typed the obvious passwords a typical teenager would use—her first name, her last name, even the word password. After those failed, he typed Jeremy Hyde’s name, theorizing the girl had a sick fetish for killers. Too bad she wouldn’t live long enough to learn about the man who broke into her bedroom.
The laptop locked him out after several tries. A warning banner appeared, threatening to alert the authorities. He snickered. The computer wasn’t sending a warning to the police, any more than the fake security signs cheapskate homeowners planted used protected them from prowlers. To be sure, he yanked the ethernet cable out of the laptop.
A closed notebook lay on the desk. He opened it to the first page and grinned. It was almost like reading love letters from a secret admirer.
The unsub is a white male between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-nine.
Check.
He’s organized and intelligent, and he finds his targets through work.
Yes and no. Sometimes he targeted women in stores or out walking. But yes, work gave him an easy way to find women. Ian’s beautiful neighbor had walked into his workplace.
The killer frightens his victims before he kills them. He grew up in an abusive household and was afraid of his father.
The man clicked his jaw. Who was this petulant child, sticking her nose into his life? Hard as it was to believe, Scout Mourning was too close to catching him. The man couldn’t allow her to live.
“Yes, Scout. I love to scare my victims, and I’ll sure enjoy scaring the hell out of you.”
He snatched the notebook and whipped it against the wall. Loose pages flew out and fluttered down. Towering over the desk, he considered smashing the computer and decided not to. He didn’t wish to draw attention.
The man strode to the bed and lowered his head, sniffing the pillow. He could smell the girl’s soap and perfume. How easy it would be to slide beneath the bed and wait until the girl returned. He’d teach her the true meaning of fear.
Then he remembered the hole carved into the sliding glass door. Someone would notice the break-in. Also, the rental car was parked down the road near the docks.
Reconsidering, he picked up the notebook. He snagged the missing pages off the floor and shoved them inside. Then he tucked the notes under his arm and exited the bedroom.
“See you soon, Scout.”
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LeVar’s chest tightened when they approached the hospital through the busy parking lot. Throughout his life, a trip to the hospital always meant bad news—elderly relatives suffering from diseases, friends rushed to the emergency room with knife and gunshot wounds, his mother in critical condition after the heroin overdose. It took all his will to block out the negative energy. Today would end with happiness. It had to.
“Don’t you dare stay for the operation,” Scout said, as LeVar wheeled her inside. “You have a killer to catch.”
“We’re not leaving you,” LeVar said, drawing nods from Chelsey and Raven, who trailed him past the automatic doors.
“But—”
“No buts about it. You’re our priority.”
“I feel like I’m ruining the investigation. Oh, my notebook is on my bedroom desk. Everything we learned about the unsub is inside. Since you have a key, why don’t you—”
“How about we go over your notes after the doctors release you? We’ll all work together.”
Scout’s mouth froze open. “Um, yeah. Sure.”
“She’ll be sleepy tonight,” Naomi said, gripping her daughter’s hand. The woman appeared one thread away from unraveling. “I don’t think Scout will be up to catching killers.”
“Don’t worry,” Chelsey said. “We’re closing in on him. Who knows? There might be good news waiting when you come out of surgery.”
They stood aside and allowed an old woman with a walker to cross their path. Most every seat was taken inside the waiting room. Fried scents drifted down the corridor from the hospital cafeteria.
Scout’s mother sighed and said, “We need to check Scout in. Unfortunately, the staff won’t allow you to follow us into the elevators, but I’ll keep you up to date, if you want to hang out in the waiting room.”
Chelsey hugged Naomi and Scout. Then Raven and LeVar took their turns. After the others wandered to the waiting area, LeVar knelt before Scout. He held her hands, and she glanced around, embarrassed that everyone was watching.
“It’s like I told you at Ruth’s. You’re my day one, and I’m proud of you,” he said, his own eyes glistening. “You’ll come through the surgery fine, and we’ll all be here to support you.”
Her voice cracked. “No matter what happens, right?”
He hugged her again and patted the back of her head. There wasn’t a dry eye among them now. Raven had to turn away, but LeVar saw her shoulders shake as she covered her face.
“No matter what happens,” LeVar said, lifting her chin. “You’ll be back. The world is too boring a place without Scout Mourning.”
The nurse called Scout’s name, and LeVar’s body thrummed with nervous adrenaline. There was no turning back now. Naomi thanked everyone for coming and promised to message them with updates. Then she pushed Scout past the elevator doors. LeVar wandered to the corner, where nobody would see him cry.
    
AN HOUR PASSED. Chelsey skimmed news articles on her phone to pass the time. Beside her, Raven dangled one knee over the other, her foot bobbing with pent up energy. Darren had arrived from the state park and sat between Raven and LeVar, knees bouncing as he stared blankly at a magazine. Now and then, somebody spoke. The conversation always hit a road block, as everyone fretted over what was happening to Scout. Naomi hadn’t written since the Mourning family rode the elevator upstairs.
Scout would undergo a battery of tests before the operation. Chelsey didn’t know when the surgery would begin. Scout might be on the operating table now, or she might be sitting with her mother in a tiny room with no windows, waiting for the medical workers to wheel her down the hall.
Chelsey couldn’t leave Scout alone. But the murder investigation dominated her thoughts, tugging her in different directions. She wasn’t the only one thinking about Shayla and Brooke Pierce. LeVar sifted through the case notes on his phone, with Raven looking over his shoulder.
Without warning, the attack by Ian’s cousin hurtled back to Chelsey. She squirmed in her chair, drawing Raven’s concerned eye.
“It’s all right,” Chelsey said. “I can’t get comfortable in these plastic chairs.”
“Me neither.”
“I need to make a phone call. Save my seat, okay?”
Raven set her bag on the vacated chair after Chelsey rose. Chelsey scanned the lobby and located a quiet corner beside a potted palm. It was time to face her fears. While they’d waited for Naomi’s message, Chelsey searched for Ian Betancourt in Google and discovered he still lived in Nightshade County. She found a picture of Ian—though he’d aged since she last saw him, he still had the boyish grin she remembered from their younger days. He was a high school administrator in Kane Grove, and according to his biography on the school website, Ian was married with two daughters, ages three and five.
She dialed his number and waited as the phone rang. After several rings, she got his voicemail. Ian didn’t know Chelsey anymore and wouldn’t recognize her phone number. Like most people, the man probably screened his calls and ignored anyone he didn’t recognize. Rather than leave a message, she hit redial and called him again. He picked up on the fourth ring.
“Yes,” he said in an annoyed tone, as if expecting a robot to tell him his vehicle warranty had expired.
“Is this Ian Betancourt?”
“Yes, it is. To whom am I speaking?”
“Ian, it’s Chelsey. Chelsey Byrd from Wolf Lake.”
Silence. She pictured the man’s stunned expression.
“Chelsey, this is . . . quite a surprise. We haven’t spoken in, what, fifteen or sixteen years?”
“Not since high school, no.”
In the background, a woman asked Ian who was on the phone.
Ian covered the phone and said, “It’s work, honey. I’ll be with you in a second.” Ian returned to the call. “We’re in the middle of something here, Chelsey. Is there anything I can do for you?”
Chelsey’s chest quivered as she exhaled. It was obvious Ian didn’t wish to speak to her. They’d drifted apart over the years, and he had no reason to trust her.
“Remember what happened when I was thirteen?” More silence. “On the hill behind the houses. We were playing chase with your cousin.”
A door closed, and the ambient television sounds in the background stopped. Ian had ducked into a room, so his wife wouldn’t overhear their conversation.
“That was a long time ago. Twenty years, at least. I told you I was sorry, but I have a wife and two daughters now. I moved on.”
“Well, I haven’t, Ian. What happened to your cousin?”
“You mean Kenny?”
The boy’s name was Kenny. Her heart quickened.
“I guess so. Nobody ever told me his name.”
“We don’t speak with Kenny’s family, and I don’t appreciate you reminding me I’m related to the creep.”
“What’s his last name? Does he live in Nightshade County?”
“This is incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. I don’t speak to you for a decade and a half, and you find my number and call me out of the blue, asking about something that happened when we were kids.”
“We were thirteen.”
“Nothing happened, Chelsey. If you’re claiming we watched him rape you, I’ll deny everything.”
Chelsey chewed her lip. Ian wasn’t the person she remembered from the neighborhood. He was more interested in protecting his image than in helping Chelsey put the attack behind her.
“Kenny didn’t rape me. But he would have, if Paul hadn’t yanked him off me. I want his last name, Ian.”
“Did you hire a lawyer?”
“No.”
“Do you work in law enforcement or something?”
Chelsey lowered her voice when a man with greasy hair walked past. “I’m a private investigator in Wolf Lake. If you search my name online, you’ll find me.”
“A private investigator. I don’t like where this conversation is heading.”
“Ian, this isn’t about you. All I want is—”
He hung up. She closed her eyes and leaned against the wall. That hadn’t gone as well as she’d hoped. Why was she so fixated on Ian’s cousin? Whatever Kenny’s last name was, he was an adult now. He might be embarrassed about the attack.
Except that didn’t ring true in Chelsey’s mind. Kenny lost control that night. He was a sociopath in the making, and Chelsey worried he’d acted on his impulses when he grew older.
Could Kenny be the man who kidnapped Shayla Pierce and murdered two women? The idea sounded insane to Chelsey’s ears, a wild shot in the dark. Yet she’d sensed a connection between the attack and the murders the moment she learned about Jesse Sanchez. That’s when the dreams had started again. If Ian was hiding something about Kenny . . .
She dialed Ian’s number. The phone rang once and dumped her into Ian’s voicemail. He’d blocked her number.





38

Thomas paged through his notes. Outside his office, Lambert and Aguilar studied a case file.
After visiting Willow’s Bar and Grill, Thomas had spent the night searching through Willard Donowski’s background. He’d stolen a truck as a teenager and served six months. Then Darren messaged Thomas late that night. The Wolf Lake Consulting crew had contacted Kane Grove PD and discovered Donowski sexually assaulted a fifteen-year-old girl after he got out of prison. The police dropped the charges after the girl changed her story.
All the evidence pointed at Donowski. Claire Brookins had found traces of chemical cleaners on Jesse Sanchez’s body. It was possible Sanchez picked up the chemicals when she rented the car, except she didn’t vanish until days after her trip to Willow’s. The chemical cleaners would have washed off in the shower by then. Donowski must have attacked Sanchez and tossed her into a Brogan vehicle, probably in the trunk. If Officer Gill at Kane Grove PD was correct, Donowski wasn’t a reformed citizen, but a sexual predator. Serial killers often began as rapists before they worked up to murder.
Thomas wanted to call Darren and ask him who’d obtained the information. Except he already knew. Chelsey had multiple contacts inside the Kane Grove Police Department, and nobody sniffed out a suspect better than Chelsey Byrd. The truth was, he needed Chelsey on this case. But inviting Chelsey into the investigation would place her in the killer’s cross-hairs, and he refused to risk her safety.
His eyes dropped to the phone. After a moment of consideration, he dialed Brogan Rentals, intending to rattle Donowski’s cage. If he grilled Donowski about Jesse Sanchez, he might force the suspect to slip up. The Brogan plate cover proved Sanchez rented from his business. All he needed to do was corner Donowski and make him admit he’d deleted Sanchez from the system.
He groaned. If he pressed Donowski too hard, the guy would flee, and they might never find Shayla Pierce and her daughter.
Thomas scrunched his brow after nobody answered. Strange. Brogan should be swamped with customers on a weekday.
He ran a finger down his list of contacts and stopped on Sasha Marketing. The receptionist put him through to Sasha Gruden.
“I hope you can help me, Ms. Gruden, because I’m confused.”
“I’ll do my best to help, Sheriff. Anything for Jesse.”
