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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
October 30th
9:20 p.m.
 
 
“He’s coming for you, Barton Falls. Nobody escapes the Halloween Man.”
Fourteen-year-old Scout Mourning pushed her wheelchair toward her desk and turned the volume up on the computer speakers. She’d grown addicted to Violet Lyon’s live streaming podcast. Not that she took the macabre Violet seriously. Every night for the past week, Violet had talked about the Halloween Man, a mythical killer who emerged on the holiday to murder new victims. A fan of horror and thriller movies, Scout couldn’t get enough of Violet Lyons, as cheesy as the show had become. Thousands agreed, judging by the number of listeners tuning in tonight.
“He wears an orange pumpkin mask, and he carries a butcher’s knife. Locked doors can’t stop him. Even Harmon Sanitarium couldn’t prevent him from breaking free. He planned this night for years. Now he wants revenge on the society that locked him away. He’s coming for you, Barton Falls. He’s coming home.”
Scout giggled. Yeah, a little too cheesy. It seemed Violet had merged John Carpenter’s Halloween with Friday the 13th and A Nightmare on Elm Street, all
classic horror movies from the seventies and eighties. 
Scout paged through her trigonometry notes and scribbled an equation. Down the hall, her mother, Naomi, clicked off the television. Mom ran operations for Sheriff Thomas Shepherd’s company, Shepherd Systems, and needed to wake up early for work. Scout’s next door neighbor, the sheriff, wasn’t cut out for corporate work. After he inherited the business from his father, he hired Naomi. The floor squeaked outside Scout’s bedroom door. She muted the volume when her mother knocked.
“I’m headed to bed, Scout. Don’t stay up late.”
“I won’t, Mom. Love you.”
“Love you too, hon.”
When Mom’s bedroom door closed, Scout inched the volume higher. Violet was still rattling on about the Halloween Man and the impending slaughter of Barton Falls, a little town that sat fifteen miles outside Wolf Lake. Through the window, moonlight sparkled off the black water. During the day, the lake appeared blue and vibrant, a reflection of the sky. At night, it was depthless, secretive. 
The wheel snagged on the carpet as Scout swiveled back to the computer. She muscled the wheels until the chair moved again. Two years ago, while her father still lived with them in Ithaca, a tractor trailer struck their vehicle from behind, crushing Scout in the backseat. She was lucky to be alive, though the accident stole her ability to walk. Her parents separated after her father blamed himself for the accident and crawled into a hole of self-pity.
 While Violet scared her listeners, Scout called up a second browser tab and checked the Virtual Searchers forum. Unable to take part in sports, Scout had fallen in love with amateur sleuthing. Virtual Searchers was a place for teen sleuths to congregate and solve mysteries and cold case crimes from across the world. She’d used the website to help catch Jeremy Hyde, a serial killer living in nearby Harmon. Her research attracted the murderer. Then the killer masqueraded as a teen girl on the Virtual Searchers forum and befriended Scout. She shivered, remembering how close the killer had come to catching her. Now she cast a wary eye at new forum members. A healthy dose of skepticism kept her alive.
“Fifteen years ago, he murdered his parents, then butchered eight teenagers on Halloween night before the authorities finally caught him. Now, you might wonder why you never heard about the murders. Elementary, dear listeners. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, which has jurisdiction over Barton Falls, buried the story. Can you appreciate how far property values would fall if the truth got out? Barton Falls isn’t a safe place to live. It’s not Mayberry. You can’t trust your neighbor or leave your doors unlocked at night. Not with the Halloween Man loose.”
Scout closed the sleuthing forum with a huff. No fresh cases to keep her busy. The weather had taken a turn for the worse in the upstate New York village of Wolf Lake. Today had been cloudy and sullen with a wind that cut through her bones as she pushed herself from the school to the bus. The forecast predicted snow showers by Monday. It was too early for winter. But there were no guarantees of a pleasant autumn this far north.
“There isn’t a horror movie I haven’t watched. I don’t scare easily. But I have to admit, I’m terrified. You see, I’m the person talking about the Halloween Man every night. He knows who I am.” After a dramatic pause that pulled Scout’s attention to the computer screen, Violet Lyon continued. “I wasn’t going to tell you, but I received a gift from the Halloween Man this morning. As I stumbled down the porch steps, already late for the bus, I saw something shiny beneath the shrubberies. It was a butcher’s knife. No blood, no proof that the Halloween Man had already claimed a victim. He was sending a message. If I continue this podcast, I’ll be his next target.”
“Yeah, right,” Scout snorted. “You need new material, Violet.”
“So I come to you tonight at great personal risk. The danger is real, and I need to inform everyone listening so you can take protective measures.”
Scout checked her phone and sent a text to LeVar Hopkins. The former Harmon Kings gang member lived in Thomas Shepherd’s guest house. He’d reformed his life, earned his GED, and enrolled at the community college to study criminal justice. Since Scout had convinced LeVar to listen to Violet, he’d hooked himself on the silly show. 
Are you listening to Violet’s podcast?
Scout gave LeVar a chance to reply. Maybe LeVar had his phone turned off so he could study. He worked part time for Wolf Lake Consulting, a local private investigation firm. Chelsey Byrd, Thomas Shepherd’s girlfriend, ran Wolf Lake Consulting with her lead investigator, Raven Hopkins, who was LeVar’s sister. Raven, LeVar, Scout, and Darren Holt, the state park ranger, collaborated on investigations together. Thomas often joked they were a modern version of the Scooby Doo mystery gang.
“I realize how unbelievable this sounds. But today in school, I sensed someone watching me. You know the feeling you get? The one that spreads goosebumps down your body and makes the hair stand on the back of your neck? While I was in class, I spied a shadow behind the trees. He was there. The Halloween Man. And that’s not all. After lunch, I opened my locker and found a tiny pumpkin on the shelf. Sure, anyone might have placed it there. But who could have broken inside my locker besides a school official or a janitor? I don’t give out my combo. Too many devious secrets hidden in my locker.” Violet cleared her throat. “Nothing illegal, Principal Dane. Forget I mentioned it. Anyhow, it’s not like school officials walk around with pumpkins all day.”
All right. Violet’s podcast had taken a turn for the worst. Scout reached for the volume knob and paused when a door creaked open. It sounded like it came from inside her own bedroom. She spun the chair around and stared at the closet and bedroom doors, both closed. No, the sound had come through the speakers. Violet chattered about the mythical murderer. Two footsteps preceded a scream. 
“I’m your boyfriend now, Violet.”
The deep voice sent a shock wave through Scout. A loud thud almost blew the speakers as Violet’s microphone toppled to the floor.
Another blood-curdling scream. This wasn’t real. It had to be an act. The grand finale.
Scout flinched when a knife plunged into soft flesh. She forced herself to picture Violet jabbing a butcher’s knife into a pillow. Instead, the leering grin of Norman Bates haunted her.
The murder sounded authentic. Violet begged and pleaded between screeches. Then she went silent. 
Scout’s breathing halted as the quiet thickened. She leaned forward. Listening. Terrified.
Someone picked the microphone off the floor and set it upright. Scout expected Violet to laugh and gloat. She’d just pulled the perfect prank. Years ago, Scout had read about the War of the Worlds radio broadcast from 1938. The entire nation once believed martians were attacking earth. 
But Violet didn’t speak. Someone breathed over the microphone. Low and guttural. 
Scout reminded herself this was an elaborate joke. Bad drama, no different from the horror movies she watched with LeVar and Raven over a bowl of popcorn. 
So why did it seem so real?



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
October 30th
9:25 p.m.
 
 
Thomas Shepherd lay on the pillow with Chelsey Byrd beside him. His skin beaded with sweat as she traced a finger from his chest to his navel. One hand beneath his head, he draped a free arm around Chelsey and held her close. She exhaled and smiled up at him.
“Why did we wait so long?”
He snickered and shook his head.
“I have no idea. Let’s not wait so long next time.”
“Preach, Sheriff.”
Expansive windows covered Thomas’s A-Frame and offered picturesque views. Outside, the moon reflected off the water and painted highlights as breakers pushed against the shoreline. Around the sleepy lake, lights from faraway homes winked back at them. 
Dog tags jingled. Chelsey lifted her head.
“I feel bad for Jack. It’s like we kicked him out of bed.”
“Don’t worry about Jack,” Thomas said, massaging her shoulders. During the summer, Thomas had discovered Jack on the state park grounds. He believed the massive pup to be a Siberian Husky. His veterinarian wasn’t convinced, theorizing he was a crossbreed of some sort. “He prefers sleeping on the floor. Anyhow, if we let him on the bed, there won’t be room for us after he stretches out. Trust me, I barely have room when it’s just Jack and me.”
Chelsey closed her eyes and sighed. They’d dated in high school before major depression struck Chelsey. Confused and frightened, she’d pushed Thomas and her friends out of her life. Thomas never stopped loving Chelsey, though their lives meandered in separate directions. While Chelsey traveled the United States without direction, working odd jobs as she pulled her life together, Thomas graduated college and accepted a position with the LAPD. Overcoming Asperger’s syndrome, he rose to detective before a gangland shooting almost crippled him. 
The bullet’s ghost dug into the small of his back. He’d never rid himself of the pain.
After recovering, Thomas returned to his hometown of Wolf Lake, accepted a deputy position with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, and purchased his Uncle Truman’s old house beside the lake. Chelsey had avoided Thomas at first. She’d worried rekindling their relationship would cause her depression to return. The idea was illogical, but Thomas learned years ago not to underestimate the mind’s capacity for concocting irrational fears. He was happy to have Chelsey back in his life.
“Only a few weeks until you become sheriff,” she said, ruffling his disheveled hair. “The big kahuna.” 
“It doesn’t seem real.”
After Sheriff Gray retired, Thomas had become interim sheriff. Gray promised Thomas the position would be his as long he wanted it. Sheriff Gray had run unopposed in the last election, and after Thomas thwarted three murderers in his six months since returning from Los Angeles, nobody had challenged Thomas. In less than two weeks, he would become Sheriff of Nightshade County in the department where he’d interned as a high school student. Trepidation whispered in the back of his mind. Had he made the right decision leaving Los Angeles? 
“You’ll make the best sheriff this county has ever seen.”
“Now you sound like my father.”
Thomas winced after the comparison left his lips. He felt at home in Wolf Lake, surrounded by the familiarity of the village where he’d come of age. Yet death and tragedy followed Thomas, rapping its bony knuckles on his door in the dead of night. Besides the three killers that had terrorized the county, cancer had stolen his father. 
“Your dad was proud of you, even though he didn’t know how to show it.”
Thomas swallowed the lump in his throat. He patted the bed, and Jack’s head lifted. A second later, the humongous canine leapt onto the bed and swung his head back and forth, first licking Chelsey’s face, then Thomas’s. 
“Easy, Jack,” Thomas said, stroking the dog’s fur. “All right, you can hang out with us. But when it’s time for sleep, you’ve got your doggy bed.”
Chelsey waved a hand through the air.
“You don’t have to kick him out. I can’t stay the night.”
Thomas sat up.
“Oh?”
“Who will care for Tigger?” Tigger was Chelsey’s orange tabby. She’d found the cat pawing around her garbage and adopted him. “Besides, I need to open the office early tomorrow. Raven has the day off.”
“What about LeVar? Can’t he steer the ship for you?”
“He’s coming in at noon, and I don’t want to dump too much on his plate. LeVar needs to study.” 
Thomas settled his head into the crook of her elbow. Jack lay at their feet, gnawing on a bone. 
“I get it. Well, I hope you’re here for dinner. I’ll be home after four.”
Chelsey tapped his shoulder.
“Did you forget? Tomorrow is Halloween. We’ll both be busy handing out candy all evening.”
Thomas ran a hand through his hair.
“Ugh. Halloween is our busiest night of the year. There’s always someone causing mayhem in the county. I predict overtime in my future.”
“Don’t be a Charlie Brown. Halloween rules. There’s a full moon this year, so you know what that means.”
“It means I’ll be chasing juvenile delinquents past midnight. Full moons make everyone crazy, right?”
“No, it means you’ll stop by my place after the trick-or-treaters call it a night.”
Thomas waggled his eyebrows.
“I like the sound of that.”
She thumped him on the head.
“I meant we’ll stay up late watching scary movies. And maybe we can do other things after.”
“Now you’re speaking my language. So what’s on the docket?”
“Since it will be a full moon, a werewolf marathon is a must.”
Thomas chuckled at the ceiling.
“So I’m spending my evening with Lon Chaney.”
“I’m thinking along the lines of An American Werewolf in London, The Howling, and Silver Bullet.”
“Go big, or go home.”
“Exactly.”
Thomas hadn’t planned on a gory movie marathon, but it sounded fun. They’d become close over the last month, first as friends. Then they’d slipped into a romantic relationship, neither noticing until they were spending every evening together. Thomas kissed the top of her head. Her freshly shampooed hair smelled like vanilla milk and papaya. Still, he worried about Chelsey. During the summer, she’d repeated mistakes from fourteen years ago by pushing her friends away. She forever teetered on the edge of depression. He hoped their relationship helped her turn the corner. Since Thomas and Chelsey had become a couple, her anxiety attacks had ended, and the color had returned to her complexion. She looked ten years younger.
An orange rectangle of light disappeared from the yard when LeVar flicked off his lamp. Life was good, Thomas thought to himself. Besides having Chelsey back in his life, he was surrounded by friends—LeVar in the guest house, the Mourning family next door. Raven lived with her mother, Serena, on the other side of the lake, and Darren’s cabin was a fifteen-minute walk from Thomas’s back door. He closed his eyes and breathed. The window was open a crack, despite the October chill. One lonely cricket chirped from the yard. The cricket’s friends had retreated for the season.
Chelsey glanced at the clock.
“That’s my cue. If I don’t get home soon, Tigger won’t forgive me.”
“You could bring him by sometime.”
Chelsey moved her gaze from Jack to Thomas. 
“Seriously?”
“Good point. Jack’s a good boy, but I’ve never seen him around cats.”
“My guess is he’d love Tigger the way he loves a juicy steak.” As Chelsey pulled a sweatshirt over her head, her phone hummed. She fixed her sleeves and swiped the phone. “That’s weird. Nobody calls me this late except for you and Raven, and she’s hanging out with Darren tonight.”
Chelsey scrunched her brow and stared at the screen as Thomas sat against the headboard. He set a hand on her shoulder.
“Everything all right?”
“It’s Kane Grove PD. I wonder why they’re calling.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
October 30th
9:30 p.m.
 