“Sasha Marketing rented from Brogan Rentals, and I found video footage of Jesse Sanchez driving their vehicle. Yet her name isn’t on any of the invoices.”
“That’s odd. Give me a second while I look it up.”
“I appreciate it.”
Gruden typed on her computer for a long time before she spoke. “I figured it out. Jesse went through my account manager, Tatiana Moore. Tatiana’s name is on the invoice, but Jesse picked up the car.”
Thomas fell back in his chair. That explained why Jesse Sanchez wasn’t listed as a rental customer.
After the call ended, he joined his deputies in the hallway.
“I linked Jesse Sanchez to Brogan,” Thomas said. “She rented under her account manager’s name.”
Aguilar punched Lambert in the shoulder and said, “And this guy tied Paloma Conroy to Brogan, as well.”
“How did you do that?”
Lambert scratched the back of his neck. “Conroy’s agent was a man named Rich Mcalester. He had a lot to say about the modeling business—it doesn’t pay much unless you make the big time. Conroy hit her stride a year before the murder and modeled for nationally renowned companies. That’s how she afforded the Coral Lake house.”
“What about Brogan?”
“When his client became a borderline celebrity, Mcalester thought it best that he drive Conroy. He rented the cars, though she accompanied him inside the office.”
“That’s when the killer saw Conroy. It’s time to move on Donowski.”
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Chelsey glanced up when all their phones chimed with a received message. The text arrived from Naomi. Chelsey was almost too nervous to read it.
LeVar shook his head and said, “No worries. They’re overbooked with surgeries. It appears we’ll be waiting another three hours before Scout goes in.”
“Three hours?” Raven scowled. “Why do they schedule people for operations, then change the times? Don’t they realize we’re all nervous wrecks?”
Darren’s phone hummed, and Chelsey glanced at her screen. No message awaited her. As she slipped the phone into her pocket, Darren tilted his head at Chelsey, suggesting they speak in private.
Chelsey rose from the chair. Raven wore a question on her face as Chelsey crossed the lobby. Darren coughed into his hand when Chelsey walked up to him.
“For the record,” he said, lowering his voice, “I wasn’t in favor of pushing you out of the investigation. Raven and LeVar are your team members, not mine, so nobody should put me in charge.”
“It’s not your fault, Darren.”
“It is. I could have said no.”
“But you want to solve the case. I get it.”
“And to find Shayla and Brooke Pierce,” Darren said, pushing the hair off his forehead. “I hold myself responsible. The killer stalked the Pierce family at the state park, right under my nose.”
“Don’t blame yourself. Enough people were staying at the campground that someone should have noticed him hanging around the cabin window.”
“You know what I don’t get?”
“What’s that?”
“Donowski is the number one suspect, right?”
“The sheriff’s department believes he is.”
“But you don’t.”
“I’m not sure what to think.”
Darren folded his arms. “They pulled fingerprints off the bottoms of Shayla and Brooke’s beds. The fingerprints match the one I spotted on the cabin window.”
“Donowski’s fingerprints.”
“That’s the catch. AFIS didn’t spit out a match, and—”
“Donowski served six months for stealing a truck.” Chelsey slapped her forehead. “Why didn’t I make the connection? It can’t be Donowski. His prints are in AFIS.”
“I received a text from Aguilar while we were in the waiting room. The sheriff’s department is moving on Donowski this afternoon.”
“He’s the wrong guy, Darren.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of. But if Donowski didn’t kill Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy, who did?”
Chelsey wanted to stay and support everyone while they awaited Scout’s surgery, but Thomas and his deputies were tracking the wrong suspect. Thomas wouldn’t answer her message if it had anything to do with the case. She needed to speak with Thomas face-to-face and set him straight. She removed the keys from her pocket.
“Where are you going?” Darren asked.
“It sounds like we have a good three hours before Scout goes into surgery. I need to see Thomas. I’ll return before the operation begins.”
“Thomas doesn’t want you anywhere near the investigation.”
“That’s too bad. I’m going after him.”
Darren’s gaze followed her through the automatic doors. She hopped the curb and jogged to her Honda Civic, hoping she’d catch Thomas in time.
An idea popped into her head when she slid behind the steering wheel. She opened her notes and located Willard Donowski’s address and phone number. After she dialed the suspect’s number, a woman answered with a choked greeting.
“Willard? Is that you?”
“Mrs. Donowski?”
“Who is this?”
“Ma’am, my name is Chelsey Byrd. I’m a private investigator in Wolf Lake.”
“Why are you calling me?”
“Have you spoken with your husband today?”
“Something terrible happened to Willard, didn’t it?”
“Please, Mrs. Donowski. When did you last see your husband?”
Mrs. Donowski sniffled. “Willard left for work at eight, but he never arrived. I phoned Brogan and nobody answered. So I drove past work. His vehicle wasn’t there, and the lights were off. That’s not right. They’re open from nine until eight today. Do you know where my husband is?”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t. Mrs. Donowski, has your husband acted strangely in the last few days?”
“Strange how? He was preoccupied with something at work, but he didn’t want to talk about it.”
“You don’t know what it was about?”
“No.”
“Does your husband have any enemies?”
Donowski’s wife broke down. “Oh, my God. You think someone hurt Willard.”
“Let’s not jump to conclusions.” Chelsey eyed the dashboard clock. It seemed to tick against her. “Mrs. Donowski, call the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department and tell them everything you told me. Do you need the number?”
“I have it.”
“Call them.” Chelsey read Mrs. Donowski her cell number. “If you hear from your husband, phone me.”
“Please find Willard.”
Chelsey shattered the highway speed limit and reached the Nightshade Sheriff’s Department in Wolf Lake a half hour later, but Thomas’s truck wasn’t in the parking lot. Through the glass entryway, she spied Maggie at her desk. The dispatcher sat in the radio room, but there was no sign of Aguilar.
She shifted out of PARK a heartbeat before Lambert passed the window. He appeared to be in a rush as he adjusted his holster, grabbed the keys off his desk, and straightened the hat on his head. Lambert would lead her to Thomas. All she needed to do was follow his cruiser.
Realizing Lambert wouldn’t allow Chelsey to accompany him, she parked behind a moving van and waited until the cruiser turned out of the parking lot. Lambert passed through the intersection, then Chelsey merged with traffic, her eyes fixed on the cruiser as it weaved between vehicles. Lambert didn’t flash his lights, but he was obviously pressed for time. Chelsey almost lost him on the interstate when Lambert pushed the cruiser past seventy. Two tractor trailers struggled up a hill, blocking both lanes and preventing Chelsey from catching up. She bit off a swear word until the truck swerved into the right lane.
Five minutes later, Chelsey figured out Lambert’s destination. She followed his cruiser from a block away as he motored toward Brogan Rentals. Chelsey slapped the steering wheel. Mrs. Donowski had called the sheriff’s department, and now Lambert was checking Brogan for the missing suspect. Thomas wouldn’t be here. Chelsey was wasting her time.
Still, curiosity tickled her senses. What would Lambert find at Brogan Rentals?
His cruiser stopped in front of the entrance. She waited across the street, watching while he knocked. Lambert cupped his hands over his eyes and peered through the glass entryway. Nobody answered. Next, he circled the building, peeking into each window and calling Willard Donowski’s name. After Lambert vanished behind Brogan Rentals, Chelsey drove into the lot and parked beside a chain-link fence with grape vines snaking through the links.
She lifted herself up on her seat and stared over the wheel. Where was Lambert? He’d circled the building five minutes ago, and his cruiser was still outside the entrance.
Chelsey removed the gun from the glove box and slid it into her holster. She turned off the motor and stepped out of the Civic. A crow cawed from the telephone wire.
“Lambert? Are you back there?”
No answer.
She squeezed between two cars and approached the side of the building. Evergreen bushes grew along the wall. Weeds sprouted from a flowerbed.
A footstep scuffed against the blacktop. Somewhere behind the building, where Lambert had vanished. Chelsey threw her back against the building.
Don’t overreact. It’s Lambert.
Maybe she was wrong about Donowski. Did he attack Lambert?
But if Donowski left his prints inside the Pierce residence, why didn’t they show up in AFIS?
The hairs rose on the back of Chelsey’s neck. Someone was behind her.
She reached for her gun when the shadow passed over the wall. Too late.
The man struck her head and buckled her knees. Her eyelids fluttered as he lifted her into his arms and carried her away.
Then utter darkness. The heavy carpet cleaner mingled with the rubbery scent of a spare tire. She was inside a trunk.
Chelsey fell unconscious as the vehicle coasted out of the parking lot.
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The police amused him. They believed he’d murdered two women, but he’d killed nine over the last three years, some from as far away as California. Yet he preferred to hunt near his home, so he could transport the women back to his house and play with them inside the basement.
Though he’d murdered nine women, he’d terrorized dozens more. He loved slipping inside their houses, stalking through the attic in the middle of the night, or opening a closet door with squeaky hinges. Anything to plunge the cold icepick of fear into their hearts. Then he’d slip out of the house before they phoned the police. The authorities never considered checking for prints under their beds. He never stole items, and most of the time, the police chalked the panic up to overactive imaginations. How could a prowler be inside the house when nothing was missing?
Sneaking into houses was easy. When a woman left her vehicle at the office and picked up her rental, she gave him her key chain. Only the smart ones removed their house keys first. Most handed him an entire chain of keys, which he copied at the big box hardware store across town.
Kenneth Wendel smiled as he remembered how he’d terrorized Paloma Conroy, the sexy model from Coral Lake. She’d arrived at Brogan Rentals with her agent or manager, some stiff, who spoke with a lisp. The man filled out the paperwork, and Paloma left her keys, which Wendel duplicated after they drove off. The agent or manager even told Wendel that they wouldn’t return for five days, giving him ample opportunity to unlock Paloma’s house and memorize the floor plan, the hiding spots, the dark corners he’d leap out of when her time came.
He crept into Conroy’s house at three in the morning while the neighbors slept. His duplicate key fit the back door like an old friend. Inside, he lay on the woman’s bed and savored the perfume smells. He pawed through the medicine cabinet, opened the pantry and cupboards. He even used the bathroom when the urge hit him.
Beneath the kitchen cupboard, he discovered two bottles of bug spray and a stack of ant traps. He checked the garage and found several more bottles of bug spray. It seemed Paloma Conroy had a phobia for insects. That gave him the brilliant idea to use roaches.
As Wendel stood in the darkness inside the garage, he paged through his phone, shocked by how easy it was to purchase cockroaches. They were popular among exotic pet enthusiasts. He ordered one hundred and had them delivered to his house. Two nights before Conroy returned from her trip, he returned to the lake house and released the roaches. Hidden in the basement, he reveled in her screams.
The exterminator eliminated the roaches the next day. But Wendel kept one last roach in a plastic container. A week later, when Conroy believed her home was safe again, he let himself inside with the copied key and waited in the closet for the model to return home. The light flicked on in the bedroom, painting a yellow-orange stripe through the cracked-open doorway. As she pulled the shirt over her head and readied herself for sleep, Wendel opened the closet and tossed the cockroach onto the bed. Conroy released a bone-chilling scream upon spotting the roach, as it scurried across the bedsheets. But that was nothing compared to her screech when he burst out of hiding, wearing the Frankenstein mask.
One blow to the head, and she collapsed. Wendel tossed the featherlight model over his shoulder and carried her outside under the cover of darkness. The killer shoved her into the rental car’s trunk and drove to his house in the country, where he used zip ties to bind her wrists to the beam in the basement. Then he returned to her house, stole her car keys off the hook in the kitchen, drove the car to an abandoned warehouse, and left the vehicle behind the building. It took the authorities two weeks to find Conroy’s car after they discovered her body in the woods. Since then, he’d refined his methods. He preferred to dump his victims’ vehicles in swamps, where they remained hidden for years.
The best part was he always drove a company car. No worries about nosy neighbors reading license plates.