 
Raven drew up her knees and nuzzled against Darren’s stubbly cheek. They cuddled on the couch inside the state park ranger’s cabin, a fire crackling in the woodstove and pumping soothing heat through the cozy home. Blessed with the physique of a fitness model, the ebony-skinned private investigator lay her head on Darren’s chest and closed her eyes, relaxing as his chest rose and fell like gentle waves. At forty-two, Darren was seventeen years older than Raven. They’d become a couple over the summer after a flirtatious conversation. She smiled, remembering the barbecue Darren arranged with Thomas Shepherd. She couldn’t imagine life without the ranger.
The tourism season ended after Labor Day. Once the chilly weather set in, cabin reservations dried up. Except for a handful of hikers on sunny afternoons, the recreation enthusiasts had abandoned the state park. Having all those acres of forest and trails to share with Darren sent an excited jolt through Raven’s body. This was paradise, and it was all theirs. 
He played with her beaded hair. It pleased her he liked the new hairstyle.
“What are you thinking?” he asked.
“How happy I am. I love this place.”
“You could move in, you know? There isn’t much room, but it’s comfortable.”
She stretched and yawned.
“I wish.”
“So why don’t you?”
“Someone has to care for Mom.” 
Her mother, Serena, had overdosed on heroin last spring. Had LeVar and Thomas not saved Serena, Raven wouldn’t have a mother anymore. Though Serena had thrown her daughter out of their apartment when Raven turned eighteen, they’d fostered a new relationship. The sober Serena was a loving, thoughtful woman. But addiction was forever, and Raven wasn’t comfortable letting Serena out of her sight. 
Darren wrapped his arms around her shoulders.
“One of these days, you need to take the training wheels off.”
“She’s not ready.”
“Is that what you really believe, or is it just your fear talking?”
Raven blew out a breath and tapped her cobalt nails against the armrest.
“It’s just that she’s doing so well. I don’t want to risk losing her.”
“I get it. But you shouldn’t have to bear the burden alone. Let LeVar stay with your mother a few nights. Or she can hang out with Naomi Mourning. Aren’t those two thick as thieves these days?”
Raven chuckled.
“Once those two commandeer a kitchen, you might as well get out of the way. They’re like a force of nature when they’re baking.” Raven crossed her legs at the ankles and propped her feet on the opposite arm rest. The fire popped inside the stove. No matter how cold the night became, it couldn’t reach them here. “What are you doing for Halloween?”
Darren paused and tilted his head.
“Haven’t decided yet. Once the hikers vacate the trails, I’m free for the evening. It’s not like any trick-or-treaters come to the state park.”
“True. What are winters like in this cabin?”
“Why? Are you taking me up on my offer to move in?”
“Just curious.”
Darren pondered the question.
“It’s peaceful. We don’t get more than a few cabin rentals per month, and the weather cuts the hiking traffic in half. But the road into the park is the last one the village plows. So once you’re here, plan and staying a few days when there’s a storm.”
“I bet it’s peaceful, all cut off from the village.”
“Yeah, it is. Wake up after a heavy snowfall, and there’s this endless blanket of white leading into the forest. A deer or rabbit will cross through now and then. Otherwise, it’s quiet enough to write a novel. You’d love it.”
“I’m sure I would. What about cabin fever?”
“I don’t have any Jack Torrance in me. Besides, I prefer the quiet. That’s why I left the Syracuse PD and took the ranger position.”
Raven patted his chest.
“Why don’t we order a pizza after work tomorrow, start another fire, and watch movies until we fall asleep.”
“Sounds perfect. What about Mom?”
“I’m taking your advice. LeVar can watch my mother tomorrow night.”
Anticipation flickered in Raven’s chest. She deserved a night alone with Darren. She hadn’t felt this secure in weeks. Three months ago, Damian Ramos and his partner, Mark Benson, kidnapped Raven. Raven had investigated Ramos after his fiance became concerned the boy toy was after her money. While she was at the gym where Ramos exercised, Benson attacked Raven in the locker room and held her captive in a farmhouse outside Wolf Lake. They’d also abducted Ellie Fisher, a woman Ramos flirted with at the gym. Benson and Ramos placed a ransom on Fisher, hoping to make enough money to clear their debts and escape the country. Since the kidnapping, Raven couldn’t stop worrying the prison would release Benson and Ramos on a technicality. For the first time since summer, Raven wasn’t looking over her shoulder or panicking every time she was alone. 
But confidence was skin deep. Slice through the epidermis, and you found where the fear hid. Break through the bone—pure terror.
“All right. So we’ll make a night of it.” Darren rubbed his hands together. “I’ve never spent the night with anyone in the cabin.”
“There’s a first for everything.”
She pressed her lips against his before Scout’s voice came over the radio. Raven sighed and rolled out of Darren’s arms.
“You know, I’m starting to question why we gave Scout her own radio,” Darren said, groaning as he rose off the couch.
After Harmon Kings gang members broke into LeVar’s house over the summer, Raven had purchased security cameras to cover Thomas Shepherd’s backyard, and radios so she could stay in touch with LeVar, Darren, and Scout. Raven picked the radio off the counter.
“What’s going on, Scout?”
“This is going to sound crazy. But I’m pretty sure I just listened to a murder on a podcast.”
Raven covered her laugh. Darren rolled his eyes.
“A murder, eh?”
“Don’t laugh. It sounded real.”
“Okay. Why don’t you begin by telling us what you heard?”
Scout recounted Violet Lyon’s horror podcast and its supposedly bloody ending. 
Darren winced and mouthed, “War of the Worlds.”
Raven nodded. It seemed Violet Lyon had copied the tried-and-true method of scaring unsuspecting listeners on Halloween weekend. 
“It sounds like a prank, Scout. I mean, if you wanted to kill someone, wouldn’t you wait until the person was off the air? No sense alerting the police before you finish the job. This Violet Lyon girl is a horror movie freak. She’s playing out her favorite scenes. That’s all.”
“I don’t know,” Scout said, sighing. “I feel like someone should check on her. Just to be sure.”
“If you’re that worried, shouldn’t you call Thomas?”
Scout groaned.
“That wouldn’t go over well. Chelsey is with Thomas tonight.”
Raven took her thumb off the call button and laughed. She shrugged her shoulders at Darren and said, “But apparently, she’s fine calling us while we’re together.”
Darren drank from a water bottle and snickered. 
Raven rubbed her eyes. She didn’t want Scout to think they weren’t taking her seriously. The teenager was a whiz at tracking people online, and she’d helped the sheriff’s department solve two murders since spring. Maybe Scout was right about Violet Lyon. 
“On the off chance someone attacked Violet during her podcast, how would you track her? Violet Lyon probably isn’t her real name.”
Scout hesitated before answering.
“She’s difficult to find.”
“So you’ve tried.”
“Not in a creepy way. More as an intellectual pursuit. Unlike most people, Violet sticks to one screen name and spreads her brand on horror movie forums. But she never posts photographs. She’s careful.”
“Do you want me to call Thomas?”
“I don’t want to send him on a wild goose chase,” said Scout, her voice dropping an octave. “Not until I’m sure.”
After Scout signed off, Raven leaned against the kitchen wall and tapped her foot. Darren looked up from a leftover roast beef sandwich.
“You’re not taking this seriously, are you?” he asked.
“Name one time Scout’s intuition failed us.”
“It’s far-fetched. I mean, come on. The podcast was a Halloween prank. Somewhere in Nightshade County, there’s a teenage girl laughing at her listeners and raking in ridiculous money.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised. Her web page is covered with advertisements.”
“Mark my words. Tomorrow, she’ll be back on the air. The prank will make her even more popular…which is scary. That girl has more listeners than the local FM station.”
Raven’s phone rang before Darren finished his thought. Recognizing Chelsey’s name on the screen, Raven answered.
“I take it Scout called Thomas,” Raven said.
“What?”
“Never mind.”
“Raven, are you with Darren?”
Raven shot Darren an uncertain look and dropped into the chair across from him.
“Yeah, he’s right here. Is something wrong?”
Chelsey blew out a breath.
“Kane Grove PD called. There’s no reason to panic, and chances are he’s not even in the country anymore.”
A chill crawled down Raven’s neck.
“Who are you talking about, Chelsey?”
“Mark Benson escaped prison.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
October 31st
12:05 a.m.
 
 
Moonlight poured over the dusty road. Wisps of mist snaked through the bordering field, like ghosts rising for a midnight dance. Derek Jordan buttoned his jean jacket, swept the black hair off his forehead, and threw his arm around Valerie Leonard to keep her warm. The blonde leaned her head against his shoulder as they strolled down the lonely road.
“I can’t believe you pulled it off,” he said, kissing her forehead.
“Did you see the numbers? The counter went over three-thousand during the Halloween Man skit.”
“You nailed it.”
“Not without your help. I’m your boyfriend now, Violet,” Valerie said, mimicking Derek’s baritone. “So classic.”
“Do you think everyone will get the Freddy Krueger reference?”
She pulled away from Derek and twisted her face.
“Seriously? They’d better. If they don’t, they aren’t real horror fans and shouldn’t listen to my show.”
“It’s amazing that so many people fell for the joke. Who would believe a psychopath in a pumpkin mask butchered you during a podcast? There’s a sucker born every minute.”
“I told you, it’s all in the buildup. Just like a horror movie, you take your time building the suspense until you nail the audience. And the payoff scene has to rock. That’s why I spent so many episodes talking about the Halloween Man and creating his background. We’re making bank on advertising. It’s all about the monetization, yo.”
Their sneakers scuffed the dirt and gravel road with the silent night blanketing them. Each breath puffed tiny condensation clouds. Valerie was a genius. Yes, she had a gorgeous body and a flawless complexion. But the girl’s work ethic and ingenuity attracted Derek more than her sex appeal. That didn’t stop him from wanting to press his lips against hers and sneak his hands inside her jacket. Valerie was the bad girl, the ultimate risk taker. Two hours ago, after her parents returned from the restaurant, Valerie sneaked out her bedroom window and rendezvoused with Derek outside the old train yards. He didn’t need to sneak out. His mother didn’t give a shit if he stayed out all night. Nor did she praise him when he earned A’s on his report card. The guy masquerading as his dad was too caught up in his career. Mom just complained about the guy never being home. It was as if Derek had died years ago, and now his phantom floated through the house, never seen or heard.
Valerie glanced up at him with mischievous eyes.
“Guess what? It’s after midnight. You know what that means.”
“That we’re supposed to wake up for school in six hours,” he said, stifling a yawn.
“It’s officially Halloween. The coolest day of the year.”
“You’re in your element tonight.”
“Duh.” Valerie stuffed her hands into her pockets and stared at the endless sky. “Now I need to plan my next show. Everyone will tune in Halloween night to see if it was all a gag, or if I’m really a goner.”
“Take a night off and make them squirm.”
She bobbed her head.
“I like that idea. Except I can’t resist breaking the truth. The question is, how do I handle the show? If I laugh it up too much, people might think I took advantage of them.” She removed her hands from her pockets and swatted his arm. “Hey, what if the next podcast takes place inside the hospital? We can play sound effects in the background and make it sound like we’re broadcasting from the emergency room. I’ll be hanging on by a thread, just strong enough to warn my listeners that the Halloween Man is loose in Barton Falls.”
“Nah. You’re laying it on too thick. Just end the charade.”
Valerie huffed.
“Yeah, you’re right. Best to come clean and admit I scammed everyone. But I need to make it good. They’ll expect even more from me next Halloween.”
He stopped and grabbed her shoulders, turning Valerie to face him. 
“Hey.”
“What?”
“You’re beautiful in the moonlight.”
“Like a vampire?”
“Like the hottest girl in Barton Falls.”
She rolled her eyes and kicked at the dirt.
“Stop.”
He kissed her warm lips and waited to see how she’d react. A moment later, she grabbed the back of his head and pushed his mouth against hers. Their chests merged as her tongue flicked past his lips and met his. After they finished, he held her gaze.
“I’ve been thinking about this for a while,” he said, bouncing on his toes to fight off the chill. “Maybe it’s time we took our relationship to the next level.”
“Oh, we’re a couple now?”
His heart skipped. They’d never discussed going steady, but they’d grown closer this fall, as if winter’s approach was a ticking clock urging them to commit before time expired. 
“Yes, we are.”
She kissed him again.
“What do you mean by next level?”
“My parents are driving to the Cape next weekend. I’ll have the house to myself.”
When she didn’t respond, his shoulders fell. Had he misread her intentions?
“Then it’s a date,” she said, breaking the ice.
“Really?”
She tutted and grabbed his hand, pulling him down the road. He wondered where she was taking him. A craggy wall of forest grew out of the horizon. Train tracks paralleled the road beyond the meadow.
“We should get back,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.
“You’re the one who always brags his parents don’t care when he comes home.”
“Yeah, but I have a chemistry exam in the afternoon. I’d better put in an hour of study before I crash.”
Standing in the center of the road, she folded her arms.
“If you have to. I guess I’ll go home too. My literature paper is due tomorrow morning.”
“Don’t want to disappoint Mr. Pierpoint.”
A shiver rolled down her back.
“He’s so creepy. I swear the guy follows me around school.”
“Mr. Pierpoint is a good guy, not a creeper. He seems to like me, anyway.”
“That’s because you’re the teacher’s pet.”
“No way.”
“You kinda are.” She glanced out at the meadow when something scurried through the tall grass. “I suppose we should call it a night before the ghouls rise. Walk with me to Spruce Street?”
“You got it.”
Derek didn’t want to say goodbye. In his dreams, tomorrow wasn’t a school day, and he could spend the night with Valerie, just the two of them against the night. They held hands as they walked, the hint of a smile quirking her lips. Spruce Street arrived quicker than he’d hoped. They kissed again, this one lingering as the fog curled around their ankles. Then he watched her travel down Spruce and cut through her driveway. Satisfied she’d made it to her house, Derek hopped the curb. The way home took him past the railroad tracks again. Like an ancient road to nowhere, the tracks glowed amid the thickening mist. He pulled his jacket together, aware of how cold it had become. Home was two miles away. 
His phone buzzed as a text arrived. Leland. 
Besides Valerie, Gardner Raimi and Leland Trivett were Derek’s closest friends. Derek grinned at the message. Leland had listened to Valerie’s show.
Awesome skit, jackass. You’re no Freddy. Want to spend the night? I got a package from Harmon.
Which meant he’d scored weed. Leland bought from a guy who ran with a gang in Harmon. The Royals. One of these days, Leland would get them all killed.
Leland’s house was a half-mile past the railroad tracks. Derek could be there in five minutes if he hustled. His teeth chattered. Suddenly, getting high and bumming a ride with Leland tomorrow morning sounded like a reasonable plan. He messaged his mother to let her know he was staying with Leland. Not that she’d care. Then he started down the unlit road, the cold crawling inside his coat and raising goosebumps on his skin.
He didn’t notice the headlights moving along the gravel until they lit his face. He covered his eyes and kept walking. The motor gunned. 
Derek had a split-second to react before the sedan leapt at him. He jumped out of the way and ran for the tracks. Was the driver drunk? The dark-colored sedan skidded to a halt and backed up as Derek caught his breath. 
“What the hell?”
Derek turned and sprinted when the car shot forward. Frigid air burned his lungs and sapped his strength. The bumper brushed his leg as he scampered out of the way. The sedan wheeled around, the driver preparing for another attack. Derek’s heart slammed. The maniac meant to kill him.
As the car swerved, he caught sight of the driver. No, this wasn’t real. 
The driver wore a Halloween pumpkin mask. Derek froze. 
The door flew open on the sedan. Moonlight glimmered off the butcher’s knife as the macabre figure stalked across the road. Derek ran.
The maniac’s footsteps pounded the earth behind him. Closing in. As Derek increased his speed, the masked stranger threw himself at Derek and tackled him to the ground. Screaming for help, Derek rolled to his back and stared at the mask’s leering grin. A hand gripped his throat and squeezed, pinning him in place.
The blade plunged into his chest. Blood geysered and splattered the mask. Derek’s mouth fell open.
The killer glared down at Derek until the teenager’s eyes fluttered and fell shut. 
Blood pooled beneath the boy as he sucked in his last breath.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
October 31st
12:35 a.m.
 
 
A thump in the dark brought Raven awake.
She sat up in bed and reached for her gun on the nightstand. Fog slithered down the window, gray light pouring across the hardwood floors. Holding the weapon, she held her breath and listened. It was quiet now, the sound of a crypt in the dead of night. Chalking the noise up to a dream, she set the gun aside and lay back on the pillow. She was making herself crazy. Mark Benson wouldn’t return to Nightshade County after escaping prison. He’d scramble for the border, reach Mexico before the police closed in. She couldn’t shake the memory of Benson’s eyes the night Darren and Deputy Lambert caught the kidnapper on a farm-to-market road outside Wolf Lake. Those eyes had promised revenge if he ever caught Raven again. 
Raven placed the extra pillow over her eyes and blocked out the moonlight. Her chest rose and fell as her breathing regulated. She wanted to call Darren. More so, she wished the state park ranger was here to watch over the house. She chided herself for being a coward. Raven could best most men in a fight, and she’d tackled and subdued fleeing male suspects who’d outweighed her by fifty pounds. She spent five days per week in the gym, ran intervals on the treadmill, benched one-hundred-fifty pounds five times without breaking a sweat, and squatted more weight than the muscle heads. 
So why was she so scared?
Sleep crept up on her. The thump came again. From inside the house.
Raven bolted upright and clutched the gun, pulse racing as she edged off the bed. A floorboard groaned under her weight.
She stood at the bedroom door and waited. If Benson was in the house, he’d find Mom’s room first. Hers was the first down the hallway. 
Gritting her teeth, Raven turned the handle and opened the door. Peered down the dark hallway. Mom’s door stood closed, the bathroom door open halfway with a sliver of silver light scraping the threshold. Raven set her back against the frame, then spun into the hall with the weapon aimed into the gloom. 
Footsteps trailed through the house. From the kitchen?
Raven followed the wall. After she cleared the bathroom, she waited outside Mom’s door. Serena usually snored, another reason Raven slept with a spare pillow over her head. But it was quiet inside Mom’s bedroom. A terrifying image popped into Raven’s mind. Mom’s body splayed across the bed, the sheets soaked with blood as Mark Benson loomed over her with an ax.
Raven reached for the door when someone bumped the kitchen table. She crept to the end of the hallway and stared across the living room. A shadowed figure swayed in the kitchen.
The refrigerator door opened, flooding the kitchen with light. Raven released her breath.
“Mom, why are you walking around in the dark?”
Serena’s braids matched Raven’s hairstyle, minus the beads. At forty-one, Serena was only sixteen years older than her daughter. She’d given birth to Raven during her junior year of high school. The boy who’d impregnated her refused to be a father, and Serena never mentioned him, though Raven had dug around and discovered the deadbeat still lived in Harmon. Jerome Ayers. One of these days, Raven hoped to cross paths with Ayers and stare into his eyes after she told him he was her father. 
“Sorry, babe. I didn’t want to wake you.” Well, you did, Raven thought as she slipped the gun behind her back. Serena’s eyes widened. “What in God’s name are you doing with a gun?”
Raven brushed the hair out of her eyes and strutted past her mother.
“I thought you were a prowler.”
“Would a prowler sneak a midnight snack?” Serena pulled a blackberry pie from the refrigerator and set it on the counter. Raven laughed to herself. Only her mother could eat dessert after midnight and never gain a pound. The woman had the metabolism of a jackrabbit. “Can I cut you a slice?”
Raven’s mouth watered. Nobody baked pies like Serena Hopkins, though Naomi Mourning gave Mom a run for her money. If those two opened a shop, Ruth Sims and the Broken Yolk would go out of business. 
“I’d better not. If I eat this late, I’ll wreck my stomach.”
Serena plated her dessert and set it at the kitchen table. Raven filled two glasses with water and sat across from her mother. Serena took a bite and pointed at Raven with her fork.
“You’re a bundle of nerves tonight. What’s gotten into you?”
Raven sipped her water and stared through the window. The foggy night held too many secrets.
“I can’t sleep. Mark Benson escaped prison.”
Serena set down her fork and leaned forward.
“The man who kidnapped you? How in the world did he escape?”
“I don’t know the details. Kane Grove PD phoned Chelsey after they received the news. Chelsey is close with two of their officers. They promised to let her know if Benson or Ramos got out of jail.”
Serena scoffed.
“Typical. The guards barely pay attention to the white prisoners. They probably let him roam freely. If Benson was black, they’d have found him by now.”
“Benson and Ramos weren’t in maximum security. But I wouldn’t describe their accommodations as a country club.”
“You don’t think he’ll come here, do you?”
Raven scrubbed a hand down her face.
“I doubt it. But it pays to be careful. It’s best if you’re not alone in the house until they catch him.”
Raven’s mother waved the idea away.
“I’m not scared of some over the hill steroid freak. We’re from Harmon, baby girl. A guy like Mark Benson wouldn’t survive five minutes in our old neighborhood.”
“Be that as it may, we need to be extra careful until the storm blows over. That means I’m watching your back.”
“I’m not keeping you from Darren. Girl, I’m forty-one, and you have your own life to lead. Don’t need no babysitter, understand?”
Serena forked another scoop of blackberry pie into her mouth and chewed without a care. 
“I’ll call Darren in the morning. We’d planned to hang out on Halloween night. No reason we can’t get together here.”
Serena harrumphed.
“Nobody wants their mom around when they bring a date home. Go to the cabin. I’ll be fine.”
“What if you spent the evening with LeVar?”
“He don’t want to spend Halloween night with his mother, either.” After swallowing the last of the pie, Serena pushed the plate aside. “Tell you what. Naomi wanted company tomorrow night. I’ll spend the evening with her, if it’ll get you off my back.”
“Thanks. That would put my mind at ease.”
“Besides, Naomi and I got business to discuss.”
Raven lifted her eyes.
“What’s going on?”
“There’s a sales position open at Shepherd Systems, and Naomi thinks I’d be good for the job.”
Raven set her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her palm.
“That’s great, Mom. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“Because I wanted it to be a surprise.”
A million concerns assailed Raven at once. Sales positions were high-pressure jobs. What if Serena buckled under the pressure and relapsed?
“It’s a lot to consider, Mom. You’ll deal with business people who don’t want to hear from you, and you might need to travel.”
“Don’t worry about me. Your Mom can handle it. Y’all know I don’t take no for an answer.”
“Truth.”
“Besides, I don’t wanna mooch off my daughter for the rest of my life.”
Reaching across the table, Raven held her mother’s hand.
“You’re not a mooch. My home is your home, and that’s forever.”
Tears glistened in Serena’s eyes.
“That’s a charitable gesture. But I don’t deserve it, not after I tossed my daughter out of the apartment just because she wouldn’t sit by while I got high every day.”
“Mom, that’s all in the past.”
Serena straightened her back and set her palms on the table.
“Not for me. I’ll never forget what I did to you and LeVar. If it takes me a lifetime, I’ll make it up to you.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
October 31st
2:05 a.m.
 
 
Thomas wasn’t sure where he was when the call pulled him out of a dream. He rolled over, wiped the sleep from his eyes, and lay upon the empty half of the bed. Chelsey left before midnight, and the bed seemed cavernous without her. 
“Hello,” he muttered, coughing into his hand.
His vision cleared when the dispatcher relayed her report. A Kane Grove PD squad car had responded to a complaint of someone screaming. A teenage boy lay dead beside the railroad tracks outside Barton Falls, stabbed multiple times.
Thomas pulled his clothes on, let Jack outside to do his business, then rushed to his silver Ford F-150. No time to swap the truck for his cruiser at the station. The motor fired to life before he turned the truck down the lake road. Halfway to Barton Falls, his dispatcher spoke over the radio.
“Be advised, the ETA on unit two is five minutes. Kane Grove PD will meet you at the scene.”
Unit two was Deputy Veronica Aguilar. Thomas’s lead deputy was scheduled on day shifts. The harsh realities of the job made it impossible to keep a consistent sleep schedule. 
Barton Falls was a failed industrial town outside Kane Grove. A graveyard of closed factories and warehouses with boarded windows stretched across Barton Falls in a checkerboard of regret. There was a McDonald’s and a gas station in the town center, and little else beyond a stray newspaper dancing across the road at the whim of the wind. A garbage can rolled on its side, spilling something wet and sticky at the corner of Main and Spruce. A tomcat licked at the muck.
Thomas studied the residences as he passed through town. No cookie cutter upscale developments here. This was once a thriving town with hopes for the future. A computer chip maker purchased property during the early nineties, but pulled out of the contract after the company received a better offer from Buffalo. When Thomas was thirteen, the worst thunderstorm New York had seen in decades tore a hole through Barton Falls and demolished homes, flattening the few thriving businesses on the town’s west side. A curse hung over Barton Falls. Nothing good happened here.
He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and waited for the traffic light to change. Why was a teenage boy at the railroad tracks after midnight on a school night? He thought of one reason—the kid was partying with his friends. Then what? An argument started and someone stabbed the boy? The light flicked green, and Thomas pressed his foot on the gas. 
The fog found him when he turned down a dirt and gravel access road. Mist slumbered over the meadow, wisps glowing beneath the moonlight as it ebbed and flowed across the gravel. Emergency lights whirled behind the wall of fog. Cutting off his high beams, he slowed the truck to a crawl, worried an officer might search for evidence along the shoulder.
When he arrived at the railroad tracks, two Kane Grove PD cruisers were on site. He recognized Detective Presley. Presley had responded to the Justine Adkins kidnapping in Kane Grove. Tall and lanky, the detective wore her almond hair in a shaggy bob. Judging by her mussed hair, she hadn’t been awake long. 
Thomas stepped down from the truck and met Presley beside the tracks. A thin layer of frost sparkled like fallen stars. 
“Sheriff.”
“Detective Presley. What do we have?”
She gestured across the meadow at a row of houses. Most of the windows were dark, but a few poured light into their yards. 
“A neighbor reported a scream after midnight. County requested we send a cruiser through the neighborhood. Found nothing on the first sweep. Officer Stanton spotted the body when he took the access road out of Barton Falls.”
“Any idea who the boy is?”
“None. We didn’t find a wallet on him.”
“Not even a driver’s license?”
“Typical teenager. My girl forgets her license on the counter all the time. Can’t convince her to put the wallet in her purse. These kids pay for everything with their phones nowadays.”
Thomas glanced up as Aguilar’s cruiser pulled behind his truck. Stocky and muscular, dark hair cut short, Aguilar barely eclipsed five feet in shoes. Her commanding presence drew eyes and respect. Officer Stanton touched the tip of his cap when Aguilar passed.
Thomas briefed Aguilar and pointed at the houses on the far side of the meadow.
“Go door to door and find a witness. Someone must have seen who did this.”
Presley, dressed in a pantsuit and heels, stepped gingerly across the road and followed Thomas toward the tracks. The heels weren’t optimal for walking through a frosty meadow. The dead teenager had dark brown hair and a youthful face that made him appear younger than he was. Red stains soaked his jacket, and mud plastered his jeans. Blood coagulated beneath his back and fanned out across the ground like wings. His eyes lay open. Lifeless, yet clinging to the last terror he’d witnessed before the blade plunged through his chest. He was a good-looking boy, Thomas thought. The type of kid who wouldn’t have a hard time catching a girl’s eye. 
“Multiple stab wounds,” Presley said. “This was personal.”
Thomas grunted in agreement. Guns were the most efficient murder weapons. Bullets cut down fleeing enemies and allowed a murderer to kill a foe without dirtying his hands. Stabbing someone was personal, an act of rage and hatred. Lying in the mist, the boy didn’t seem like anyone who’d engendered hatred. But looks were deceiving.
Shoe prints covered the ground. Which prints belonged to the killer? After studying the boy, Thomas stood and turned. Scattered footprints sank into the soft ground along the road. Sweeping his flashlight across the prints, Thomas followed the trail with Presley beside him. From his evidence kit, he placed yellow markers beside a tire track and two prints. 
“The murderer drove after our victim.” Thomas stopped and squinted. “I see one pair of shoe prints until the tire tracks stop along the shoulder. Then a second pair.”
Presley knelt where the tire tracks ended. 
“So the boy fled from the vehicle and left the road for the railroad tracks. The killer abandoned his vehicle and pursued on foot, catching him before the boy made it across the meadow.”
“Sure looks that way.” 
Thomas lifted his radio.
“Aguilar, the killer drove to and from the scene. Ask the neighbors if anyone noticed an unfamiliar vehicle on the access road after midnight.”
“Will do, Sheriff.”
A van stopped along the shoulder, and the Kane Grove PD crime scene techs piled out with their evidence kits. Virgil Harbough, the Nightshade County Medical Examiner, would arrive within the hour. 
The crime techs erected an open-sided police tent twenty yards from the body. Thomas snapped photographs each time he placed an evidence marker. A ruler along the edge of the marker allowed Thomas to record the size of each shoe print.
Presley bent down beside him and aimed her light into the grass.
“What’s that?”
Thomas narrowed his eyes and used tweezers to pluck the orange fabric out of the weeds. It could have been stray garbage unrelated to the case. His intuition told him otherwise as he slipped the fabric into an evidence bag and held it up to the light. Thomas glanced at Presley.
“I might be crazy, but it looks like it came from a Halloween mask.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
October 31st
6:00 a.m.
 