Now his powerful fingers gripped the steering wheel. His body thrummed with anticipation. Checking the mirrors, he pictured his quarry unconscious inside the trunk. For two decades, he’d awaited this moment. His obsession belonged to him forever.
It was playtime.
And this time, Ian and his friends couldn’t save the girl.
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“She’s searching for me? Why isn’t she at the hospital?”
Thomas stared through the cruiser’s windshield, as Darren told him Chelsey had left the waiting room to look for him. Something about Willard Donowski not being the killer, despite the mounting evidence that claimed he was.
Five minutes ago, Thomas had phoned Darren for the latest information on Scout’s operation. For weeks, the date had sat on his calendar. Never once had he pictured himself anywhere but at the hospital, waiting with the others until Scout came through the surgery. Fate intervened today. Now he searched the county for Donowski, while his mind remained fixated on Scout’s operation.
And nobody knew where Chelsey was.
Thomas told Darren to call if Chelsey returned to the hospital. The sheriff was parked on highway six, a short drive from Donowski’s residence, as the wind swirled dust devils across the road. He ran the wipers and cleared away the dead bugs and grit.
Then he waited for Lambert to respond over the radio. The deputy had radioed his position to dispatch fifteen minutes ago after reaching Brogan Rentals, but he hadn’t returned to his vehicle.
“Lambert, come in.”
After a long wait with no response, Thomas dialed Chelsey and got her voice-mail. It seemed Lambert and Chelsey had both fallen into a black hole.
The radio crackled.
“Is that you, Lambert?”
More static. Then Aguilar’s voice came through the speaker.
“Where’s Deputy Lambert?” Aguilar asked.
“At Brogan, last I heard.” Thomas waited for an eighteen-wheeler to blow past, then he turned off the shoulder, directing the cruiser toward the vehicle rental facility. “I’m driving there now.”
“Thomas, I found Donowski’s Dodge Ram.”
Thomas jerked the wheel in surprise. “Where?”
“A half-mile from Vic Gruber’s place outside Oak Hollow’s Forest.”
“Wait for backup, Deputy.”
“A little late for that, Sheriff.”
Branches snapped over the radio. Aguilar was already in the forest, searching for Donowski.
“Aguilar, stand down. Donowski might be armed.”
Another burst of static. Thomas lost Aguilar.
    
THE WOODS GREW thick along the slopes of Oak Hollows Forest. Aguilar pushed a branch aside, the service weapon in her hand as birds squawked from the trees. Even beneath the afternoon sun, the forest appeared cloaked in twilight.
“Thomas, are you there?”
She’d lost contact with the sheriff after she descended the hill. Resting against an oak tree, she tested the radio’s battery level and scowled. Why couldn’t she get a decent signal?
Aguilar studied the forest floor. Her eyes settled on a series of indentations leading down the hill. Shoe prints.
Descending the hill sideways so she wouldn’t stumble, Aguilar moved in silence. If Donowski was in the forest and had a gun, she wanted to take him by surprise. She recognized her position. Aguilar and Thomas had found Jesse Sanchez’s body at the base of the hill. Had the killer returned to the scene of the crime?
“Damn this,” she muttered under her breath.
A cold sweat broke out on her back. The darkness deepened, reminding her of the cell Justice Thorin once imprisoned her in. She moved from tree to tree, sensing she was close to Donowski. The shoe prints vanished where fallen leaves covered the soft earth.
Aguilar caught her breath when she spied the leg sticking out from behind a tree. She dropped to a knee and aimed the gun.
“Willard Donowski? Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Show me your hands.”
No response.
She sprinted to a pine tree, the gun trained on the prone man.
“Donowski, show me your hands.”
He didn’t move.
Aguilar stepped closer and saw why Donowski hadn’t answered. He lay on his back, legs sprawled outward, his unblinking eyes staring up at the forest canopy. A splash of blood wet the leaves. Someone had slit Donowski’s throat from ear-to-ear.
She hurried to the body and checked for a pulse. Cold to the touch, Donowski must have died hours ago. Paranoid, Aguilar swept the gun over the shadows.
“Aguilar, come in.”
She jumped out of her skin when Thomas’s voice boomed through the speaker. Exhaling, Aguilar lifted the radio.
“I lost the signal for a minute, Sheriff. But I found Donowski.”
“Where is he?”
“Down the hill, a quarter-mile from where we found Jesse Sanchez. Someone slashed his throat.”
Thomas uttered a curse. “Stay with the body. I’ll phone Claire and send a CSI team to the forest.”
“Where’s Lambert, Thomas?”
The signal broke up again, sputtering long enough for Aguilar to make out, “I’m almost to Brogan Rentals,” before she lost Thomas for good.
    
THOMAS TURNED into the Brogan Rentals parking lot and stopped alongside Lambert’s cruiser. There was no sign of his deputy, only the vacated vehicle parked outside the entryway.
He thought of Aguilar alone in the forest, waiting beside Willard Donowski’s corpse, and realized he’d been wrong about the ex-con. Chelsey tried to warn Thomas, and now she was missing, not answering calls, not responding to messages. With growing dread, Thomas eyed the dark interior of the rental facility.
“Lambert? Can you hear me?”
The only answer was the wind moaning around the eaves.
Thomas radioed his position to dispatch and tested the entry doors. Locked. No sign of anyone inside. He glanced back at Lambert’s cruiser and chewed his lip. Had the same man who’d killed Donowski attacked Lambert?
As he moved along the building, his eyes stopped on an orange Honda Civic parked beside a chain-link fence. Thomas staggered and caught himself. That was Chelsey’s car.
“Chelsey, Lambert? Are you here? Answer me.”
He removed his gun and edged around the building, where a boot protruded from behind a minivan.
“Lambert!” Thomas squeezed between two vehicles to reach his fallen deputy. Grabbing the radio, he said, “I need an ambulance. Officer down. I repeat, Officer down.”
Thomas scanned the parking lot for threats as he knelt beside Lambert. To the sheriff’s relief, Lambert’s chest rose and fell. Thomas touched his deputy’s cheek, and Lambert’s eyes blinked.
“Sheriff . . . where . . . what happened?”
Lambert tried to sit up and grabbed the back of his head. A goose egg grew beneath his hair, and his palm came away with blood.
“Who attacked you, Deputy?”
Lambert stared at Thomas in confusion, blinked again, and struggled up to his elbows. “After I checked the building, I circled around to the back and searched for another way inside. Someone hit me from behind.”
“Where’s Chelsey?”
“Who? Chelsey is here?”
“Deputy, her car is in the parking lot.”
“Dammit. I thought I spotted her car outside the department. She must have followed me.”
Lambert winced and touched the bump on his head.
“Don’t move,” Thomas said. “Help is on the way.”
Thomas climbed to his feet and checked his phone. Still no reply from Chelsey, no explanation of what she was doing at Brogan Rentals or where she’d disappeared to. Thomas swung around in a panic. The killer targeted women with dark, curly hair. He pictured Shayla Pierce and the two murdered women, recalling how much they resembled Chelsey.
Thomas didn’t want to believe it, but the murderer had taken Chelsey. That was the only explanation. She’d come here searching for Thomas and encountered a serial killer instead.
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Searing pain tore through Chelsey’s head.
She rolled onto her side and covered her eyes, blocking out the harsh light. Where was she?
At once, she recalled the parking lot attack and someone throwing her inside a trunk. Then suffocating darkness as she lost consciousness.
Chelsey sat up and swung her gaze across the room. She was in a basement with concrete walls. Three beams connected the floor to the ceiling. One window invited a beam of sunlight inside, telling her it was daytime.
She pushed up to her knees, collapsed with a moan, and tried again. Grabbing hold of a beam, Chelsey wobbled on shaky legs. A closed door stood to her left, and a cart in the corner held board games and children’s toys. Upstairs, voices from the television came to her in muffled tones. Chelsey tested the door and found it locked. As she shuffled through the basement, a cloying odor tickled Chelsey’s nose, a stench that reminded her of burned food, yet sweeter.
A sniffle pulled her head around. Chelsey gasped when she noticed the woman on the other side of the basement. The stranger’s long, dark curls concealed her face, but Chelsey knew it was Shayla Pierce. Her stomach churned. She was inside the serial killer’s basement.
Pain tugged at Chelsey’s hips as she shuffled across the cellar. The odor grew stronger the closer she came to Shayla, who curled on her side. Sweat drenched Shayla’s hair and face. Chelsey brushed the locks away from the woman’s eyes.
Shayla twitched and jolted awake, her eyes wide and terror-stricken. The faraway stare made Chelsey think of the pictures she’d seen of tragedy victims—people who’d survived bomb blasts, stabbings, and house fires, people who’d lost their loved ones in the blink of an eye. Shayla drew her legs in and skittered away from Chelsey. The prisoner yelped and touched her stomach. Chelsey reached out, and the woman batted her hand away.
“Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.”
“Stay away from me,” Shayla said, quivering.
“Please, I’m a victim like you. You’re Shayla Pierce, aren’t you?”
The woman glared at Chelsey from the corner of her eye. “How do you know my name?”
“My name is Chelsey Byrd. I’m helping the sheriff’s department locate you and your daughter.”
“Are you the police?”
“Private investigator, but I’m close with the sheriff.”
“A lot of good that does us. Looks like he caught you, too.”
“Who took us, Shayla? What’s his name?”
“I’m not sure. I recognize his face from somewhere, but I can’t place it.”
“Is it Willard Donowski?”
“Who?”
“The manager at Brogan Rentals.”
Shayla blinked. “Our firm uses Brogan Rentals. But I don’t recall a Willard Donowski.”
“Big guy, black hair, with a tattoo right here.” Chelsey touched her forearm.
“That’s not him.”
Chelsey studied the basement. When her eyes landed on the window, Shayla said, “Don’t bother. The window is too small to squeeze through.”
“There’s a crack in the corner.”
“I did that. But the closest house is on a farm at the end of the road. Nobody will hear if we break the glass.”
“We have to try something. He didn’t tie us up, so there’s hope we can—”
“Are you serious? Let’s see how optimistic you are after a week down here. Or after he rapes you a half-dozen times and takes your daughter away. Do you have children, Chelsey Byrd?”
“I don’t.”
“Then you don’t understand what I’m going through.”
“Have you seen your daughter, Shayla? Is Brooke unharmed?”
“He won’t let me near Brooke. The only reason I’m certain she’s alive is I hear her crying upstairs. Do you have any idea what it’s like to listen to your child beg for you to save her, and you can’t help?
Shayla slumped in the corner with her hands cupping her elbows. Every movement made her wince.
“You’re injured.”
The woman’s hand instinctively dropped to her stomach. “It doesn’t matter.”
“What did he do to you?” Chelsey edged closer, and the woman turned away. “Let me help.”
“Don’t touch me. There’s nothing you can do, okay?”
Yet when Chelsey reached out, Shayla didn’t stop her from lifting her shirt. Bile surged into Chelsey’s throat. The fabric stuck to the woman’s wound. A three-inch burn oozed on Shayla’s stomach, the flesh surrounding the wound red and angry. Chelsey couldn’t remove the shirt without tearing the blisters open.
“I need to treat that wound.”
“The bastard burned me with a torch,” she said, sobbing. “What if he does the same to Brooke? Oh, God, what if he rapes my little girl and uses the torch on her?”
Chelsey didn’t want to tell Shayla that the killer had murdered two women and used the torch to remove Jesse Sanchez’s. Shayla needed hope.
“There’s a bottle over there,” Shayla said, pointing toward the window. “He brings me water. I try not to drink it, unless I’m desperate. He drugged my food once. That’s when he stole Brooke.”
Chelsey peered around the room and noticed the plastic water bottle lying on its side.
“It might infect the wound,” Chelsey said, biting her tongue. She didn’t want to look at the blistered flesh, but Shayla needed help.
Shayla pinched the shirt between her thumb and forefinger. With a hiss, she plucked the cloth off her stomach. Something red and viscous came away on the fabric.
“Just do what you need to do,” Shayla said, panting. Sweat poured down her face.
Chelsey retrieved the bottle, twisted the cap, and snapped the safety tab.
“He didn’t open this bottle,” Chelsey said, studying the plastic for a puncture mark, anything to indicate he’d injected poison.
The bottle seemed room temperature to the touch. Rinsing the wound would be risky. She splashed water on her palm and confirmed it wasn’t cold.
“Hold still,” Chelsey said, kneeling beside Shayla.
Shayla bit down on her shirt collar and squinted her eyes.
“I’m ready.”
Chelsey poured just enough water to wash away the grit and cloth sticking to the burn. Shayla moaned and dropped her head back. Chelsey had taken two first aid classes since becoming a private investigator. She didn’t think the burn was infected, but it would be soon, unless Chelsey got her hands on a proper dressing. Better yet, Shayla needed a doctor.
Chelsey set her hands on her hips when footsteps moved over the ceiling.
“What are you doing?” Shayla asked.
“I’ll ask him to help you. He might keep first aid supplies upstairs.”
“Don’t. He’ll rape me again, and he’ll go after you next.”
“There’s two of us now, Shayla, and he didn’t tie our wrists. Together, we can fight him.”
“I’m not in a position to fight.”
“If it means your life, and your daughter’s life, you will.”
Before Chelsey could call through the door, a lock snapped open upstairs. The killer was coming. She drew back and stood protectively in front of Shayla, who trembled and sobbed as the locks rattled on the basement door.
The door drifted open. Standing in the shadows, their abductor swayed in the entryway.
“Shayla needs a doctor,” Chelsey said.
The man snickered. “I’m not taking her to the hospital, so you can stop asking. Besides, we don’t need her anymore.”
He stalked into the basement. The light found his complexion, and Chelsey’s breath caught in her chest. She remembered him. Kenneth Wendel, Willard Donowski’s assistant at Brogan Rentals. Something dangled from his hand. An acetylene torch.
“Do you remember me?” he asked.
She was about to answer when her mind connected the dots. Kenneth Wendel. Kenny, Ian’s cousin. A madman’s laugh crawled out of his chest.
“Yes, you finally remember. Do you know how long I searched for you, Chelsey Byrd,” he said, removing her wallet from his pocket and tossing it at her feet. “And here I forgot your name. Thank goodness for your driver’s license. I promise I’ll never forget again.”
“Why did you kidnap me?”
“Because you’re perfect, and you belong to me.” He scraped the hair off her cheek and widened his grin. Kenny tapped a finger against the blowtorch. “We’ll have fun together, Chelsey. And this time it’s forever.”
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Thomas slammed the office door and swept his arm across the desk, scattering papers and pens. With a curse, he wiped a hand across his mouth and glared at the mess. Lambert was at the hospital, where the doctors were treating him for a concussion, and Thomas still hadn’t heard from Darren and Naomi about Scout’s surgery. The New York State Troopers were searching for Chelsey and helping Claire’s forensics team examine the wooded area where the killer had dumped Willard Donowski. But Thomas had nothing to go on. Chelsey was the best private investigator he’d met, and if she didn’t want anyone to see her, they didn’t. Lambert never realized Chelsey was following him, and now his deputy was recovering at the hospital and Chelsey was missing.
Aguilar leaned in the doorway. “Trashing your office won’t help you find her.”
“I can’t put two thoughts together. Why didn’t she listen? I told her to stay away from the investigation.”
“She wanted to help, Thomas. Chelsey was right. Willard Donowski isn’t the killer.”
“Then who took her? Chelsey’s Civic is sitting in the parking lot at Brogan.” An idea occurred to Thomas. He pointed at Aguilar. “Traffic cam footage. There’s a camera a block south of Brogan at the intersection of Jamesville and Harriet.”
“I’ll download the footage. In the meantime, take a breath. You’re no good to Chelsey if you go off the deep end.”
Thomas picked up the mess and set the papers and pens on the desk. When he emerged from his office, he found LeVar standing behind Aguilar and studying the traffic camera footage over her shoulder.
“I thought you were at the hospital,” Thomas said.
“Scout will make it through the surgery whenever the doctor gets to her. Last I checked, Naomi said Scout wasn’t going in for another two hours."
“She’s your friend. You promised you’d be there for Scout.”
LeVar dropped his eyes to the floor.
“She’s my best friend, Thomas. It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it? A former gangster hanging out with a suburban high school girl.” He shook his head. “I love her like a sister, and it’s killing me that I’m not there for her. But I can’t sit still with Chelsey missing.”
Thomas threw up his arms. LeVar was stepping into the investigation and putting himself in harm’s way.
“How did you find out about Chelsey?” Thomas asked.
Aguilar slowly raised a hand as she sifted through the footage.
Thomas asked, “Should I expect Raven and Darren to barge through the doors next?”
“After Deputy Aguilar told me about Chelsey, I decided not to tell anyone else. Someone needs to stay at the hospital, and I figure you won’t allow our crew to break down doors and search for Chelsey.”
“At least someone around here keeps a story to himself. Go back to the hospital, LeVar. I can handle the search.”
LeVar’s shoulders straightened. “Like you’ve handled the case until now? What’s with you, Shep? Since I’ve known you, you’ve always kept your friends close and welcomed cooperation. Every cookout, every dinner together, that’s you expressing that you want us around. But you pushed Chelsey out of the investigation.”
Thomas spun on his heels and paced. “I was right, LeVar. I told Chelsey if she worked the case, the killer would target her.”
“If you’d allowed Chelsey to help, you could have kept her close and ensured nothing bad happened.”
Thomas tugged his hair. Why could everyone see the forest for the trees except him? This case was clouding his judgment and making him crazy.
“I’m not leaving your side until we find her,” LeVar said, holding Thomas’s gaze.
“You’re a citizen, not an official deputy.”
“Then deputize me for the day. You’re the freaking sheriff of Nightshade County. You can do anything you want.”
“And if something happens to you?”
Aguilar swiveled her chair to face them. “LeVar can handle himself in the field. How many times does he need to prove himself? Thomas, we’re down a body for the foreseeable future. If Lambert has a concussion, he could miss two weeks or more. We need LeVar. Stop strutting around the office like a deranged rooster and let us help you.”
Maggie joined LeVar and Aguilar and shot him a stern glare.
“Listen to your deputy, Thomas,” Maggie said. “Sometimes, you act before you think. Like the time you rode your bike without a helmet.”
“I remember,” Thomas said. “You yelled at me.”
“Because I didn’t want you to hurt yourself. When Sheriff Gray blamed Father Fowler for killing all those people, you were the voice of reason. Be that person again.”
Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do I really strut like a rooster?”
“Only when you refuse to listen,” Aguilar said.
Maggie wagged a finger at Thomas and returned to her desk.
Aguilar cocked her thumb at the monitor and said, “We know when Chelsey left the hospital and the time Lambert arrived at Brogan. I counted nineteen vehicles passing through the intersection fifteenminutes before the attack, and twenty-four more in the fifteen minutes after Lambert stopped responding to his radio. If we stop fighting and study the video—”
“Nah, we already got this,” LeVar said, taking the mouse from Aguilar’s hand. He zoomed in on the picture. “Check out the silver Hyundai Sonata. It has Brogan plates.”
Thomas looked from Aguilar to the monitor. LeVar was right.
“Nobody rented from Brogan today,” said Thomas, “because Donowski never opened the doors.”
“Perhaps someone rented days ago and drove to the office to return the vehicle today,” said Aguilar.
“Possible, but not likely. Back up a few frames and zoom in on the windshield.”
Aguilar took the mouse from LeVar and drew a box around the Sonata, enlarging the view.
Thomas nodded. “Smart. He uses rental vehicles instead of his own car.”
“So we’re searching for an employee,” Aguilar said. “Any idea how many people work under Donowski?”
Glare across the windshield obscured the driver’s features, but Thomas could tell it was a man with fair hair. He loaded the Brogan website on his phone and clicked the staff link. Three people appeared on his screen: Willard Donowski, Jeanette Billingsley, and a man named Kenneth Wendel.
“Wendel,” Thomas said, tapping a finger against the phone. “That’s the guy Lambert spoke to. Wendel claimed Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy weren’t listed in his system.”
“Chelsey accompanied Lambert to the office.”
“That’s how Wendel saw her. Pull up everything you can find on Kenneth Wendel.”
Aguilar typed Wendel’s name. “He lives on CR-12 between Kane Grove and Treman Mills. That’s farm country.”
“The killer needs seclusion and privacy. He has to be our guy.”
“Why did he kill Donowski?”
“Maybe Donowski was on to Wendel and tried to stop him.”
“What are we waiting for?” LeVar asked. “Let’s get this guy. I’ll ride with you.”
Thomas opened his mouth to argue and found Aguilar and LeVar glaring at him.
“Fine, you can ride with me. But you have to follow my orders, LeVar. No cowboy stuff today.”
LeVar grinned. “No promises, Shep Dawg.”
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Chelsey fought Kenny, but he was too strong. He yanked Chelsey’s hair and dragged her up the staircase to the kitchen, where he tossed her to the floor. Kenny clutched the acetylene torch in one hand as he eyed the window.
“The sun will go down soon. Remember playing chase after dark, Chelsey? You were easy to find. I followed you the whole time, and you never knew I was behind you. How about we play another game?”
“You’re sick.”
He aimed the torch at her face, and she shrank back.
“You’ll do as I say, or I’ll singe that pretty face of yours.” He stared down the staircase. Shayla remained in the basement. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
He disappeared down the stairs, his shoes clomping down the steps as the shadows swallowed him.
Chelsey grabbed the counter and pulled herself up. A welt grew on her cheek, where he’d slapped her around in front of Shayla. Abusing her in front of an audience seemed important to Kenny, and Chelsey wondered what had happened to Kenny when he was a boy. Had he lived with an abusive parent, as Agent Bell theorized? Downstairs, Shayla argued with Kenny and received a slap for questioning him. Chelsey pulled the curtains back on the kitchen window. Iron bars prevented her from escaping. She assumed he locked the doors from the inside and hid the keys.
More slaps and crying came from the basement. Chelsey ached for Shayla, but her priority was saving Brooke and finding a way out of the house. She opened the drawers. Kenny had removed the utensils. Chelsey limped into the living room, her hip aching from when he’d thrown her into the trunk. Bars covered the curtained windows, and multiple locks barred her from opening the front door.
A staircase led to the second floor. She paused beside the banister and listened as the ceiling squeaked above her head. Brooke. She was alive.
The first step groaned under Chelsey’s weight. She grimaced, realizing she’d drawn attention. Seconds later, Kenny crashed up the basement stairs, with Shayla’s arm twisted behind her back. Tears crawled down the woman’s face.
“Going somewhere?” Kenny asked, pushing Shayla into the living room. He shoved her onto the couch and smiled at Chelsey. “Test the doors. Break the windows and scream your lungs out. Nobody will hear you.” He strode to Chelsey and towered over her. “This time, your friends aren’t here to save you. Imagine the fun we’ll have.”
Chelsey lifted her chin and fought to conceal her fear. “Let Shayla and Brooke go. You have me now. That’s all you ever wanted. Right, Kenny?”
“Do you take me for a fool? I’m not letting them walk away, so they can tell the police about me. But don’t worry. I’ll get rid of Shayla and her brat daughter soon enough.”
“If Brooke is alive, prove it.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “Bossy, aren’t we? Brooke is alive and well.”
“Then bring Brooke to her mother.”
“My pleasure. The more, the merrier.” Kenny turned to Shayla. “Tell Chelsey about our game and how much fun we’ve had together.”