 
It took four hours for the Kane Grove crime techs to reconstruct the scene. A sliver of gray lay on the horizon, but dawn’s approach did nothing to abate the cold. Exhausted officers hopped in place and clutched Styrofoam coffee cups, condensation clouds forming as they spoke. 
At least it wasn’t windy, Thomas told himself. He pulled his coat together and wished he’d worn a second layer beneath his clothes. The building light beyond the hills warned him he should be elsewhere. Solving this murder was his responsibility, but his thoughts kept returning to the call Kane Grove PD placed to Chelsey. Raven’s kidnapper, the man who swore he’d get revenge, had broken out of prison. Thomas needed to be two places at once. He couldn’t protect his friends until he figured out who murdered the teenage boy.
He lifted his phone and called LeVar. After seven rings, he gave up. At six in the morning, LeVar was still asleep and probably hadn’t heard about Benson’s escape. LeVar had worked until late at the Broken Yolk last night. He needed to keep up with his studies, and his workday at Wolf Lake Consulting began at noon. Better to let him sleep. LeVar would be useless to Raven if he was too tired to keep his eyes open. Thomas sent a text message to LeVar’s phone. He’d read the message when he awoke.
Detective Presley and Deputy Aguilar walked back from the tent and joined Thomas beside the railroad tracks. Aguilar handed him a cup of coffee. He raised a questioning eyebrow.
“You told me this stuff would eat a hole in my stomach.”
“Good luck finding herbal tea out here,” Aguilar said, scrunching her face after she sipped her coffee. “If it keeps us awake, we’ll make do. You seem preoccupied.”
Thomas glanced up the road. A roadblock prevented looky-loos from interfering with the investigation. Taking another sip, he told Aguilar about Mark Benson.
“Benson is a fool if he returns to Nightshade County,” Aguilar said. “Once we finish here, I’ll be happy to check on Raven.”
“I’d appreciate that.”
“It was Officer Stanton who called Chelsey Byrd last night,” Presley said. “Kane Grove PD is searching for Benson. If he shows his face, we’ll catch him.”
Thomas’s mind flashed back to the Jeremy Hyde case. While Thomas and the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department searched for the man murdering prostitutes in Harmon, the psychopath stalked Thomas and the Mourning family, breaking inside his house and painting Hero on the upstairs wall. Killers hung in the shadows and found you before you identified them. Locked doors didn’t stand in their way. Was Benson a murderer in the making?
Aguilar must have recognized the worry on his face. She touched his shoulder.
“Mark Benson isn’t getting past me. Even if he does, Raven Hopkins is the last person he wants to mess with.”
“I’m not convinced he’ll come to Kane Grove,” said Thomas. “If he’s motivated by revenge, Benson will head for Wolf Lake.”
“Any chance Benson killed our John Doe? I realize it’s a shot in the dark, but Barton Falls is the first town Benson would pass through if he was making a beeline for Wolf Lake.”
“What’s his motivation? Benson and Damian Ramos kidnapped Ellie Fisher and placed a ransom on her head. Then he went after Raven because she was close to solving Fisher’s disappearance. No, he wouldn’t randomly murder a kid in Barton Falls.”
“He might have done it for money,” Presley said. “We didn’t find a wallet on the teenager.”
She had a point. Maybe Benson murdered the boy and stole his wallet. He’d need money to escape the country.
Aguilar nodded and said, “Whoever our killer is, he has transportation.”
“Your witness spotted a dark sedan driving erratically on the access road,” said Thomas.
“Shortly after midnight, yes. She couldn’t determine the make or model because of the fog. But there was someone out here around the time Kane Grove PD received the screaming complaint.”
Presley lifted her chin at a heavyset man with a gray, bushy beard strutting in their direction.
“Looks like the techs are ready to walk us through the scene.”
Thomas drained the last of his coffee and tossed the cup into a garbage bag. The lumbering tech was named Griffith. 
“If you’ll follow me, Sheriff,” Griffith said, motioning for Presley and Aguilar to join them.
The tech used fluorescent paint at each evidence point to reconstruct the murder. 
“I found tire tracks leading off the road and along the shoulder,” Griffiths said, sweeping his flashlight over the tracks. “Notice how the footprints trail away from the passenger side.”
“Those must belong to the victim,” Presley said.
Griffith nodded and strode into the field where the tire tracks ended.
“There’s a new set of shoe prints here,” the tech said, flashing his light over the indentations. “Two of the prints are clear enough to cast. Our killer leapt from the driver’s side and pursued the victim on foot.”
“Which tells us the killer acted alone,” Aguilar added.
“Right. If he had an accomplice, the partner could have caught the victim sooner by jumping out on the passenger side.” Griffith led them along the road to a muddy streak amid the weeds, marked by glowing paint. “The victim lost his footing in the weeds and scrambled up. That explains the muddy jeans and the dirt on his palms. But the killer hadn’t caught him yet.”
The tech aimed the light along the meadow. Two pairs of shoe prints arrowed toward the kill site. Another splash of paint highlighted where the fatal struggle had taken place.
“Our killer caught the teenager here and stabbed him seven times in the chest. No wallet or identification on the boy, but we sent the phone Stanton found back to the lab. Once we unlock the phone, we’ll determine who he is.”
Officer Stanton had found an iPhone in the tall weeds off the road. The screen cracked when it fell, and the case was caked with mud. Thomas hoped the phone still functioned. 
After the walk through, Griffith returned to his team and helped them take the tent down. A Kane Grove PD cruiser pulled off the curb and headed out of town.
“This doesn’t feel like a robbery,” Thomas said. 
“Could be a drug deal gone wrong,” said Presley. “Nothing good happens after dark in Barton Falls, especially outside the old train yards.”
“How bad is the drug problem in town?”
“It gets a little worse every year. There’s no hope in Barton Falls, and people turn to narcotics to escape reality.”
“Who supplies the town?”
“We have a few smalltime pushers in Barton Falls. But the largest players are the 315 Royals in Harmon.”
Thomas lifted his gaze. Jeremy Hyde had been a member of the Royals.
“The Royals come out this far?”
“We suspect they do. With the Harmon Kings out of the running, the Royals are feeling their oats. They’ll take over the county if we don’t rein them in.”
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
October 31st
7:00 a.m.
 
 
Scout stayed inside her room and feigned coughing until her mother’s car pulled out of the driveway. Then she wheeled herself down the hall and into the kitchen, where she toasted a bagel and lathered it with strawberry jam. She hadn’t played hooky in years, and her head swam with anticipation. After listening to Violet Lyon’s murder, Scout had barely slept a wink. By the end of the day, she’d figure out the girl’s identity and learn if Violet was dead, or if the podcaster had swindled her listeners.
She opened the closet and reached for her winter jacket. Halloween was too soon for this much cold. A tug dislodged the coat from the hanger. After Scout shrugged into the jacket, she slipped through the deck door and pushed herself across the frosty yard, following the concrete path Thomas paved last spring. Before he carved the path, she always got stuck in the soggy ground. 
The cold took her breath away. LeVar’s house seemed a million miles in the distance. When she finally reached the door, she knocked once and waited, her teeth chattering as the frigid morning froze her nose hairs. Before she knocked again, the door opened. LeVar leaned in the entryway, wiping the sleep out of his eyes, his dreadlocks spilling off his shoulders. She held back a snicker when she noticed his Batman pajama bottoms.
“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”
“I told Mom I had a sore throat.”
“So now I’m aiding and abetting. Great.” He motioned her inside with a sweep of his arm. “Come on in before we freeze to death.”
The guest house was too small for a full kitchen. LeVar kept milk and cold cuts in a small refrigerator beside the sink. They passed the kitchen nook and entered the front room. An expansive window offered an unencumbered view of Wolf Lake. Nobody was on the water this morning. Fog drifted off the lake and blanketed the shoreline, concealing the path to the state park and Darren Holt’s cabin. LeVar fell into a chair. A half-eaten bowl of Cheerios rested on a card table. He spooned his breakfast into his mouth before it turned soggy.
“Why are you ditching school?”
“Didn’t you get my message about Violet’s show?”
He tapped his phone.
“I got it. What’s all the excitement about?”
Scout retold her story. LeVar leaned back and laughed at the ceiling.
“You got played.”
“It sounded real.”
“Violet Lyon is a drama queen, aight? She probably planned that show for months. Ain’t nobody dead, Scout. Call your Mom and tell her you feel better. I’ll drive you to school.”
“Not until I’m sure Violet is okay.” 
“She duped you. Tonight, she’ll announce it was all a joke.”
“Perhaps, but consider the alternative.”
“What alternative?”
“That a girl died last night and nobody knows.”
As she pushed the wheelchair around the table, LeVar glanced up.
“Now what are you up to? Don’t tell me you’re starting another investigation. My brain don’t function before nine.”
“Then I’ll handle the investigation on my own. Anyhow, it’s my computer.”
Scout had donated her desktop computer so their amateur investigation team could research cases. The guest house had become their unofficial headquarters.
“When Violet appears on her show tonight, don’t act like I didn’t warn you.” 
While Scout opened a browser and called up Violet Lyon’s website, LeVar shifted his chair and peeked over her shoulder.
“I thought you said you weren’t interested.”
“Never said that. Only said Violet Lyon pulled a fast one on you.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard. “Hey, haven’t you searched for this girl before?”
“Yeah.”
“And how did that go?”
“Not as well as it will this time.”
He gave an unconvinced shrug.
“If you say so. Some people don’t want to be found.” He rose from the chair and carried the bowl back to the sink. He returned with two apples and set one beside her on the desk. “You need something healthy to eat.”
“How do you know I didn’t eat a healthy breakfast?”
“’Cause you got bagel breath.”
Scout didn’t acknowledge his comment. When he glanced out the window, she breathed against her hand. Yeah, her breath smelled like an onion bagel. Clearing her throat, she lifted the apple. Honeycrisp, her favorite. Two weeks ago, before the weather had taken a turn for the worse, LeVar drove Scout and Naomi to an apple orchard in the Finger Lakes. She was pleased the orchard still had Honeycrisp apples on the trees. They’d stuffed two bags with Gala, Fuji, and McIntosh before LeVar found the Honeycrisp trees. Scout bit into the apple, closed her eyes, and grinned.
LeVar sat beside her.
“They’re the best, yeah?” 
“Thank you,” she said. “I needed this.” As she worked, she noticed LeVar glaring at his phone and scratching the back of his neck. “You look stressed.”
“Got a text from Shep Dawg this morning.” That was the nickname LeVar had given Thomas after he became interim sheriff. “Remember those two guys who abducted Raven and that Ellie Fisher woman?”
Scout set the mouse aside and turned her chair to face him.
“Damian Ramos and Mark Benson?”
“Benson escaped prison, and Thomas is worried he’ll make trouble for Raven.”
Scout’s skin prickled. 
“If the sheriff wrote you, he must be concerned. What’s your plan?”
LeVar dropped his face into his palm and let out a breath.
“I got class at nine and work at noon. Can’t be in three places at the same time.”
“Have you spoken to Raven?”
He tapped the phone against his thigh.
“I’ll call her. But first, I gotta shower so I’m not late for class. You okay working on your own?” Scout raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, I figured you would be. Have at it.”
The bathroom door closed. When the shower started, Scout played with the mouse, suddenly distracted. The cold terror of Jeremy Hyde stalking her family returned. The serial killer had recorded video of Scout in the backyard and uploaded it to the internet, a boast to prove he could reach Scout anytime he desired. Now Raven had her own stalker. 
Scout straightened in the chair. Not only would she locate Violet Lyon and solve the mystery today, she’d track Mark Benson and keep Raven safe. There were too many eyes in the world to hide forever. Everyone left breadcrumbs to follow.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
October 31st
7:55 a.m.
 