Curled on the couch, Shayla sobbed into her hand.
Kenny sighed. “All you do is cry. Fine. I’ll explain the rules.” His grin displayed too many teeth. “It will be just like old times, Chelsey. I’ll let you loose inside the house, then I’ll search for you. If I can’t find you, I’ll let you go.”
“Like hell you will.”
“Are you calling me a liar?”
“And if you win?”
He touched her cheek. She flinched when his thumbnail scraped her bruise.
“Then I get to do whatever I please. No Ian or Paul to step in and save you.”
“You’re insane.”
The smile melted off Kenny’s face, leaving behind a dangerous, dead-eye glare that warned Chelsey not to push him.
“Time to play.” Kenny whipped the closet door open and removed a hideous werewolf mask. He stood at the window and set the acetylene torch on the end table. “Two hours until sunset, and no curfew tonight. I can’t wait until dark. There’s a full moon tonight.”
He dragged the mask over his head and howled, baring his nails like claws. How long had he planned this night?
“I’m not playing your games. And neither is Shayla.”
Kenny removed the mask and stepped closer.
“You’re not calling the shots. I’m in charge, and you’ll do as I say.”
“Kill me, if that’s what you need to do. But I’m not running from you, Kenny. Not anymore.”
The corner of his mouth twitched, and a wildness grew in his eyes, far more frightening than the monster mask.
“Don’t talk back to me.”
“Or what? You’ll beat me like your father did your mother?”
“You don’t know anything about me.”
“Yes, I do. And so does the FBI. We’ve studied you for weeks. They must have learned your name by now.”
“You’re lying.”
“The sheriff linked Jesse Sanchez and Paloma Conroy to Brogan. We already knew Shayla rented from you. Is that how you do it, Kenny? You choose customers who look like me, then you stalk them? Nice touch with the cockroaches at Paloma’s house.”
“Shut up.”
“And you wore the monster mask at Wolf Lake State Park. You’re a big man, frightening a four-year-old girl.”
His face changed. There was a desperate look in his eyes, as though a dam had burst, and his secrets were pouring through the opening.
“I especially enjoyed the bloody hook you left on Jesse’s—”
Kenny lunged at Chelsey and wrapped his hands around her throat.
“You bitch!”
Shayla screamed and scrambled away when Kenny mounted Chelsey. Chelsey couldn’t breathe, and his weight was too heavy to unseat as he pressed her against the living room floor. Her leg kicked out and struck an end table, toppling a lamp, which smashed against the floor. A metallic object rolled beside the shattered light—the tank to Kenny’s acetylene torch.
The psycho grabbed her shirt and tore it from the collar down, revealing her chest.
“Remind you of our first night together?” he asked, leering down at her.
She batted at his face. A slap stung her cheek and lolled her neck sideways.
“Get off her!” Shayla yelled, grabbing Kenny by the shoulders and tugging him backward.
When Kenny lost his balance, Chelsey pried the hands off her throat and threw an elbow against his chin. Kenny’s head snapped back, eyes dazed, while she squirmed out from under him. Like a mangy dog crawling out of a pond, he shook the cobwebs out of his head. Chelsey drove her fist into his nose. He rocked back on his heels and grabbed his face.
His hand came away covered with blood. He stared at his palm and laughed.
“Finally, someone who fights back. I always believed in you, Chelsey. But you’d better run. Because when I catch you, you’ll wish you’d given me what I wanted when we were thirteen.”
He reached down and grabbed the torch, twisting the knob until a blinding flare ignited.
“Run, Chelsey.”
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Behind the wheel of his cruiser, Thomas was a live wire, one spark from exploding into a full-fledged panic. The sun burned low on the horizon, as though flames engulfed the other side of the world, painting the desolate road in bloody reds.
He had to find Chelsey in time. The alternative was unthinkable.
LeVar leaned forward in the passenger seat and studied the GPS. “The house should be a half-mile past the ridge. Ease off the gas.”
Aguilar’s cruiser filled the mirror. Neither officer engaged their sirens. If they wanted any chance of saving Chelsey and the Pierce family, they couldn’t announce their presence until they broke inside the farmhouse.
Thomas’s hands trembled on the wheel. “Where is it, LeVar? I don’t see the house.”
“Right there,” the teenager said, pointing out the window after the cruiser crested the ridge.
The farmhouse sat at the end of a long dirt and stone driveway a hundred yards off the road. A dust plume cloaked the home, its source from the neighboring field, where a farmer directed a tractor over parched soil. The roof peaked over the plume like the raised hand of a drowning man.
“The dust,” Thomas said, leaning his head over the wheel. “That’s our first break.”
“How do you figure?”
“Wendel won’t see us until we cross the yard.”
A deep ditch fissured beside the road. During rainy summers, water would choke the ditch. Barely a trickle gurgled through this evening. Thomas swung the cruiser behind a clump of maple and oak trees. LeVar was the first out of the cruiser. The teenager bounded out the door before Thomas shifted into PARK.
Thomas braked and killed the engine, then he leaped the ditch and caught up to LeVar in the yard.
“What did I say about the cowboy stuff, LeVar? Wait for me.”
Aguilar’s cruiser braked behind Thomas’s. She jumped over the ditch without effort and raced to Thomas. Together, they crossed the yard, Thomas’s eyes fixed on the house and searching for movement. He couldn’t see past the dust. He motioned Aguilar to circle the house and breech the back door.
“So I’ll enter through the front with you,” LeVar said.
“No, you’ll hang back and ensure nobody makes a run for it.”
“Chelsey’s inside. I’m not staying behind. You deputized me, Shep. Let me help.”
LeVar would get himself killed if he barged into the farmhouse without a service weapon. Though the teenager had interned with Chelsey since last year, the boy wasn’t a trained officer. Had LeVar accepted his offer for the open deputy position, Thomas would have trained LeVar by now. He didn’t have time to argue.
“Go with Aguilar and stay behind her at all times. This isn’t up for debate. Do you understand?”
LeVar didn’t answer. He veered away with Aguilar and disappeared around the corner of the house. Wind drove the red-and-gray plume across the yard, making the house seem like a mirage. Thomas moved close enough to make out a long porch, with a rake leaning in the corner. No rocking chair, no welcome mat inviting guests inside. Strange shadows drew vertical stripes over the curtained windows. Bars.
Thomas climbed the steps, one eye fixed on the front window. Illumination flickered inside like constant lightning. He threw his back against the wall and listened at the door. The roaring motor of the tractor made it difficult to hear.
Then Thomas discerned an unexpected sound—a werewolf howling inside.
    
THE FARMHOUSE LEFT Kenneth Wendel with a ten-mile drive to work every day, but the effort was well worth it.
His closest neighbor lived on farmland at the end of the road, and the farmer’s tractor covered the screams inside Wendel’s home. Wendel couldn’t purchase this much privacy inside Wolf Lake or Kane Grove.
One road led to the farmhouse. From any window along the front of the house, Wendel would see approaching vehicles, giving him time to react if the authorities ever caught up to him. And someone was coming now. Dust concealed the vehicles, but he knew who was outside. The sheriff and his deputy.
He parted the curtain over the bedroom window and peeked between the bars, fingers curled around the iron. The acetylene torch stood beside his feet. He’d always known the police would find him someday. He’d expected this. Planned for it. He’d even planned his escape. There was an abandoned cabin in the woods between Ithaca and Binghamton, a log home he’d crossed while hunting last autumn. Two months ago, he broke into the cabin and stocked the home with enough food and water to last him a month. Then he installed a generator and placed portable air conditioning and heating units inside. Wendel would hide out inside the cabin for a few weeks, then transport Chelsey out of the state. He possessed a fake ID that would buy him time, maybe even get him out of the country, with a little luck. After he crossed the border, he’d be a free man, with new territory to hunt at his leisure.
But that was the future. He had work to do now.
All around him, the horror soundtrack blasted at full volume through the home’s many corridors, rattling the floor and windows. Chelsey hid somewhere in the house, though he hadn’t found her yet. When he did, he’d make up for lost time. He pictured Chelsey with her shirt ripped open, the terror in her eyes as he mounted her. Since the encounter in Ian’s neighborhood, he’d waited for this night. She was his forever.
The sheriff was a fly in the ointment. He’d need to deal with the sheriff and the deputy, stash their bodies in the basement, then throw Chelsey in his truck and drive away before the FBI closed in. To hell with Shayla and her brat daughter. He’d fire bullets into their heads and leave them to rot with the sheriff.
Now the officers crossed the yard. There was a third member, the black teenager Wendel had spied at Oak Hollows Forest and near Paloma Conroy’s burial site. Wendel didn’t know why the boy was here, but he’d kill him, too. He only wished the crippled girl was here with them.
Down the hallway, Shayla and Brooke screamed for release. They believed the sheriff would rescue them and take them somewhere safe. But nobody had ever escaped Wendel, not since Ian’s friends pulled him off a helpless teenage girl named Chelsey Byrd. And nobody would escape today.
He reached into his back pocket and fished out the KelTec P50 handgun. The officers wore Kevlar vests, but a vest wouldn’t stop a bullet between the eyes.
Time for a little fun.
Wendel’s mouth twisted into a grin as he pulled the werewolf mask over his head.
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The gun blasts thundered behind the window. Three shots in rapid succession.
Thomas called the state troopers for backup and kicked the front door, rattling the barrier and pulsing shock waves through his leg. When the door didn’t bust open, Thomas kicked it again. Nothing. The steel door was bolted multiple times from the inside.
A child screamed in the house, followed by more gunshots. Then the screaming stopped.
Thomas leaned back and smashed his booted foot against the door. Wood splintered, the jamb giving way as the door held strong. He shouldered his way inside and almost toppled to the floor in the entryway.
Dust made it seem like midnight outside the windows. The killer had doused the lamps, and a strobe light flickered with insanity upstairs, making it appear as though a demented movie played out in slow motion. The werewolf howl sent a shock down Thomas’s spine. He swung the gun left and right, confused by the strobe light and the horror sounds.
By now, Aguilar and LeVar should have breeched the back door. As Thomas aimed the gun into the shadows, his hands shook, afraid for Chelsey, overwhelmed by the noise and flashing light, terrified he’d turn a blind corner and fire his service weapon at Aguilar and LeVar.
A couch stood against the living room wall. A toppled lounge chair slumbered on its side. Beside the couch, someone had knocked over an end table and shattered the lamp. Glass crunched beneath his boots, though he doubted the killer heard him over the demonic soundtrack pumping through the farmhouse.
To his left, a stairway climbed into a shadowed unknown. A kitchen stood beyond the living room. Thomas chose the kitchen.
He swung around the corner and directed the gun left and right, clearing the room. A pile of dishes cluttered the sink. Flies buzzed at the window.
An open door inside the kitchen revealed another staircase, this one descending into the basement. As he turned toward the basement, a shadow moved across the wall. He spun and aimed the weapon, one finger curled over the trigger and ready to squeeze. LeVar’s eyes widened in surprise.
“It’s me,” LeVar mouthed.
Aguilar entered the kitchen next, and Thomas gestured at the basement. The deputy nodded and crossed the kitchen floor. LeVar didn’t follow her. Thomas raised an eyebrow, and the teenager shook his head, swinging his dreadlocks. Thomas pressed his lips together and accepted the inevitable—LeVar was coming with him.
At the bottom of the stairs, Thomas peered up at the dark landing. The cackles and howls grew in volume. LeVar shared a glance with Thomas before the sheriff lifted a hand, ordering the teenager to let Thomas go first.
Each step groaned beneath Thomas’s weight. It was as if the killer had rigged the staircase to warn him of intruders. Thomas moved along the wall, both hands on the gun. He flicked the weapon at every false shadow created by the strobe light. Thomas’s pulse raced. His vision clouded behind a swarm of black dots. Sensory overload. He removed one hand from the gun and clutched the rail, worried he’d topple backward and break his neck.
LeVar placed a hand on Thomas’s back and steadied him. The teenager met Thomas with a questioning stare. Thomas’s breaths came too fast. If he didn’t regain control, he’d hyperventilate.
Then a floorboard squeaked around the corner, and Thomas stood up straight. He reached out with his arm when LeVar attempted to move around him. Someone awaited them on the upper landing.
Thomas placed his back against the corner and glared at LeVar, who wanted to sprint past. He counted to three in silence and spun around the corner, gun directed at the open landing. LeVar leaped the last step and stood beside Thomas. An open door led into a bathroom, while a closed door beckoned across the hallway. LeVar started toward the door, and Thomas grabbed the teenager’s wrist.
Before LeVar could protest, a child sobbed from the end of the hallway. Brooke Pierce. Thomas exhaled, relieved Wendel hadn’t shot the girl.
LeVar motioned at Thomas to lead them to Brooke. Before Thomas stepped forward, another voice . . . a woman’s voice . . . pleaded for help across the hallway. Chelsey or Shayla? With Aguilar investigating the downstairs, Thomas needed LeVar’s help. No way he could radio Aguilar for help with the monster sounds drowning out his words. Last year, when Thomas offered his guest house to LeVar, he forbade the former gangster from keeping a gun on his property. To Thomas’s surprise, the teenager accepted the terms without argument, though Thomas knew the boy stored a knife beneath his mattress. Now Thomas wished LeVar possessed a gun, something to defend himself with.
He pointed down the hallway toward Brooke’s voice, and LeVar slipped past.
Thomas watched him for a heartbeat before the pleading started again across the corridor.
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LeVar watched Thomas edge toward the door to help the crying woman. As the sheriff tested the knob, LeVar turned his attention to the closed door in front of him, the last room at the end of the second-floor hallway. He’d heard Brooke, yet his instincts urged him to tread carefully. The killer might be in the room.
As he reached for the door, a hand dropped onto his shoulder. He raised a fist and swiveled around, surprised to find Deputy Aguilar.
“I’ll go in first,” she said, gesturing with her gun. “The girl is inside?”
LeVar nodded.
Aguilar turned the knob. The door slid open to a bedroom cloaked in gloom. A bed lay in the corner, while another door waited across from him. Unless the house had grown to infinite lengths, that had to be a closet.
LeVar strained his eyes against the darkness. Every shadow was a stalking killer. Leading the way, Aguilar swept her gun across the room. Why wasn’t Brooke crying anymore? The haunted house sounds wailed down the corridor, and to LeVar, Kenneth Wendel’s house truly was possessed. How many women had died here? Their tortured spirits hung like a shroud over the ceiling and walls, staring down at LeVar as he searched for Wendel’s next victims.
As he peered beneath the bed, something shifted inside the closet. The noise was almost impossible to discern beneath the howls and thunderous horror soundtrack. He locked eyes with Aguilar, who raised a finger to her lips and pointed at the closet door.
LeVar wanted to rush forward and throw the closet open. Something told him to take it slow, keep his eyes open. Aguilar inched toward the closet and raised a hand, stopping LeVar from following. She was about to step forward when LeVar noticed a thin, web-like thread stretching across the doorway.
Not a spiderweb, but fishing line.
LeVar grabbed the stunned deputy a split second before the door swung open, triggering the trap.
The shotgun angled down from the corner, too difficult to see amid the darkness. A gunshot blasted.
LeVar threw Aguilar to the floor and swung his head around.
Shayla and Brooke Pierce crouched inside the closet, their wrists and ankles zip-tied. Brooke cried for LeVar to help her mother, who slumped against the wall, her face drawn and pallid. A bloody yellow substance bubbled through her shirt.
Aguilar wasn’t moving. Desperate, LeVar turned the deputy over. She blinked up at him, and he released his breath. He’d driven the wind from her lungs when he tossed her down. A gaping hole in the wall marked the bullet’s path. The gunshot had missed Aguilar by inches.
He checked for additional traps. Then he hauled Brooke out of the closet and cradled the girl against his chest.
“My mommy is dying. Please help her.”
As Aguilar struggled to her knees, LeVar assessed Shayla. Her eyelids fluttered shut, and her breaths grew shallow. LeVar glared at the wound. Had Wendel shot the woman and left her to bleed out inside the closet? No. It was a burn. The killer had tortured Shayla with the acetylene torch.
Before LeVar could help Shayla, a shadow filled the doorway. Aguilar’s gun lay across the room. She’d lost it when LeVar tackled her.
LeVar’s eyes widened as Chelsey walked through the entryway.
Chelsey retrieved Aguilar’s gun and stared at them in disbelief. Tears carved lines down her dusty cheeks, and she hobbled when she walked.
“What happened to you?” asked LeVar.
“It doesn’t matter,” Chelsey said. “We need to get Shayla to the hospital. Her wound is infected. The bastard burned her.”
Aguilar struggled to her feet. “Where’s Thomas?”
“He isn’t with you?”
“No.”
LeVar froze. His heart thumped into his throat.
“If Thomas isn’t with you,” LeVar said, helping Aguilar to her feet, “who is Thomas rescuing down the hall?”
Chelsey rushed out of the room with the deputy’s gun.
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Outside the bedroom, Thomas reached for the doorknob. Something didn’t feel right. He pictured the killer hiding inside, waiting for Thomas to break into the room.
“Please, someone help me!”
Thomas twisted the knob. Locked.
“Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Is anyone inside the room with you?”
No answer.
Thomas stepped back and kicked the door. It whipped open, and the knob blew a hole through the plaster. He stared into a shadowed bedroom. The sun had set beyond the curtained window, and a bruised, purple stripe lay on the horizon.
His gaze stopped on the bed, where a crumpled form lay beneath the covers.
“Help me, I’m hurt.”
The woman hunched over beneath the blankets. As she moaned and pleaded, Thomas swept the gun toward the closet. A quick glance beneath the bed, then Thomas edged toward the woman.
He reached for the blanket. His hand trembled, as though a horde of slithering cobras hid beneath the covers. And still the woman begged him to save her.
Why didn’t she move?
His peripheral vision caught the closet door creaking open. He had just enough time to turn before the monstrous figure in the werewolf mask leapt out of hiding and lifted the gun.
Thomas dove for the floor. The bullet exploded over his back, missing the old injury along his spine by a fraction of an inch. The gunshot exploded through the mattress. Feathers littered the floor.
He twisted to his side and angled the gun toward his attacker. But he was too slow.
The killer strode toward Thomas and aimed the weapon at his head.
Thomas closed his eyes. A gunshot deafened his ears.
He expected searing pain or instant death. Instead, the killer lurched forward and landed facedown beside him. The psycho’s weapon, a KelTec P50 handgun, slid across the floor and came to a stop beneath the bed. Ragged breaths pumped through the werewolf mask.
Thomas looked up and found Chelsey standing over Kenneth Wendel, Chelsey wearing a look of pure hatred, Chelsey with a gun trained on the murderer. Thomas opened his mouth to tell her to stop.
Too late.
She pumped three more shots into Wendel, each blast lifting the killer off the floor.
Wendel twitched and spasmed. His hands clutched the mask. He pulled it off his head as blood spilled past his lips.
Chelsey dropped to her knees and threw her arms around Thomas. He eased the gun out of her grasp and held her as she cried into his shoulder.
“I’m sorry, Thomas. I should have listened.”
“No, I should have trusted you. It’s over now.”
LeVar and Aguilar swung into the room. The teenager cupped Brooke against his body with one muscular arm. Aguilar’s mouth hung open as she took in the carnage.
The deputy turned her attention to the open closet. She rushed inside. There was a loud click a moment before the infernal sound effects died. Aguilar had discovered Wendel’s stereo.
“Please help me. He’s going to kill us.”
Thomas turned back to the pleading woman. After the gunfight, he’d almost forgotten about her. Chelsey released Thomas and stared at the crumpled blankets. She pulled the covers back and revealed the portable stereo playing the pleading voice. Wendel had stuffed pillows beneath the blankets to make it appear as though a person crouched on the bed.
“Radio for an ambulance,” Thomas told Aguilar.
LeVar set Brooke in Chelsey’s arms and said, “I’ll help Shayla,” before he rushed down the hallway.
As Aguilar spoke into her radio, Thomas set two fingers against Wendel’s neck. His breaths came in erratic bursts, the killer’s pulse mirroring his breathing. Wendel stared at Thomas with unblinking eyes as blood puddled on the floor. Outside the farmhouse, sirens shrieked. The state police were coming. God willing, the ambulance wasn’t far behind.
Aguilar stayed with the dying murderer, while Thomas and Chelsey joined LeVar in the bedroom at the end of the hall.
Chelsey knelt beside Shayla and held her hand. “Stay with me, Shayla. Help is on the way.”
“Where is he?” the woman asked through trembling lips.
“Dead.” When Shayla shook her head in disbelief, Chelsey touched her cheek. “I killed him. Brooke is here with you.”
Thomas felt helpless as sands poured through the hourglass. Shayla wouldn’t survive unless she received medical care.
Chelsey brushed the hair off Shayla’s forehead. Downstairs, the state police announced their presence. Aguilar answered, and boots clambered up the staircase. Trooper Fitzgerald poked his head inside.
“The ambulance will arrive in five minutes,” Fitzgerald told Thomas.
A second state trooper—a thirty-something woman with blue eyes and broad shoulders—dropped beside Shayla and Chelsey.
“She’s going into shock,” the woman said. “Grab a blanket off the bed and bring it to me. And someone get these zip ties off her wrists and ankles.”
Chelsey hurried to the bed as the state trooper cared for Shayla.
Thomas and Chelsey waited beside Shayla until the paramedics arrived. They placed the burn victim on a stretcher and carried her out of the house. Brooke rode inside the ambulance with Aguilar.
A second set of paramedics huddled in the room with Wendel. There was nothing left to do. The killer had died minutes before the paramedics arrived.
“The medical examiner is on the way,” Fitzgerald said, as Thomas stood beside Chelsey in the doorway. “What happened here?”
Thomas recounted Chelsey shooting the killer in self-defense. Fitzgerald nodded without comment. Wendel was dead, and the Pierce family would survive. Nothing else mattered. While Fitzgerald conferred with his fellow state troopers, Thomas joined Chelsey and LeVar and held them close.
“I thought I’d lost you. Both of you,” Thomas said, eyeing LeVar.
“Well, you didn’t,” Chelsey said, sniffling. “It will take more than Kenneth Wendel to kill me.”
Thomas turned to LeVar.
“Aguilar told me what you did. You saved her life. I owe you more than I can ever repay.”
“Nah, Shep. It was you who saved my life.” When Thomas glanced at him in question, LeVar set a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “Last year, when you got me out of Harmon. You saved Mom’s life, too. If anyone owes thanks around here—”
“Would you two stop with the thank yous and just admit you love each other?” Chelsey asked, laughing through tears.
After a few breaths, Thomas said, “I do. All of you. I don’t know what I’d do without you in my life.”
LeVar jumped when his phone rang. Naomi’s name appeared on the screen.
The teenager swept the dreadlocks off his shoulders and grinned. “How did I lose track of time? Scout must be out of surgery.”
“We should drive to the hospital and let the state troopers hold down the fort,” Chelsey said, squeezing Thomas’s shoulder. “Finally, some good news.”
“I can’t,” said Thomas. “Not until we finish here. You go. Call me as soon as you hear anything.”
Thomas kissed Chelsey again and turned toward the stairs before a cold warning stopped him in his tracks. Something was wrong.
LeVar pressed the speaker icon. “Hey, Naomi. I’m here with Thomas and Chelsey. How did Scout—”
Naomi cried through the speaker. “Oh, LeVar. It’s Scout. Please come to the hospital before she—”
The signal died.