 
“Awesome show last night, Valerie.”
Valerie Leonard smiled over her shoulder and thanked the sophomore boy. She recognized him from the halls—Barton Falls was a small school—but couldn’t recall his name. More compliments followed her down the corridor as she swung her knapsack over her shoulder. 
“Oh my God, you’re alive!”
Nancy gave Valerie a high-five as they passed in the hallway. Valerie didn’t need to party and get high like her friends did. Reactions from the podcast gave her the rush she craved. And she’d grown her bank account to five figures over the last year, all from advertising and T-shirt sales. Since she’d fooled her friends, imagine how many listeners bought the gag. She was going about this the wrong way. If she dragged the storyline out another few weeks and spiked her ratings…
No, that wouldn’t work. Who would host tonight’s show? Derek? 
Valerie’s stomach fluttered with butterflies, and it wasn’t just from the excitement her latest show had generated. Ever since Derek kissed her and made his intentions known, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. She’d hoped for this for months. Now they were a couple. Spending the weekend alone in his house with his parents on vacation made her heart pound.
She stopped at her locker and screwed up the combination twice before getting it right. After trading her social studies book for her trigonometry notes, she fished the literature essay out of her folder. She’d stayed awake until two in the morning writing the paper, and her body dragged despite the excitement coursing through her veins. 
“Good morning, Ms. Leonard.”
Valerie jumped and whipped around. Mr. Pierpoint loomed over her, his eyes shadowed by his prominent brow. In his middle-thirties, the literature teacher pulled eyes. He was blessed with high cheekbones and wispy blonde hair. The teacher’s lean physique spoke of a man who exercised daily and ate healthy. Still, something about the man gave Valerie the creeps. Maybe it was the way he always appeared out of nowhere, right behind her. Valerie brushed the hair out of her eyes.
“Mr. Pierpoint.”
“I trust you finished your paper on time. Rumor has it last night was a busy one for you. Priorities, Ms. Leonard.”
“I finished my paper.” 
She reached into her knapsack for the essay, and he held up a hand. Valerie’s gaze traveled to his ring finger. A pale stripe marked where his wedding ring had been. Had Mr. Pierpoint separated from his wife?
“You’ll turn it in during class like the others. I expect your work will be better than last time.”
“I did my best.”
“Did you? You’re capable of so much, Ms. Leonard. If you put half the effort into your schoolwork as you did your internet broadcast, you’d be a straight-A student.”
She lowered her eyes. Mr. Pierpoint loved Derek and always gave him high marks, even when his work was sub-par. A pang of guilt hit Valerie. So what if Derek got better grades than her. If teachers favored Valerie the way they did Derek, she’d accept the praise and high grades.
“I’ll try to do better,” she said, biting her lip. 
Mr. Pierpoint edged closer, their bodies nearly touching. 
“See that you do. This time next year, you’ll be a freshman in college. Your professors won’t be as forgiving.”
He laid a hand on her shoulder. Inside, she squirmed. Why wouldn’t he leave her alone? This was borderline sexual harassment. Teachers weren’t supposed to touch their students.
“Thank you, Mr. Pierpoint.”
Satisfied for now, he smiled down at her, flashing perfect teeth. Swiveling on his heels, he strode through the crowded hallway toward his classroom. Two popular girls giggled and whispered, shooting glares at Valerie. Great. Now the entire school would talk about her encounter with Mr. Pierpoint. She imagined the crass rumors, the innuendos. 
Where was Derek? 
Valerie glanced down the corridor. Derek usually beat her to school. Worry fluttered inside her chest before she figured out where he was. Odds were Derek never walked home last night. He probably stayed at Leland’s house and got high. A grin hid behind her lips. Derek played the bad boy role now and then, and she liked it. 
Straightening her hair in the mirror, she closed the locker, tugged her skirt to her knees, and walked to homeroom. Her flats made slapping sounds against the polished floor before the bell rang, announcing she was late. She picked up her pace as students passed her on either side. Halloween decorations hung from the walls. Cardboard pumpkins plucked from a craft store, silhouettes of witches on broomsticks, a black cat in front of a full moon. What this place needed was a Michael Myers dummy, or Jason Voorhees wielding a machete. Anything except the safe, family-friendly Halloween decorations the school pedaled every year. She wasn’t in kindergarten anymore. 
Her footfalls echoed off the walls as she climbed the empty stairwell toward the second floor. As she rounded the landing, a man appeared out of nowhere. She yelped and covered her mouth. Except it wasn’t a man, just a dummy dressed in a janitor’s uniform. A mop and bucket stood in the corner, the floor wet and glistening, as though the dummy had come to life and mopped the floor moments before Valerie arrived. It was the orange pumpkin mask atop the dummy’s head that froze Valerie in place. The Halloween Man.
She touched the mop and glared black holes for eyes. Someone had played a trick on her. For a split second, she was sure the dummy had moved.
Valerie ran past the dummy and shot a look over her shoulder before turning the corner. She didn’t stop shaking until she sat at her desk with her knapsack stuffed beneath the chair. Mrs. Wilkinson eyed her disapprovingly from the front of the room. The woman tapped her watch twice, acknowledging Valerie had arrived late for homeroom. Again.
Valerie blew out an exasperated breath and fiddled with her phone. Students gossiped around her. It was all white noise. 
She sent a text to Derek.
Stay up late with Leland last night? Just say no.
She giggled to herself over the Nancy Reagan reference, steadying her nerves after the encounters with Mr. Pierpoint and the strange janitor. A hand touched her back, and Valerie jumped out of her skin. She whirled around to Maxine. The freckled, ginger-haired girl leaned back.
“Whoa. Easy, Valerie.”
“Sorry, I’m a little jumpy this morning.”
“Just a little. So I listened to the show last night.”
Valerie stopped herself from rolling her eyes. A senior member of the drama club, Maxine spent her evenings reading Shakespeare, not watching scary movies. 
“Oh, thanks.”
Maxine covered her mouth.
“It was so good. You had me going for a while. But I said to myself, ‘Valerie is all right. I don’t need to call the police.’”
Setting her phone on the desk, Valerie leaned over her chair.
“You were going to call the police?”
“Heck, yes. You know, Valerie, you should join the drama club. Someone with your skill set would fit right in as a writer or actor.”
“That’s kind of you to say,” said Valerie, figuring Maxine was building her up to bring her down. 
Everyone considered Maxine the best actress to come through their school in decades. Remembering Maxine spent three hours in the auditorium every weekday, rehearsing for the upcoming school play, Valerie cupped her hand to her mouth so the others wouldn’t overhear.
“Hey, Maxine. Is Mr. Pierpoint helping with the school play this year?”
The blood drained from Maxine’s face.
“Oh, God. He is beyond weird,” Maxine said, drawing her chair beside Valerie’s. “He’s not directing this year, but he’s always around. Noelle says he left his wife. Now all he does is stare at us during rehearsal.”
Valerie shook her head.
“I’m not sure.”
“He always watches us from the back of the auditorium. Last week, I opened the girl’s dressing room after rehearsal, and he was paging through the script. The directors aren’t supposed to enter the dressing rooms until after we leave, and Pierpoint isn’t even part of the team. That guy freaks me out.”
The bell rang, signaling first period would begin in three minutes. Valerie gathered her belongings and cringed. She had literature with Mr. Pierpoint during first period. 
As the students filed out of the room, she glanced outside. Through the window, dead autumn leaves blew around the athletic fields. A gray handball wall jutted out of the earth. Beyond that, a row of trees, where a shadow shifted amid the thicket. 
Valerie caught her breath. Someone was watching from the darkness.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
“How are you handling your father’s death?”
Thomas bounces his legs and rubs the back of his hand across his lips. The question is inevitable, yet it catches him off guard. 
Dr. Ryka Mandal brushes sable hair over her shoulder and gives him time to respond. When he first visited Mandal last spring, he found her thick accent distracting. He’s used to it now, her voice familiar as a favorite song.
“I worry about my mother. She wears a smile whenever I enter the room, whether at the office, or when I visit the estate. It seems like an act.”
Mandal nods and waits. He didn’t answer the question. She won’t continue until he voices his own feelings. Which is a problem. He doesn’t know how to respond. Can’t process the myriad emotions churning his insides.
“It’s complicated.”
“The week before he passed, your father said he was proud of you,” she says, prodding him to open up. “That he loved you.”
His chest thickens.
“I don’t recall him speaking those words when I was young.”
“How are you processing everything?”
Mandal crosses one leg over the other and sets her notes aside. This is an important moment. His response should be significant, perhaps even poetic. How does one describe emotions he barely understands? 
“I can’t believe he’s gone. It hurts.”
She nods, coaxing the words out of him as though he’s on his hands and knees in a bathroom, purging his body of a stomach flu. Then the words burst forth without warning.
“My whole life, I wanted to scream in his face. He didn’t allow me to breathe, made me feel unworthy of the family name. And when my interest in law enforcement grew, he called me a fool.” Thomas leans forward and drops his head toward his knees. “I see the truth now. My parents worried about me. They were certain something terrible would happen if I became a police officer, so they acted out of fear.” 
Thomas shakes his head and laughs without mirth.
“And based on all that happened to me, they were right.”
“Yet he showed his pride in the last days of his life and expressed his feelings.”
“Yes. Now I’m unsure how to live without him.”
 
 
 
October 31st
9:50 a.m.
 
 
A shape moved through the fog. Thomas wiped the mist off his face and struggled through the meadow. As he approached, wary of the butcher’s knife clutched in the killer’s hand, the shadow vanished and reappeared a hundred feet away. The fog made it impossible for Thomas to track the suspect. His mind kept flashing back to the teenage boy’s face—eyes peering at the stars, a minefield of stab wounds cutting into his chest. The boy was someone’s child. Who would commit such an atrocity?
“Thomas.”
He swung around in the fog, hearing his father’s voice. 
“Father?”
“Get out of the fog before he finds you.”
“It’s my job to catch him.”
“You’re not safe here, Thomas. It will never be safe, if you insist on risking your life for others.”
His hands swiped at the mist, as though he could wave away the morass. Somewhere, a knocking sound echoed through the meadow.
“Thomas, wake up.”
Thomas blinked three times and opened his eyes. Dull morning light filtered through a slate gray overcast, pouring inside the cruiser. He turned toward the source of the noise and found Aguilar peering through the glass. He turned the key in the ignition and lowered the window.
“Sorry, Sheriff. I know you wanted to sleep a few hours while the techs sifted through the evidence.”
“It’s okay, I’m awake.”
“A shop owner in Wolf Lake phoned the department. She noticed a man lingering outside her shop on Main Street. Claims she recognized the man’s picture from the BOLO on Mark Benson.”
Thomas sat forward.
“Benson is in Wolf Lake?”
“State Police are sending two troopers to the village.”
“Benson returning to Wolf Lake makes sense. Revenge drives his decision making, even though he increases the chances we’ll catch him.”
“Listen, I finished my report. If you want, I can drive back to Wolf Lake and check around.”
Thomas shifted his jaw.
“Talk to the shop owner. Find out if she really saw Benson and check the neighboring stores for security cameras. If we’re lucky, a camera caught him.”
“I’ll get right on it.”
“Check the Main Street traffic camera too.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Dammit. We should convince the village to fund additional cameras. If he stole a vehicle, we need the model and license plate number.”
“Yes, Sheriff. While I’m in the village, should I pay Raven Hopkins a visit?”
“I’d appreciate it, Aguilar. In the meantime, I’ll call Chelsey and make sure she’s aware Benson might be in Wolf Lake. Someone should watch Raven’s back today.”
Thomas crossed the parking lot as Aguilar drove off. The morning air still carried a December bite. A school bus with Halloween decorations taped to the passenger windows rumbled through the intersection, reminding Thomas his priority was catching a killer. It wasn’t safe for children to celebrate the holiday with a murderer loose.
The Kane Grove Police Department sat inside a turn of the century three-story brick building with white doors. The structure also housed the city court. Thomas took the stairs from the lobby to the lower level, the steps difficult to navigate until his eyes adjusted to the gloom. Detective Presley waved him into her office as he passed the front desk. 
“Did you catch some sleep?”
“Enough,” Thomas said, accepting the coffee she offered him. 
“We’re already expanding the search for Mark Benson. The chief sent a cruiser to his old gymnasium. If he still has the keys, that would be a smart place to hide.”
“There’s also a farmhouse outside Wolf Lake. That’s where Ramos and Benson held Ellie Fisher and Raven Hopkins.”
“Give me the background on that story again.”
“Damian Ramos’s fiance hired Wolf Lake Consulting to investigate Ramos over the summer. Turns out her concerns were legitimate. Ramos and Benson wanted her money after they entered some stock trade that went south. They were both over-leveraged, and Benson’s gym teetered close to bankruptcy. The two men kidnapped Ellie Fisher, who Ramos and Benson knew from the gym. Fisher’s family left her a sizable inheritance, enough money to make Benson’s troubles disappear. After Fisher vanished, Raven Hopkins suspected Ramos and drove to Benson’s gym to spy on him. Benson attacked her in the locker room and took her to the farmhouse with Fisher.”
“Sounds like Benson is desperate for money and revenge.”
“What do we have on our John Doe?”
Presley motioned at the seat across from her desk. Thomas slid into the chair as Presley typed on her computer.
“So the techs haven’t gotten the phone to turn on yet. The drop caused internal damage, and water seeped inside the case.”
“What about the SD card?”
“The team is pulling data off the card now. No guarantees, but if they grab the data, we’ll obtain the information we need to identify the boy. At the same time, I’m searching the missing persons database. So far, no teenagers match our teenager’s description.”
“That’s crazy. You’d think his parents would be worried sick.”
Presley sighed.
“That was my assumption too. Except we’re dealing with Barton Falls. The family structure cracked decades ago in that town.”
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
October 31st
10:00 a.m.
 
 
Wolf Lake Consulting smelled like a movie theater. Inside the kitchen, the microwave whirred and buzzed as popcorn kernels burst inside a sealed bag. Seated at her desk, Raven leaned back in her chair and switched the phone to her other ear.
“Chances are Benson won’t come after me,” Raven told Darren, not believing her own words.
Sitting at her desk, she listened as Chelsey opened cupboards inside the kitchen. Wolf Lake Consulting resided in a two-bedroom, single-story house three miles from the lake. Nestled in the village center, the converted home was a short walk from eateries and cafes. But Chelsey and Raven preferred taking advantage of the kitchen and eating at work. Raven’s stomach couldn’t handle anything heavier than popcorn this morning, not with an escaped convict stalking her. 
“I wish I could be there,” Darren said. 
She heard him swishing through the grass and pictured him walking the ridge trail. Raven propped her feet on the desk.
“You can’t abandon the state park. We’ll get together after work, like we planned.”
“Raven, I don’t want you alone today.”
“Chelsey is working with me this morning, and LeVar starts his shift at noon. I’m safe.”
“You’re armed?”
“Always.”
Darren groaned.
“This situation doesn’t feel right.”
“Don’t worry about me. Listen, if you want to do me a solid, check with my mother. Naomi Mourning is picking her up after work. Until then, Mom’s alone at the house.”
“She’s taking the danger seriously?”
“Not really, but I can’t mother her twenty-four hours a day. Anyhow, the faster we catch Benson, the better.”
“I’ll call your mother now.”
Raven thanked Darren and ended the call as Chelsey carried the popcorn bowl into the office. Chelsey set two cans of sparkling water on the desk and popped a kernel into her mouth. Since their blowup over the summer, Raven and Chelsey had grown close again. At her lowest point, Chelsey had collapsed at the mall during an anxiety attack. She’d boxed herself in, pushing away her friends as Chelsey had done when major depression crippled her during her teenage years. Since she’d spoken with a therapist, the color had returned to Chelsey’s face, and she attacked each day with renewed vigor. Her rekindled relationship with Thomas played a role, though Raven suspected Chelsey’s improved mental health caused her to reunite with Thomas, rather than the other way around. A chicken and egg scenario.
Still, Raven watched Chelsey like a hawk as her friend called up their case notes on a terminal. It was important Chelsey focused on her health, rather than looking after others. Depression wasn’t a sign of weakness. Chemical imbalances explained many depression cases. Provided Chelsey sought counseling and followed her prescriptions, she’d stay a step ahead of depression.
“Let’s start at the beginning,” Chelsey said, clicking a photograph of Mark Benson. 
A tremble moved through Raven’s body. She studied Benson’s picture—gray hair and mustached, a chiseled chin. Benson might have looked like someone’s friendly uncle were it not for the devilry swimming inside his black eyes. The first time Raven encountered Benson was outside his gym. While she photographed Ramos flirting with Ellie Fisher, Benson watched her over the security cameras. The muscular gym owner accosted Raven in the parking lot, claiming he’d call the police if she didn’t leave.
“Where would Benson go after escaping prison?” Chelsey asked, tapping his picture with her nails.
“He doesn’t have transportation. The county impounded his vehicle after the arrest. If I was Benson, I’d steal a car after I escaped prison. Something nondescript, nothing flashy.”
Chelsey called up a list of stolen vehicles reported after yesterday’s escape. 
“Wow. Four-hundred-seventy-two vehicles stolen statewide in the last twenty-four hours. I love New York.”
“That doesn’t narrow our search.”
“Maybe if we confine the scan to the area around the prison.” The browser paused as internet traffic slowed to a crawl. “Here we go. Fourteen vehicles.”
“That’s better. Print the list so we have copies.”
Chelsey snatched the papers off the printer and handed Raven a copy. 
“What else do we know about Mark Benson?”
“Besides that he’s a psycho? He was broke. That’s why he abducted Ellie Fisher.” Raven snapped her fingers. “Now that I think about it, Benson closed his bank account and withdrew the last of his money a day before the arrest.”
“How much did he withdraw?”
“A little over a thousand dollars. Not enough to live off, but he could buy a plane or bus ticket.”
Setting an ankle on her knee, Chelsey leaned back in her chair and munched popcorn.
“He must have hidden his money before the sheriff’s department caught him. Does he still own the gym in Kane Grove?”
Raven shook her head.
“Bankrupt.”
“Did another business purchase the building?”
Scratching her chin, Raven rolled the chair to her desk and loaded a Kane Grove real estate website on the computer. After perusing the commercial listings, she set the mouse aside and said, “The property is still for sale. The realty agency is marketing the building as a gymnasium and fitness center.”
“So they haven’t gutted the building, and the equipment is still inside. Interesting.”
“You think he stashed the money in the gym?”
“That would be risky, but Benson isn’t the sharpest tool in the drawer.”
“Perhaps he hid the money inside the farmhouse. I drove past that place last month. It’s uninhabited.”
“That gives us two places to search for Benson.”
Raven slid her chair to Chelsey’s desk.
“I’m concerned he’ll make trouble for Ellie Fisher. What if he kidnaps her again and ransoms her off?”
“That would be insane. Every law enforcement agency in the country would expect him to go after Fisher.”
“The most dangerous criminal is the one who doesn’t care, and Benson has nothing to lose. Even if he makes it across the border, he won’t survive without money.”
“True. So what do we do?”
“Stake out the gym and the farmhouse,” Raven said.
“We can’t watch two places at-once.”
“Wait until LeVar shows up at noon and take him with you to the farmhouse. I’ll swing past the gym, then check on Ellie Fisher on my way back to Wolf Lake.”
“No, you won’t. You aren’t going anywhere alone.”
“What’s the risk? I’ll watch the gymnasium from across the street.” When Chelsey sent her a disapproving glare, Raven blew the hair out of her eyes. “I’ll be around people. Benson won’t attack me in broad daylight with a few dozen witnesses nearby. Besides, I’m prepared for every eventuality.”
Raven patted the holstered gun.
“I don’t like this. At least take Darren with you.”
“Darren can’t leave the park until four. By then, Benson will grab the money and slip through our fingers.”
“LeVar is a raw recruit. What if we canvass the farmhouse, and Benson shows up? I can’t predict how your brother will react.”
“Have faith in LeVar. He’s experienced far worse than Mark Benson.”
“I’d feel better with you as my partner. How about we drive past the gym on the off chance he stopped by, then stake out the house together? Send LeVar to interview Ellie Fisher.”
“We don’t have time. Every second we waste debating our next move puts us further behind.”
Chelsey shook her head and handed Raven a radio.
“Just in case you lose cell coverage. I want updates from you every ten minutes. I swear, Raven. If you don’t reply on time, I’ll call Thomas and tell him to send the search party after you.”
Raven set a hand on Chelsey’s arm.
“I can take care of myself. Let me tell you something, Chelsey. Nobody threatens me or my family and gets away with it. When I catch Benson, he’ll wish he never crossed me.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
October 31st
10:10 a.m.
 
 
Ugh. 
Mr. Pierpoint was driving her nuts.
Valerie slammed her locker and checked the time. Five minutes until study hall. Pierpoint barely acknowledged her after she turned in her essay, despite his admonition this morning. He just stared at Derek’s open chair and grilled Valerie over her boyfriend’s whereabouts. 
Her boyfriend. Wow, that happened fast. 
What was Pierpoint’s obsession with Derek? Sure, he was the teacher’s pet. But Pierpoint paid Derek too much attention, always asking him what he did over the weekend, comparing notes on their favorite musical artists, as if Pierpoint wasn’t almost twice Derek’s age. What a creep. Then, after a rough social studies lecture that almost put Valerie to sleep, Pierpoint encountered her in the hallway, again asking about Derek. His eyes held knowledge. Almost like he knew where Derek was, but wanted to test Valerie. So weird.
Calling up her web statistics on her phone, she checked last night’s numbers and swallowed. Sometimes, the podcast listener counter ran behind and caught up the next day. She’d tripled her listeners. If Mom and Dad couldn’t pay for college, Valerie would cover the expenses from advertising. That settled it. If she ended the story tonight, she’d leave money on the table. Time to cash in on her success. The show needed to go on.
What was scarier than a madman murdering Valerie on-air? It came to her. What if the Halloween Man hosted the show? Her listeners might imagine Valerie’s dead body slumped in the corner and gathering flies while the killer spoke to them. Derek needed to reprise his role.
She dialed his phone and listened as it rang. Strange, the call didn’t dump her into his voice-mail. She hung up and sent a text.
Where the hell are you? Pierpoint is losing his mind because you didn’t turn in your paper. Write me back. Got a great idea for tonight’s show. It involves you and a sharp knife. Ha!
Ten seconds passed. Then thirty.
So, yeah. I want you to play the Halloween Man. You host the show. One night only. Warn everyone to lock their doors before you go on another killing spree.
Still no reply.
I’m worried you’re blowing me off. Did I say something? If so, I’m sorry. Write back when you can, K?
Valerie stared at the screen, waiting for a return text. When Derek didn’t reply, she scrunched her brow and stuffed the phone in her pocket. Something was wrong. It was one thing for Derek to ditch school. It was another for him to ignore messages. Had she pushed him too hard last night? 
Leland threw his hand against her locker and assailed her with an impish grin. Beside him, Gardner folded his arms and studied his shoelaces. Since Leland had seen Derek last, she’d finally get answers.
Tall and fair-haired, Leland was a good-looking guy, except for the acne and bloodshot, stoned eyes. Somehow, he kept his grades up despite stumbling around in a perpetual haze. The honor society had inducted him last month, and Leland won a music scholarship to Ithaca College. 
“You told me your show was gonna be special, but wow. Epic.”
“Gee, thanks. Did you repay me by getting Derek too high to drag himself to school? I need him for my Halloween show.”
A confused expression fell over Leland’s face.
“What are you talking about? Derek didn’t party with me last night.”
Valerie glanced at the time. Two minutes until study hall. 
“Walk with me. I’ve already been late once this morning. So where is Derek?”
Leland shrugged and turned his body sideways so the rush of students didn’t trample him.
“I messaged him after midnight and told him to stop by. He never showed.”
Fear flashed through Valerie. What if something happened to Derek? The train tracks weren’t safe after dark. She remembered the fog, the sharp moonlight, and something moving through the field while they walked down the access road. Anger replaced her fear, and she shoved Leland’s shoulder.
“Hey. What was that for?”
“Derek no-showed, and you didn’t bother to find out if he made it home?”
Leland looked away and ran a hand through his hair.
“I fell asleep.”
“What?”
“Look, it was almost one in the morning.”
“And you’d partied since sunset. Jesus, Leland. What if something happened to Derek?”
Leland glanced at Gardner, expecting his friend to back him up. Gardner raised his palms. Leland scratched his arm.
“Derek blows me off all the time. When he didn’t show, I assumed he walked home and finished his paper. Isn’t he in school?”
“If Derek showed for school, would I ask you what happened to him?”
Leland’s mouth opened. Nothing came out. 
“Wasn’t Derek’s paper due this morning?” Gardner asked.
“It was, and Pierpoint is throwing a shit-fit over Derek not showing up.”
“I’m surprised Pierpoint doesn’t know where he is,” Leland said over his shoulder as he pushed through the crowd. “He’s like Derek’s best friend.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Derek didn’t tell you? Pierpoint showed up at his house at the beginning of the semester. Said he’d help Derek keep his grades up and get a college scholarship.”
“Didn’t Derek’s parents freak out?”
“Derek’s folks are never around. Anyhow, Pierpoint’s wife divorced him. You heard why, right?”
Valerie looked to Gardner for an answer. The boy wore a poker face.
“Rumors are stupid, Leland,” Valerie said. “I can’t stand Mr. Pierpoint, but I won’t gossip about him. I suppose people claim he cheated on his wife.”
Leland raised an eyebrow.
“Wow, you really don’t know. He likes guys, Valerie. Why do you think he pays so much attention to Derek?”
Valerie pulled up. A girl bumped her from behind and pushed past with a huff.
“Are you suggesting Mr. Pierpoint wants to have an affair with Derek?”
“Don’t fret. It’s a one-way street, and Derek isn’t interested. I’m sure Pierpoint is heartbroken.”
The crowd clogging the hallway parted. Gardner swatted Leland’s arm and pointed at the wall. Valerie turned and saw the Halloween Man dummy from the stairwell posed outside the teacher’s lounge. 
“Where did that come from?” Leland asked.
“The Halloween Man,” Gardner said, staring at the dummy as he shifted protectively in front of Valerie. “Looks like someone is taking your show a little too seriously.”
Valerie stood on her toes and spied the dummy over Gardner’s shoulders.
“Should I be flattered or concerned?”
“Whoever did this,” Leland said, smirking. “He listened to every detail in your story. You’re a regular Stephen King, Val.”
Leland draped an arm around Valerie’s shoulder and kissed her cheek. Valerie gave him a playful punch. Gardner stomped away before Leland snatched his arm.
“What’s gotten into you?” Leland asked.
Gardner scowled.
“Maybe this isn’t best time to screw around. This doesn’t worry you?”
The dummy posed beside a rolling garbage container filled with bags. Valerie’s eyes flicked to the leering mask. Goosebumps rose on her flesh as a troubling thought occurred to Valerie. She wasn’t a celebrity, but she’d attracted thousands of fans. There was bound to be a psycho among them. What if someone adopted her urban legend and played the role of the Halloween Man?
“He’s staring at you, Valerie,” Leland said. “I guess he wants to be your boyfriend.”
Gardner glared at Leland as Valerie adjusted her knapsack. 
“Sorry, Halloween Man. I’m already spoken for.” She glanced at her friends. Leland laughed, but Gardner stayed between Valerie and the dummy, as if the real Halloween Man hid behind the mask. Valerie ran her gaze over the onlookers and raised her voice. “Very funny, everybody. Who’s the prankster? Step forward and take credit for a job well done.”
Students shared looks. Then the crowd parted as Valerie’s schoolmates headed for class.
This was crazy. She wished Derek was here to see this. Where was he?
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
October 31st
11:00 a.m.
 
 
Traffic arrowed down the Kane Grove thoroughfare as Raven brought the binoculars to her eyes. She parked her black Nissan Rogue in front of a twenty-four-hour laundromat across the street from Mark Benson’s old gym. A thick overcast hung over the town, the wind beating at the SUV and blowing dead leaves around in the grass. Damn, it was chilly for Halloween. Raven’s teeth chattered until she surrendered to the cold and turned on the heater. Even then, it took a long time for the interior to heat. It seemed the cold wanted a piece of Raven.
The binoculars constricted her peripheral vision. She scanned the front of the gym, focusing on the front doors and windows. Twice, she swore something moved in the darkness beyond the glass. Each time, it was a bird’s reflection. She set the binoculars on the seat and sighed. It was going to be a long day, and she had no proof Mark Benson would return to his bankrupt business. Rumors of Benson in Wolf Lake were just that—rumors. Raven understood human psychology. When the authorities released a BOLO on an escaped convict, people claimed to see him behind every tree and on every street corner. 
The wind moaned as it whipped along the laundromat and pushed against the Rogue. Her stomach flip-flopped. Unable to consume fast-food, she pawed inside a container of sliced vegetables and dipped the snacks in hummus. The crunching sounded loud inside the SUV with the windows rolled up. 
Staring through the binoculars, she stopped. A shadow moved along the wall. Someone was beside the closed gymnasium. Her hand moved to the phone before the figure stepped out of hiding. Just a jogger cutting through the parking lot. Still, the false alarm forced Raven to consider the back door to the building…where Benson had dragged her away after knocking her unconscious inside the locker room. If Benson cut through the neighborhood behind the gym and descended a grassy hill, he could break through the back door undetected.
She jumped out of her seat when the phone rang. Covering her heart, she read Chelsey’s name on the screen.
“You missed your check-in time. I’m serious about calling the sheriff’s department.”
Raven checked the dashboard clock.
“Sorry. I got caught up with the surveillance and forgot.”
“See anything?”
“Nothing. The place looks dead.”
“LeVar will arrive in an hour, and the gym seems like a dead end. I think you should come back to Wolf Lake.”
“You just want to monitor me.”
Chelsey snickered.
“Someone has to keep you safe. Anyhow, I got a tip from the Kane Grove PD.”
“What’s up?”
“There’s chatter around the office that Thomas sent a deputy to Wolf Lake. A shop owner saw Benson in the village.”
Raven pinched the bridge of her nose.
“Something tells me we’ll hear a lot of that today. I don’t suppose this shop owner took his picture or copied his license plate.”
“No.”
“Sounds like a false alarm.”
“Come back, anyway,” Chelsey said, walking as she spoke. “You said you wanted to check on Ellie Fisher and her roommate.”
Raven heard her boss opening cabinet drawers inside Wolf Lake Consulting. Returning to Wolf Lake had its merits. At least it was warm inside the office. But her instincts warned her she was right about Benson and his old gym. The closed business was the perfect place to hide, if he found a way inside. 
“I don’t know if that’s a great idea.”
“How long have you been watching the gym?”
“About twenty minutes. Surveillance missions take an entire day.” She exhaled, understanding Chelsey wouldn’t take no for an answer. “Fine. I’ll drive back to Wolf Lake and check on Ellie Fisher.”
“Don’t forget to call me as soon as you arrive. Every ten minutes, Raven.”
“Yes, Mother.”
Raven pulled the Rogue out of the parking lot and checked her mirrors. She felt eyes watching as she waited at the red light and pulled into Benson’s parking lot. After circling the building, she checked the back door. A scuff mark marred the lock, as if someone had forced his way inside. She paused and stared at the steel door, contemplating her next move. Snapping a photo of the door, she turned the SUV out of the lot, one eye drifting to the rear-view mirror, expecting Benson to lurch out from behind the building. 
The ride back to Wolf Lake took longer than expected. Lunch hour traffic clogged the roads, and a stalled tractor trailer closed the right lane on the interstate. On her way into the village, she checked in with Chelsey and dialed her mother. Serena answered on the first ring.
“Everything quiet at the house?”
“Yes, yes. I’m fine. Ain’t nobody stalking around the property.”
“I’m a mile from the lake and heading for the commercial district. I can swing by on my way.”
“Raven, I’m not a child. If there was a problem, I’d tell you. Besides, Naomi is picking me up at noon.”
“She’s not working this afternoon?”
“Naomi wants me to visit the office. She’s taking vacation time during the afternoon so we can bake. Apparently, her daughter stayed home sick today, and Naomi wants to check on her.”
Scout stayed home sick? Raven remembered the supposed murder on Violet Lyon’s podcast. Her lips curled into a grin. Scout must be playing hooky and investigating.
“All right. If you notice any strange vehicles near the house—”
“I’ll call Thomas right away.”
Raven wondered if Serena would. She got the impression her mother would say anything to get Raven off her back.
The municipal lot overflowed with noon shoppers. Raven found a parking spot between two trucks and squeezed into the space, wincing when her door tapped the neighboring vehicle. As she hurried through the lot, she spotted the sheriff’s department cruiser parked along Main Street. Deputy Aguilar stepped out of the vehicle.
“Deputy Aguilar.” Aguilar’s eyes scanned the crowd and landed on Raven. She lifted a hand and dodged the crowd. “I understand someone called in a Mark Benson sighting.”
Aguilar’s eyebrows lifted.
“News travels fast, I guess.”
“Any substance to the report.”
“I’m on my way to the shop right now, if you wish to join me.”
Raven glanced at her phone and read the time. 
“I have one more stop to make. Ellie Fisher, the woman Benson held for ransom, lives on the corner. I’m checking in to ensure she’s aware of the escape.” Raven started away and stopped. “I take it Thomas wants you to watch my back.”
“Something like that. It makes sense. Benson has you on his hit list.”
“Tell you what. If the muscle head shows his face, we’ll take him down together.”
Aguilar quirked a rare smile.
“You’ve got a deal, Raven.”
“What now?”
“After I speak with our eyewitness, I’ll go door to door. Most of these businesses have security cameras. Trouble is, that’s a ton of footage to go through. What have you learned?”
“Not much. I assumed Benson might return to his gym. Might check again later. The lock on the back door appeared compromised.”
“Kane Grove PD sent a cruiser past. I’ll have them check the lock.” Aguilar glanced down the sidewalk. “I’d better interview my witness before the lunch crowd overwhelms the store.”
“I’ll let you get back to work.”
“Stay in touch, Raven.”
Raven crossed the busy street and climbed the steps to Ellie Fisher’s apartment. A buzzer on the door gave visitors access. But nobody replied after Raven pushed the button. Maybe Ellie and Lizzie were at work. She phoned Chelsey and had her research Ellie’s employment records. Chelsey promised to call Ellie at work.
Standing on the sidewalk with her hands on her hips, Raven peered up at the apartment. She hoped Benson hadn’t gotten to Ellie already.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
October 31st
11:15 a.m.
 