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LeVar drove Thomas’s cruiser down the interstate at eighty-five miles per hour. He was probably breaking a few dozen laws. Driving the sheriff’s cruiser was one of them.
He fought to keep the vehicle on the road. Chelsey warned him to slow down, but he needed to reach the hospital. He feared the worst. Never before had he heard Naomi so distraught.
After Naomi’s frantic call, Thomas had tossed the keys to LeVar and told the teenager to drive. Thomas promised he’d find a ride to the hospital as soon as he finished at Wendel’s house. LeVar didn’t expect Thomas to arrive until after midnight, maybe later.
“I don’t know what’s wrong,” Chelsey said, fiddling with the phone. “I can’t get through to Naomi.”
They were driving through a section of Nightshade County with poor cell coverage. LeVar wanted answers now. His anxiety grew as the mile markers whistled past the cruiser.
LeVar motored down the exit ramp to the hospital, rolled through a red light, and punched the accelerator to stay ahead of a sports car. Horns screamed at his bumper.
“We’re almost there,” Chelsey said, craning her neck as she searched for the parking garage. “Brakes, brakes! Turn right!”
Tires squealed as LeVar whipped the cruiser into the parking garage. A misplaced thought popped into his head—his mother would whip his behind if she caught the teenager driving Thomas’s cruiser so recklessly. Pulling into the first empty space, he leaped out of the car with Chelsey beside him. They swiveled their heads before Chelsey spotted the elevator.
Inside the lobby, LeVar stopped at the information desk while Chelsey pounded the button on the next set of elevator doors, urging them to open. The frazzled man behind the desk gave LeVar the room number while he eyed Chelsey with trepidation. By the time LeVar caught up to Chelsey, she was holding the elevator door and telling him to hurry.
When they reached Scout’s floor, LeVar sprinted out of the elevator. A nurse shouted and told them visiting hours had ended hours ago. He read the numbers—twelve, fourteen, sixteen. This was Scout’s room. He turned the corner and found a gray-haired man snoozing in bed, with the television playing a network news channel.
LeVar spun in a panic.
“Where is she? Are we on the wrong floor?”
Chelsey grabbed his arm and said, “You’re in the wrong room, LeVar. Sixteen is up ahead.”
The angry nurse hurried after them and called for security.
The next moment seemed to last an eternity: LeVar catching himself on the wall when his sneakers slid over the polished floor, the helpless terror that he’d lost his best friend chewing a hole into his stomach, Chelsey stiffening at his side, as though she couldn’t take that next step, couldn’t face what awaited them inside the room. He was aware of Naomi crying inside. Someone else broke down in tears. A man.
LeVar half-stumbled into the room and saw Scout sitting upright. His first thought—Scout’s alive. Thank God, she’s alive. A suffocating weight rolled off of him. Then he saw Scout’s face—chapped and red—and knew she’d been crying for a long time. Which meant the operation had failed. But that was okay because Scout was alive, and LeVar would support his friend and help her understand.
Chelsey pushed the hair off her forehead and stared wide-eyed at the teenage girl on the bed. Naomi and Scout’s father, Glen, held hands at Scout’s bedside. When Naomi noticed them, she jumped off the chair and threw her arms around LeVar’s shoulders.
“It worked, LeVar! The surgery worked!”
LeVar looked from Naomi to Scout, then to Glen, who dropped his tear-streaked face into his hands and shook his head in disbelief.
“The surgery . . . worked?” LeVar swallowed.
He turned to Scout and questioned her with his eyes. Desert sands filled his mouth, and he found it impossible to form words inside his head. As LeVar stared in wonder, Scout lifted her right foot off the bed with excruciating effort. Yet her leg moved. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he never would have believed. Scout closed her eyes and strained until her left foot inched off the mattress.
LeVar fell to his knees and covered his mouth. He studied Scout through a veil of tears, the words still stuck in his throat as Chelsey helped him rise.
“The operation worked?” Chelsey whispered.
“We’re blessed,” Naomi said, throwing an arm around Chelsey’s shoulder. “I knew this day would come. We just needed to be patient and keep believing.”
    
SCOUT UNDERSTOOD how much work awaited her in the coming weeks. The doctor told her to expect frustration, pain, and the occasional setback. But if Scout followed the rehab plan, she’d be walking without assistance within two weeks.
Beside the bed, Naomi and Glen held hands and shared embarrassing stories about Scout—the first time she rode a bike without training wheels and crashed into the Walters’ CRV, the incident at Chuck E. Cheese when the giant rat frightened a toddler Scout and she turned and bopped the rodent on his nose. Scout accepted her parents weren’t getting back together. That proverbial horse had left the barn and galloped into the horizon long ago. Yet she hadn’t felt this much love and happiness since before the accident. Her heart swelled as she watched them get along.
Though Scout had pleaded with the nurse to let LeVar and Chelsey stay, the nurse ordered them to leave. Naomi cleared up the confusion, explaining that Chelsey and LeVar were Scout’s family . . . so to speak. Regardless, the nurse insisted LeVar and Chelsey stay in the waiting room at the end of the corridor. Before he’d left, LeVar kissed her forehead and promised to call everyone—Raven, Darren, Serena, Thomas. LeVar told Scout how proud he was, and she broke down and cried for a long time.
Fascinated, she lifted her legs and wiggled her toes.
“Don’t tire yourself out, hon,” Naomi said. “I’m sure you want to climb out of bed and run a marathon, but it’s late, and you’re exhausted.”
“I can’t get over this,” Scout said, touching her legs.
Glen tilted his head at his daughter. “What’s the first thing you’ll do when you get out of here?”
She closed her eyes and touched her lip. “Hmm. How about a hike through the state park?”
“In time,” he laughed. “Walk before you learn to run. Remember what the doctor said: if you’re patient, you’ll hike before summer ends.”
Glen cut off his advice when the nurse raised her voice in the hallway. She warned somebody that visiting hours were over. Scout glanced at Naomi, who shrugged her shoulders. After a frustrated sigh, the nurse poked her head into the room.
“Ms. Mourning?”
Scout and Naomi answered, “Yes,” at the same time.
The nurse twisted her face in confusion. “The FBI is here to see you. Not that they’re dressed like FBI agents. I didn’t believe them, but they have badges. I told them to come back in the morning, but they refuse to listen.”
Before Scout responded, a blonde woman wearing casual shorts and a T-shirt strode past the nurse as if she ran the place. Scout’s mouth dropped open. Agent Scarlett Bell. Behind Bell, her partner, Agent Neil Gardy, entered the room. He wore a gaudy Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and flip-flops. Scout’s mouth quirked into a smile. She hadn’t seen Gardy since the Justice Thorin murders, when the sheriff’s department had called the FBI.
“Well?” Bell asked, hands on hips. “Are you gonna give us the good news, or do I need to talk to LeVar and Chelsey?”
Scout raised her foot in answer.
Bell nodded, as though she’d known the answer all along. Yet her eyes glistened, belying her confidence. Gardy introduced himself to Glen and shook hands.
“What did the doctor say?” Gardy asked.
“I’ll be on my feet by morning,” Scout said. “But it will be a few weeks before I can exercise.”
“Now the real work begins,” Bell said, embracing Scout.
“The real work?”
“That’s right. Studying hard and making sure your grades are top-notch. Then college entrance exams in a few years.”
“What are you talking about?”
“What my partner is trying to say,” Gardy said, kneeling beside the bed, “is you need to attend the right college if you want to profile serial killers with the Behavioral Analysis Unit.”
“What degree do I need to be a consultant?”
Bell lifted her brow. “A consultant? Why be a consultant when you can be the real deal?”
“You mean . . .”
“Scout, we won’t rest until you’re an FBI agent,” Gardy said. “Stick with me, kid, and I’ll take you to the top.”
Bell rolled her eyes.
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Moonlight pinned a spotlight on Thomas as he stood in dew-soaked grass outside Kenneth Wendel’s farmhouse. He stared at the message on his phone, blinked away tears, and read it again. He would save this message and savor it a million times if he lived long enough. The surgery had worked. Scout would walk again.
As he finished reading, Chelsey’s name appeared on his phone. He assumed she was calling to share the news about Scout, but the tremble in her voice warned him there was something else on her mind.
“Are we good?” she asked.
“Absolutely. Why wouldn’t we be?”
“Because we fought over this investigation.”
“I was wrong, Chelsey, and I hope you’ll forgive me.”
“As long as you forgive me, too. Sometimes, our fears get in the way when all we need to do is trust each other.”
“They do.”
“But I’m not making an excuse for my behavior. You were right about the killer targeting me. But it wasn’t a coincidence that the two murder victims looked like me.”
Thomas switched the phone to his other ear. “What are you saying?”
After a long breath, Chelsey told him everything about Kenneth Wendel, aka Kenny, the boy who’d attacked her when she was thirteen. The words didn’t seem real to Thomas, the implications too vast to swallow in one sitting. Kenneth Wendel had waited two decades before he pursued Chelsey, a fact that spread gooseflesh over Thomas’s body. She told him about the boy and how he found her again. Chelsey would discuss the attacks during therapy. It was possible Kenny had spurred Chelsey’s teenage depression.
“Anyway, I thought you should know,” she said. “My God, Thomas. He murdered those women because they looked like me.”
“Wendel killed his victims because he was sick. It has nothing to do with you. Get that idea out of your head before it takes up residence.”
The call ended, and Thomas didn’t move. His legs froze in place as the conversation played on a continuous loop inside his head.
The front door squeaked open on Kenneth Wendel’s house, and a woman wearing a jumpsuit and booties over her shoes carried a box down the porch steps, a somber reminder of the lives Wendel stole. Kenneth Wendel’s body had long since departed the farmhouse, yet Thomas sensed the killer’s ghostly presence watching him from shadows that the moonlight failed to penetrate. His eyes followed the woman until she placed the box in the back of a van. As the forensics specialist returned to the house, Aguilar stomped down the steps and joined him in the yard.
“They’re almost finished inside,” she said. “Another ten minutes, and we can get out of here.”
Thomas bobbed his head and glared at the house. He felt as if he stood beside train tracks, moments after a freight train came within an inch of smashing over him. He’d almost lost Chelsey tonight. The kidnapping was preventable. Thomas and Chelsey needed to work together to keep each other safe. He hadn’t trusted Chelsey, and she hadn’t trusted him. Though their love was real and undying, there was work to do in their relationship. He had work to do.
“Sheriff? Are you listening?”
Thomas shook the fog out of his head. “Ten minutes, right. Aguilar, the killer knew Chelsey.”
“What? How?”
“When they were teenagers, Wendel attacked Chelsey and tried to rape her. Ever since the Sanchez murder, Chelsey had been having nightmares. Until she told me about the rape attempt, I never knew what she was dreaming about. If I’d figured it out sooner—”
“Stop right there,” Aguilar said, setting a hand on his chest. “You didn’t figure it out because Chelsey didn’t tell you. Are you the sheriff of Nightshade County, or a clairvoyant?”
“I share my life with Chelsey. I slept beside her while she dreamed about Kenneth Wendel raping her. How could I miss the signs?”
“It’s not your fault. And for the record, you were right to ban Chelsey from the case. You recognized the similarities between Chelsey and Wendel’s victims. Thomas, you did everything in your power to keep her safe. But you can’t be everywhere at once.”
His throat constricted, and he loosened his collar. “Still, I can do better. I have to do better. Thanks, Aguilar.”
“That’s what deputies are for.”
“And friends.”
A smile glowed in her eyes. “Those, too.” She cleared her throat. “We found items inside Wendel’s house that you need to hear about. He kept a cardboard box in his closet, including a dozen pictures of women with curly brunette hair. There were also nineteen keys inside the box.”
“Keys?”
“The working theory is Wendel discovered new targets through Brogan Rentals. When a woman who drew his eye wandered inside and handed over her keys, he copied the house key, probably at a local hardware store.”