 
Thomas paced outside the Kane Grove PD lab. Beyond the window, Griffith and his team hunched over the dead teenager’s phone. So far, they’d only pulled a few photographs off the damaged SD card. Until they decrypted his identification, he’d remain a John Doe. 
He was about to call LeVar about Raven when Presley rushed around the corner.
“Sheriff, we identified the victim. His name is Derek Jordan.”
Thomas followed the detective to her office and waited while the printer spit out the boy’s photo. She ripped a copy off the printer and handed it to Thomas. He immediately recognized the victim from his driver’s license.
“How did you find him?”
“The mother reported him missing ten minutes ago.” Thomas raised a questioning eyebrow, and Presley nodded. “I know. What parent reports her teenager missing almost twelve hours after he died? I crosschecked his photo and confirmed he is our John Doe.”
“So the parents don’t know Derek died.”
Presley shook her head.
“I’m heading to their house next. You want to join me?”
“Sure.”
Thomas followed Presley’s cruiser into Barton Falls where ghosts and monsters decorated yards, and pumpkins glowered on porch steps. After Presley stopped in front of a two-story house with chipped, pale-blue paint, he climbed out of his vehicle and raised his collar against the chill. The autumn wind pushed him back a step before he steadied his footing. 
“This is the worst part about the job,” Presley said, lowering her head against the wind.
Thomas nodded. During his decade with the LAPD, he’d notified too many parents of their children’s deaths. The world was a cold, unforgiving place with real life devils hiding in the shadows and stealing lives in dark alleyways. 
“I’ll break the news.”
Presley did a double-take.
“Wait, what? You don’t have to tell the parents. I can handle the responsibility.”
“I know you can. But it’s my county. I’ll fall on the sword.” Her eyes assessed him, and he saw the doubt in her gaze. Some people with Aspergers struggled to express emotion and empathy. “You’re probably wondering if I can handle a situation like this with care.”
Her fingers clutched at her jacket.
“No, I’m certain you’re capable. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“You didn’t. It’s all right, Detective Presley. You’re right to question my ability to empathize.”
She stared at him as if he was some strange animal that had crawled out of the woods and plopped itself down on the Jordan family’s porch. 
“All right. How do you want to handle this?”
“As respectfully as possible. I can’t leave without pushing them. Doesn’t make sense. They should have known Derek’s whereabouts last night. Something is wrong.”
“Agreed.”
Wind chimes rang on the porch. The mailbox hung from one screw and banged against the house whenever the wind gusted. Climbing the warped porch steps, Thomas surveyed the neighborhood while Presley rang the bell. Murderers killed their neighbors every day. FBI statistics proved over fifty percent of killers knew their victims, and twenty-five percent were family members. A man with a scraggly beard watched from across the road in a plaid jacket. After Presley rang the bell a second time, Thomas glanced over his shoulder. The man had disappeared. 
The door opened to a mousy woman with glasses and black hair tied in a bun. 
“Yes?”
“Mrs. Jordan? I’m Sheriff Thomas Shepherd, and this is Detective Presley with the Kane Grove Police Department. You spoke with Detective Presley on the phone.”
“Tamara Jordan,” the woman said, glancing between Thomas and Presley with concern etched into her forehead. “My husband, Cole, is in the den. What’s this about? Did you find Derek?”
“If we could come inside, please.”
Tamara Jordan led them into a gloomy living room. Curtains blacked out the windows, and a green couch spilled stuffing. 
“My apologies about the mess,” she said, arranging the magazines scattered on the coffee table. She called over her shoulder. “Cole, could you come out here for a moment?”
The wiry man who strode into the living room bore little resemblance to the dead teenager Thomas found along the railroad tracks. What remained of his sandy hair draped across the crown of his head in greasy strands. His white dress shirt hung out from his pants, the tip of his tie tucked inside the shirt. Black slacks rode high on his ankles. Cole Jordan moved his glare between Thomas and Presley.
“Who’s this, Tamara?”
“These are police officers, Cole.”
“What do they want?”
Thomas motioned for Tamara and Cole to sit on the couch. Presley took a lounge chair across from the couple and sat on the edge. Thomas remained standing.
“When was the last time you saw Derek?” asked Thomas.
Tamara glanced at Cole. The husband lifted his palms.
“Two days ago at dinner,” Tamara said, glancing down at her hands.
“Your son hasn’t come home in two days?” Thomas asked.
“He has, but he comes and goes. I’m usually in bed before he returns from his friends’ houses. And Cole works double shifts all month.” Tamara scratched the back of her head and chewed a nail. “But I spoke to him. Derek sent me a message last night and said he wasn’t coming home. He wanted to spend the night at Leland Trivett’s house.”
“Leland Trivett,” Thomas repeated, scribbling the name on a notepad. 
“But then the school called this morning looking for Derek. They said he hadn’t shown up for any of his classes, and that’s not like Derek. He studies hard and gets high grades.”
“Did you check with the Trivett family?”
“I phoned the mother after the school called. She said Derek never came to the house last night. That’s why I reported Derek missing.”
“What can you tell me about Leland Trivett?”
Tamara turned her head to Cole and lifted a shoulder. The husband leaned forward.
“He’s a no good druggie. Derek visits Leland so they can smoke dope together.”
“That’s not true,” Tamara said, shaking her head.
“Isn’t it? You haven’t noticed Derek’s bloodshot eyes, his lazy attitude?”
“He stays up late and doesn’t get enough sleep.”
“Burying your head in the sand, as usual.”
Thomas stepped in, sensing the conversation was about to fly off the rails.
“What do you do for a living, Mr. Jordan?”
“I work evenings at Kane Grove Hospital. This time of year, I pick up shifts at the Halloween costume store outside Barton Falls. The seasonal one that is only open for two months.”
Tamara brought a knuckle to her lips.
“What does this have to do with Derek? Did something…”
Her words trailed off as she looked to Cole for support. He sat in stoic silence with his palms resting on his knees. Thomas inhaled. There was no gentle way to tell a parent her child was dead.
“We found Derek’s body beside the railroad tracks at two o’clock this morning.”
A choked sob flew from Tamara’s chest. Her hand sought Cole’s. The husband stared at the curtained window.
“Is he hurt? What do you mean you found him beside the tracks?”
“Mrs. Jordan, Derek is dead.”
She burst into tears and threw her head against Cole’s shoulder. Her hands clutched the man’s dress shirt and squeezed, as though she wanted to rip the fabric away. 
“You’re lying!” she screamed. “Derek isn’t dead. He wrote me last night.”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Jordan. We identified Derek from his driver’s license photograph.”
“No, you’re wrong. It can’t be him. This is some kind of crazy mistake.” She raised reddened, pleading eyes to her husband. “We can sue them. Right, Cole? Sue them for scaring us into believing something happened to Derek.”
Cole didn’t reply. Nor did he lift a comforting hand to console his wife.
Presley shared a glance with Thomas and bit her lip.
“Please, Mr. and Mrs. Jordan,” Thomas said, softening his voice. 
After a long moment, Tamara’s hitches stopped. Thomas handed her a tissue. She sat back on the couch and wiped her eyes. 
“Tell me what happened.”
“Did Derek have any enemies?”
Tamara screwed up her face.
“Derek gets along with everyone. He’s very popular at school.”
Cole’s laugh didn’t reach his eyes.
“He was a loser,” Cole said. “Sooner or later, he’d tire of weed and turn to something harder. Wouldn’t shock me if he stuck a needle in his arm.”
“Why are you saying this? He’s our son.” The husband shook his head and looked away. Thomas made a mental note—Cole was the only parent who referred to Derek in the past tense. Tamara’s focus swung to Thomas. “Are you saying someone hurt my boy?”
“He was stabbed, ma’am.”
Tamara’s mouth fell open. She covered it as the blood drained from her face.
“Stabbed?”
“Drugs,” Cole muttered from the side of his mouth. “Just like I said.”
“Why do you say that, Mr. Jordan?” Presley asked.
“Why else was he down at the train tracks after midnight? Bet he met some dealer.”
Tamara buried her face in her hands. After the woman composed herself, Thomas handed her a pen and a sheet of paper.
“Mrs. Jordan, please write the names of your son’s friends.”
After she finished, Tamara Jordan handed the sheet to Thomas. He scanned through the names, all boys, and remembered thinking Derek was a good looking kid.
“Did your son have a girlfriend?”
Cole tutted and turned his head away as Tamara wrung her hands.
“He spends a lot of time with Valerie Leonard.”
“Valerie Leonard,” Thomas repeated, jotting the name down.
“I don’t think they’re going together. But Derek talks about her all the time.”
Thomas and Presley spent another fifteen minutes asking Derek Jordan’s parents about his relations. Cole remained aloof and despondent, while Tamara claimed nobody would hurt her son. On their way out of the house, Thomas stopped beside his cruiser as Presley dug her hands inside her pockets.
“The husband didn’t seem upset,” Presley said, casting a glance at the house.
“Find out what you can about Cole Jordan.”
“What about Leland Trivett and the drug references? Cole is right about one thing. The Barton Falls railroad tracks are no place to be after dark. Not unless you’re dealing or buying. Maybe a drug deal gone bad?”
Thomas bit his lip. The drug angle seemed too easy. But Tamara Jordan’s assertion that nobody wanted to hurt her son didn’t hold water. 
It was time to look into Derek’s friends. Somebody hated Derek enough to stab him seven times.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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11:35 a.m.
 