“But we only know about two murder victims and the kidnappings. Nineteen?”
“Wendel has been at this for a long time, and my guess is we’ll find he murdered women in other states. But most of those women were targets he hadn’t pursued yet. At least, I hope that’s the case.”
Thomas swung his hat at a persistent mosquito. “So Donowski figured out what his assistant was up to and tried to stop him. Wendel covered his tracks by murdering his boss and throwing his body in Oak Hollows Forest.”
“What tipped me off is Wendel didn’t bury the body like he did the others. No yellow lotus flower. No burn marks. He killed Donowski to get him out of the way.”
“And now we have our answers.”
“There’s more,” Aguilar said, shifting her jaw. “I wanted you to hear this from me first.”
“Tell me.”
“We also found Kenneth Wendel’s profile. It was written in cursive on notebook paper. The profile included every trait that described Wendel, theories about how he chose his targets, his age, his job type. It appears to be a teenage girl’s handwriting.”
“Scout.”
“He was inside her bedroom, Thomas. Somehow, Wendel figured out a teenage girl in a wheelchair was profiling him. Scout’s theories were accurate enough that he wanted to kill her, too. How did he find her?”
Thomas closed his eyes. “Oak Hollows Forest and the meadow, where Wendel disposed of Paloma Conroy. LeVar drove Scout to both locations. What is it we always say about murderers returning to the scenes of their crimes?”
“I wonder how long he followed LeVar and Scout.”
“Darren shared Scout’s video with me. They saw someone behind the trees the day they discovered the lotus pond.”
“So Wendel was there.” Aguilar shifted her feet. “Are you going to tell Naomi?”
“I have to. And we need to dust Naomi’s house for prints and ensure Wendel didn’t leave any surprises behind.”
“I’ll get right on it.”
Thomas grabbed her arm. “I’ll talk to Naomi. She doesn’t need to find out Wendel broke into Scout’s bedroom until tomorrow. Let her celebrate with her daughter.”
Aguilar’s phone rang. She answered and paced the yard, holding up a forefinger so Thomas stuck around.
After the call ended, she said, “Good news. Lambert got a ride home. He has a minor concussion and won’t miss more than a week of work. Thank goodness for that thick noggin of his.”
“Lambert’s doctor will make that call. I don’t want him coming back before he’s ready.”
“And Shayla Pierce made it through surgery. They grafted the burn, but the doctors expect she’ll make a full recovery.”
“What about the daughter?”
“Brooke is staying with her grandparents until the hospital releases Shayla.”
“I’ll need to speak with Brooke tomorrow, but I’m worried she won’t be ready. How does a four-year-old process a serial killer kidnapping her?”
The last of the forensic investigators exited the house. As the van drove away, Thomas strung yellow police tape over Wendel’s doorway. At the cruiser, he glanced back at the house while Aguilar waited.
Sometimes the monsters under the bed were real.
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Gulls squawked and circled the shoreline, drawn by the succulent aroma from the sheriff’s new smoker.
Thomas walked along the rocky shore with Chelsey, their hands interlocked. A week had passed since the kidnapping, and Thomas was relieved to see Chelsey smiling, without a hint of mental exhaustion in her eyes.
“You’re sleeping better,” he said, kicking a stone into the shallows.
“Better than I have in decades. My bad for waking you up so many times over the last month.”
“I wish there was something I could have done to help.”
Chelsey leaned her head on his shoulder. “I still can’t process what happened. Kenny searched for me for two decades and found me by pure chance. What were the odds?”
“I’m surprised he didn’t find you sooner. According to his records, he lived within an hour of Wolf Lake his entire life.”
Chelsey squinted at the sun. “Ian’s family banned Kenny from visiting, and Ian wouldn’t tell his cousin my name. By the time Kenny enrolled in college, our family had moved to a different neighborhood. If Kenny drove past and searched for me, I wouldn’t have been there.” She shivered. “There was one saving grace about my depression.”
“What might that be?”
“I never showed up for senior pictures, so I’m not in the—”
“Yearbook,” Thomas said, slapping his forehead. “Losing you sucked enough back in the day. But not having a picture to remember you by . . . that was a bitter pill to swallow.”
“It kept Kenny from finding me.”
“That it did. Fate was on your side.”
Beside the guest house, Darren grilled vegetables on skewers and flipped salt potatoes wrapped in aluminum foil. Beside him, Raven smoked a turkey breast. Jack padded between Darren and Raven, wondering who would be the first to toss a few scraps. Darren argued for control of the smoker, but Raven refused to yield.
“You’re the grill master,” Raven told him. “But this bad boy is mine. You’re not taking the smoker away unless you wrestle me for it.”
Darren’s cheeks reddened before he snickered. “My pleasure.”
Chelsey elbowed Raven and whispered something in her ear that got both women laughing. Thomas and Chelsey wandered to the picnic table.
“What was that about?” Thomas asked.
“Oh, Serena is dropping marriage hints again, and Darren is a nervous wreck.”
“What is he waiting for? They’re perfect for each other.”
“They are, aren’t they?” Chelsey’s eyes twinkled, and Thomas felt heat building in his chest. She grinned and said, “Anyway, I heard Aguilar found more information on the Paloma Conroy murder.”
“Right,” Thomas said, relieved she’d changed the subject. Was Chelsey hinting that she wanted a ring? He planned to spend the rest of his life with Chelsey. But he accepted there were a few hurdles to clear before either was ready for a lifetime commitment. No matter how long it took, he’d wait for her. “Aguilar dug into Wendel’s credit card history. Three years ago, he purchased cockroaches from a seller in Minnesota.”
Chelsey’s mouth twisted. “You can buy cockroaches?”
“It turns out they’re popular in the pet trade.”
“People keep roaches as pets?”
“Hissing cockroaches, yes. Pet owners feed roaches to lizards, tarantulas, and so on.”
“Not for me, thanks. I’m happy with Jack.”
“Wendel copied Paloma Conroy’s house key after she rented from Brogan. Then he released the cockroaches inside her house. That’s why we thought the killer worked for Barton Falls Exterminating. Which makes Vic Gruber innocent.”
“Vic Gruber didn’t murder Sanchez and Conroy, but he’s guilty of something.”
“Tell me about it. I wouldn’t trust Gruber anywhere near our property.”
Chelsey’s lips curled up at our property.
The guest house door opened, and Serena followed LeVar outside, lecturing her son.
“It’s time you got rid of those nasty dreadlocks, boy. You want employers to take you seriously when you graduate? You think the FBI will hire some damn fool who looks like Ziggy Marley with gang tats?”
LeVar threw up his hands. “Ma, enough. I’m not graduating for a few years.”
“There’s no time like the present. You’re a private investigator.”
“Intern.”
She waved a hand. “Whatever. Look the part, LeVar. Do you know what Dick Clark used to say?”
“Who’s Dick Clark?”
Flummoxed, Serena placed her hands on her hips and turned to Thomas. “Did you hear what my son said? Who’s Dick Clark?” She pointed at LeVar. “Dick Clark once told a band on his show that if they dressed like the audience, they’d soon be members of the audience.”
“I don’t even know what that means.”
“It means you stand out from the crowd when you dress for success.” Serena tutted. “Ain’t none of this getting through to you. Maybe if Dick Clark invited those hooligans you like onto American Bandstand, you’d heed his advice. But Dick Clark was too classy for the Fresh Prince and DJ Jay-Z.”
LeVar rubbed his eyes. “Where do I start? First off, Will Smith stopped rapping before I was born, and his deejay was Jazzy Jeff. Jay-Z is—”
“Never mind that. You listen to your mother and cut your ratty hair.” She pinched his cheek. “My boy is gonna be an agent with the FBI.”
LeVar sought Darren. Anything to get away from his mother for a few seconds. Serena handed Raven a magazine with a bride on the cover, and Raven pretended to be too busy figuring out the smoker. Thomas caught Chelsey’s eye and broke into laughter.
Deputies Aguilar and Lambert arrived together and joined Darren and Raven. Lambert wore a baseball cap and sunglasses. His doctor had warned him about light sensitivity and suggested he stick to shady areas when he attended Thomas’s weekly picnic.
A truck door slammed, and Sheriff Gray waddled down the hill with a six-pack of beer in one hand and a bottle of ginger ale in the other. He set the drinks beside the cooler, slapped Thomas on the shoulder, and planted a kiss on Chelsey’s cheek.
“Well, you solved another of my cold cases,” Gray said, shaking his head. “If only I’d lured you back from Los Angeles sooner.”
“I didn’t solve the case. You can thank Wolf Lake Consulting, Scarlett Bell, and Scout for catching Kenneth Wendel.”
Gray shielded his eyes from the sun and turned in a circle. “Speaking of which, where is our miracle girl?”
At that moment, Chelsey rose from the picnic table and covered her mouth.
Thomas and Gray followed Chelsey’s gaze to the concrete walkway connecting the guest house to the Mourning’s residence. Under Naomi’s watchful eye, Scout edged down the walkway, supported by a cane. For the last three days, Thomas and Chelsey had followed while Scout exercised with a walker.
“She’s doing it,” Chelsey said. “She’s walking on her own.”
“Miracles really happen,” Thomas said, throwing an arm around Chelsey.
The others hurried over to watch. Nobody said a word as Scout clicked down the pathway, her mother holding out her hands the way she would for a child riding a bike for the first time. Thomas glanced around and realized Chelsey wasn’t the only person crying. He’d never seen LeVar wear a smile so wide.
At the last second, when Scout was only three steps from the picnic table, she paused and tossed the cane to LeVar, who caught it one-handed with a stunned expression on his face. Naomi gasped. Scout wobbled for a heartbeat, threw out her arms as though she was a tightrope walker, and righted herself. As the others held their breaths, Scout walked to the bench and plopped down beside LeVar, acting as if nothing special had just happened.
“Since when can you do that?” LeVar asked, swallowing.
“Since I was ten months old. But I took a break for a few years.”
Scout’s joke broke the ice. There wasn’t a dry eye to be found. Everyone took turns hugging Scout. Words of encouragement drifted on the wind, and Scout promised she’d hike Wolf Lake State Park’s trails before school started. And when she did, she’d give Darren a thorough review of the new trail to Lucifer Falls.
Before evening fell, they gathered at the picnic table for the juiciest turkey breast anyone could remember eating. Though Thomas was stuffed, he didn’t protest when Serena brought out her famous sweet potato pie for dessert.
Afterward, Aguilar and Gray gathered sticks for a marshmallow roast, while Chelsey and Thomas joined Naomi, LeVar, and Scout for a short walk along the shore. Naomi carried the cane just in case her daughter grew tired. Scout didn’t. The teenage girl was a whirling dervish of energy. Nothing could stop her now.
By sunset, the coals grayed, and Thomas’s friends exchanged hugs and promised to make next week’s gathering the best yet. As Thomas and Chelsey watched Naomi walk Scout up the concrete path, he knew he’d remember this day forever.
Chelsey’s hand found his, and their eyes met.
“That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Thomas said, nodding at the Mourning family before they disappeared inside their house.
“They love you, Thomas. You’re always there when they need you.” She touched his chest. “And that’s why we all care about you.”
“I trust your judgment, Chelsey. It wasn’t obvious during the Wendel investigation, but I knew it was wrong to take you off the case. It won’t happen again.”
On the deck, Jack wagged his tail and waited beside the sliding glass door.
She grinned. “It will happen again because you never stop caring.”
“Just remember to be open with me. Whenever you feel yourself pulling away, let me help.”
“I promise I will.”
Wolf Lake scattered the moonlight into a minefield of sparkling gems. In the distance, the last boat of the night docked and bobbed beside the shore. Thomas held Chelsey close as he walked her inside, with Jack at their heels.
All the world’s demons were no match for love and family.
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