 
LeVar was running late. 
As he followed the lake road back to the house, his lips moved, reciting the notes he’d memorized during class. His professor was a stout woman with a firm jaw and a no-nonsense attitude. She’d spent thirty years on the force between the Rochester and Syracuse Police Departments, and she demanded perfection. If LeVar wanted to ace her class, he’d need to study more and spend less time investigating cases with Darren, Scout, and Raven.
He sprinted past the sheriff’s A-Frame and unlocked the guest house. With only fifteen minutes to complete his tasks, he rushed inside, changed into his work clothes, and ran the water until the sink filled with dish bubbles. Scout clicked away on the computer, intent on tracking Violet Lyon, while he washed and rinsed the breakfast dishes. Then he whipped the refrigerator open and built a salami sandwich in record time. 
He gathered his knapsack and jogged toward his black Chrysler Limited before he realized he’d forgotten the keys inside the guest house. Thank goodness Scout was inside. As he raised his fist to bang on the door, she opened the door and dangled the keys in front of him.
“Forget something?”
“You’re a lifesaver, Scout.”
“Vamoose. You’ll be late for work. I’ll have the case solved by the time you return.”
LeVar winked and raced up the yard, passing the sheriff’s A-Frame. His phone rang. He would have let the caller go to voice-mail had he not read Thomas’s name on the screen.
“Shep Dawg. You’re lucky you caught me. I’m leaving for work right now.”
“Hey, LeVar. I’d hate to do this to you, but I’m stuck on the road for the rest of today and won’t be home until…well, whenever. I need someone to take Jack outside and make sure he’s fed this afternoon.”
LeVar set the bag beside his car and moaned. He looked back at the house. Jack pawed at the window, tongue hanging out as he vied for LeVar’s attention.
“I gotta be at the office by noon.”
“I’m sorry, LeVar. Please, I don’t want Jack stuck inside all afternoon. He hasn’t gone out since two in the morning, and you know what that means.” LeVar sure did. Jack would turn the A-Frame into his personal latrine if LeVar didn’t intervene. “I owe you one.”
“Naw, I got you, bro.”
“And LeVar?”
“Yeah?”
“Might be a good idea to look after your sister today. I’m worried about Mark Benson.”
Thomas didn’t need to ask. He’d always have Raven’s back. The problem was he’d stretched himself thin between school, the private investigation job, and watching the sheriff’s house. He no longer had time for Ruth Sims and the Broken Yolk. But he couldn’t quit now, not with business booming. Ruth offered him a job when nobody else would. He’d break her heart if he turned his back on the cafe.
Ignoring the time, LeVar unlocked the house. Jack bounded through the door and ran circles around the front yard, barking. The dog wanted to play. 
“No time for fetch, Jack. Do your thing before Chelsey has my hide.”
Jack raced around the house to the backyard and did his business. LeVar was about to let him inside when a different idea occurred to him.
“Hey, boy. How would you like to spend the afternoon with Scout?” Jack grinned and strutted toward the Mourning’s house. Damn, the dog was smart. “The guest house, Jack.”
Scout was already at the door to welcome Jack inside.
“I might not make it back to feed Jack later. Would you mind?” LeVar slapped his forehead. “Shoot. How will you get his food? The bag weighs thirty pounds.”
“Our mothers are hanging out together after lunch. I’ll have someone grab the Jack’s food and water bowl.”
“Good thinking.”
His mother was spending the day with Naomi? That was news to LeVar.
“Now go, before Chelsey plays the role of the Halloween Man on your sorry behind.”
The drive into the village was a race against time. He hit every traffic snag, every mind numbing delay, Murphy’s Law in full effect as he rushed to reach work before noon. He pulled into the parking lot with a minute to spare. Leaving his car beside Chelsey’s green Honda Civic, he threw the door open and ran down the hall, the popcorn scents tickling his nose. 
“There you are,” Chelsey said, looking up from her computer. “You heard about Mark Benson?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s our focus today. I’m setting aside all active cases until we catch Benson.”
“What’s our first move?”
Chelsey waved LeVar over to her monitor. She’d warmed to LeVar over the last month after initial skepticism. He wondered if they’d ever be friends, or if his past with the Harmon Kings would cause Chelsey to judge him forever. She swiveled the monitor so he could look over her shoulder. A Google Earth map of rolling hills and countryside displayed on the screen. A farmhouse sat at the center. That must be where Benson and Damian Ramos held Raven over the summer.
“Raven should be back in Wolf Lake by now. She checked Benson’s Barbells.”
“By herself?”
Chelsey rolled her eyes.
“That’s your sister. Our working theory is Benson concealed emergency funds inside the gym or at the farmhouse. We’ll stake out the property and snag him if he returns.” As LeVar shifted closer to the screen, Chelsey zoomed in on a grove of trees a hundred yards from the driveway. “My Civic isn’t built for off-road driving, but the ground should be solid enough to support the car if we take this turnoff.” She tapped her finger against the shoulder. “There’s no ditch between the road and the grove. We’ll hide the vehicle inside the trees and investigate the property on foot. Then we’ll watch the house from the car and hope our theory verifies.”
“And if Benson shows up?”
“We’ll call the sheriff’s department. But we can’t let him escape. If Benson tries to flee before the authorities arrive, we’ll take him down.” She met his eyes. “You up for that?”
“One hundred percent.”
She watched him for a moment before nodding.
“Here we go, LeVar. Today, you enter the big leagues. Don’t let me down.”
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Valerie’s face stung from where the kick ball smacked against her cheek. 
She hadn’t paid attention during gym class, too distracted by Derek not showing up for school or answering her messages. With her mind elsewhere, she’d missed the other girls screaming for her to catch the ball a second before it whacked against her head. 
The locker room emptied. Feeling like a fool, she peeled off her gym shorts and T-shirt, and stuffed the dirty clothes into a Duffel bag. As she stepped into her school clothes, she checked her phone. Still nothing from Derek. Where was he? She concocted reasons he hadn’t written. His phone was dead. He played hooky and spent the day in Syracuse, shopping at the mall. The latter didn’t sound like Derek. He wasn’t the shopping type.
“If you’re healthy and ignoring my messages, I’ll slap you silly,” she muttered to herself, putting the phone away.
She closed the locker. The bang echoed off the walls and rang through the showers. Everyone had left for lunch two minutes ago while she took her time, still embarrassed over the kick ball incident. Few horrors in life compared to gym class humiliation. 
From the hallway, the gymnasium doors banged shut as Ms. Steele locked up on her way to lunch. Valerie threw the knapsack over her shoulder, grabbed her gym bag, and stood up from the bench. A locker slammed shut in the next row. She hesitated, thinking she’d been alone.
“Hello? Is someone there?”
Water dribbled in the showers. She moved to the end of the row and peeked around the corner. Nobody there. Odd. 
Footsteps moved through the room. The person was behind her now.
She swung around and scanned the row. The ghost had moved on.
Valerie had viewed too many horror movies to trust unexplained noises in a vacant room. Not willing to engage in the cat-and-mouse game, she strutted away from the sounds and toward the exit. She found the door closed. Jiggling the handle, her panic spiked. Someone had jammed the door from the outside. Her eyes ran up and down the door, searching for another way out. Footsteps moved between the rows. Coming closer.
Pounding on the door, she yelled.
“Ms. Steele? Can someone let me out? The door is locked.”
A bang swung her head around. It sounded as if someone had slammed a fist against the locker. She tugged on the door and pounded again. A fire exit at the rear of the locker room led to the staff parking lot. That meant she’d need to evade whoever was inside the room. 
Removing her shoes, Valerie padded past the first two rows and stopped. She angled her head around the corner and confirmed the next row was clear. It was quiet now. As though the stranger had vanished. Her breaths came quick as she tiptoed to the fourth row. She recognized the pattern of open and closed doors, the stray, abandoned T-shirt on the floor. This was where she’d changed her clothes. Something caught her eye. An object lay on the bench at the far end of the row.
A wallet.
She swore it hadn’t been there before.
“Hello? Did you forget something?”
Her voice faded through the room and died against the walls. She moved down the row, keeping her back to the lockers so nobody could sneak up on her. Plucking the brown leather wallet off the bench, she opened it and stared at Derek’s driver’s license. 
She laughed at the ceiling as the puzzle pieces fell into place. How long had Derek planned this elaborate Halloween prank? Anything to put a scare into her. She wasn’t too proud to admit he’d done a solid job. 
“Very funny, Derek. Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
Her heart still slammed against her chest as she tucked the wallet into her pocket.
“If you want your wallet, you’ll have to take it off me. Bet you can’t guess where I hid it.”
Valerie smirked as she darted down the rows, the shoes in her hand, the knapsack and bag straps digging into her shoulder. Where was he? 
Water plunked against the floor. He must be in the shower.
“Hiding in the girls’ shower, Derek. What did you hope to see, you dirty boy?”
Setting her belongings down, she waited beside the wall, the humidity from the showers breathing around the corner. After counting to three in her head, she leaped out of hiding.
“Boo!”
The showers were empty. Valerie narrowed her eyes and gazed around. Derek had run out of places to hide, and she should have found him by now. After she retrieved her belongings, she rushed to the fire exit. The heavy steel door made a loud bang whenever it shut. She would have heard the door if Derek sneaked out. She paused beside the exit. Something seemed off. Derek should have leaped out of hiding for the final scare. Worry creased her forehead.
Casting a glance over her shoulder, she shoved against the exit door. Anything to escape the gloomy locker room, no matter how chilly the weather.
Her breath caught in her throat as she stepped into the parking lot and spied her stalker. The door locked behind her before she could dive inside.
The Halloween Man leered at her from across the parking lot.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
October 31st
12:00 p.m.
 
 
Scout couldn’t take the cold anymore. Shivering, she wheeled the chair to the thermostat and boosted the temperature to seventy degrees. Most days, the sun provided passive solar heat through the guest house’s many windows. The glowering sky smothered any hope for sunlight today as the wind pushed the October chill indoors.
Back at the computer, she bit into a salami sandwich and chewed, staring at the screen. Jack lay on his belly with his head resting on his paws, giving her the sad eye. She tore a piece off her sandwich and tossed it to him. The enormous dog swallowed the treat in one bite and lay his head down again, hoping for another.
“If you eat all day, you’ll turn into Fat Albert.”
Jack whined.
“Fine.”
She threw him the last quarter of her sandwich.
Violet Lyon appeared in multiple forums on the internet, especially websites devoted to horror movies. From her profile pictures and bios, it appeared Violet worshiped John Carpenter, Wes Craven, Tobe Hooper, and the famous horror directors from yesteryear. Though Violet concealed her identity and never posted pictures of herself, she remained active. 
Good marketing plan, Scout thought. Violet posted links to her podcast in her bio and answered questions from adoring fans. Which she had many of. Violet’s presence on the horror forums sent hundreds, if not thousands, of visitors to her website. The phone interrupted the investigation. Uh-oh. Mom was checking on her.
“Hey, hon. How are you feeling?”
Scout fake-coughed into her hand.
“A little better.”
“Drinking lots of liquids?”
“I guess so.”
“Stay hydrated, Scout. You don’t want to make yourself sicker. If you’re up and about, will you do me a favor and preheat the oven at one? I’m baking with Ms. Hopkins this afternoon. We’ll be quiet, in case you’re asleep.”
Scout bit her lip. Claiming she was in her bedroom wasn’t an option. It would only get her caught once Mom arrived home.
“Um, I’m actually at LeVar’s place right now.”
A pause.
“You’d better not be working today.”
“Not much. I’ve been resting most of the morning and looking at the lake.”
Which wasn’t a total lie. Sitting in front of a computer wasn’t strenuous work, and the lake relaxed Scout and helped her focus.
“Please, be careful. With LeVar and Thomas at work, there isn’t anyone to watch over you.”
“Mom, it’s not like I’m gonna take a dip in the lake. I’ll be all right.”
“Okay. Don’t answer the door for anyone.”
“I won’t.”
“We’ll stop in and say hello after we get back. How’s that?”
“Sure.”
After Mom ended the call, Scout glared at the screen. She needed to work faster. Pretty soon, she’d have Mom and Ms. Hopkins looking over her shoulder all afternoon. 
She opened Violet’s profile and clicked on her posting history. The podcaster debated her favorite horror movies, new and old. In one thread, she argued over the best final girls in horror history. Final girls, Scout learned, were the last surviving women in horror movies. Violet asserted Jamie Lee Curtis deserved the crown, and every copycat was second-rate.
As Scout moved through the posts, she noticed a disturbing trend. A forum member named Krueger31 always responded to Violet’s posts, often defending her from argumentative members. Scout liked his name. Obviously a reference to the Nightmare on Elm Street movies. Scout jotted the name on a notepad.
She toggled a separate tab and opened another forum Violet frequented. It wasn’t long before Krueger31 showed up. The stranger was flirting with Violet, though she didn’t acknowledge his advances. Scout assumed Violet was paranoid about internet stalkers. She’d need to be to keep herself safe. So who was Krueger31?
Typing the stranger’s name into a search window, she sifted through the results. The unknown poster created accounts on a dozen or more horror forums. One by one, Scout opened the forums, created new accounts, and clicked on Krueger31’s profiles. Unlike Violet, he left his bios empty. No identifying photographs, except the Freddy Krueger profile picture he hid behind on multiple websites. And he followed Violet from thread to thread like a lost puppy dog. 
Or an obsessed psycho. Was Krueger31 the lunatic who murdered Violet on her radio show?
The search led Scout in an endless circle. This was going nowhere, and she was running out of time before Mom and Ms. Hopkins crashed her party.
An idea struck her. Geolocation. She could track Violet Lyon and determine if the girl lived around here, as she claimed. Scout dragged Violet Lyon’s IP address into a tracking application and read the results. As she checked the locations, LeVar’s voice came over the radio. She stretched for the handheld radio, but it lay atop the computer table. She strained. The wheelchair wobbled. When she felt certain she’d tumble out of the wheelchair, her fingers touched the radio and pulled it in. 
Catching her breath, she asked, “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be at work?”
“I am at work,” he said. “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”
“Yup.”
LeVar laughed.
“I’m in the car with Chelsey and heading to the farmhouse outside Wolf Lake.”
“The farmhouse Benson and Ramos used as a hiding place?”
“The same. How’s the Violet Lyon search going?”
“Better,” she said, reading a map of Violet Lyon’s locations. “I’m using IP geolocation to find her.”
“IP what?”
“It’s a way to track a person’s location online.”
“That’s…disturbing. Is it accurate?”
“Within five to seven miles.” Scout pointed at the screen, as though LeVar was there to see. “Her locations cluster around Barton Falls, New York. That tells me she’s not lying about her whereabouts.”
“That’s a start. Since you know where she lives, can you find out who she is?”
“I hope so. I’ll start with the usual methods—digital yearbooks, social media accounts, town forums, media articles. Like I told you, I’ll find Violet by the time you return.”
“Just so you’re aware, that might be late. I don’t imagine we’ll finish before sunset.”
“No problem. We’ll feed Jack and watch the house until you’re finished.”
“And let him out to run. He shouldn’t stay inside all day.”
“Aye-aye, captain.”
Scout turned to Jack after the call ended. She wanted to open the door and let Jack burn some energy. Though Jack seemed reliable and always returned on command, she worried he’d run off. What would she do if Jack sprinted into the woods and didn’t look back? She leaned over and stroked the dog’s fur. The wheelchair arm dug into her ribs, and she cursed the stupid chair. She’d come to terms with her paralysis. But times like this made her wish she could run like her classmates. Nothing would make her happier than bundling up in a winter coat and walking Jack down the lake road.
As she turned back to the investigation, Jack sat up and swung his head toward the door. His ears lifted, and a low growl rippled through his frame. 
Pushing herself away from the table, Scout wheeled down the hallway to the door. She expected a deer had wandered into the yard and spooked the dog. A man stood on the front steps outside her house, ringing the doorbell. She rubbed her eyes and wished she’d brought her binoculars. The man pressed the doorbell again before giving up. As he descended the ramp, Scout drew in a breath.
No, it couldn’t be. 
She hadn’t seen her father in months. Yet there he was, crossing their front yard toward his car. Jack barked behind her. She shushed the dog and pulled the door open, squeezing through the entrance as he climbed into his car. Then she was a five-year-old girl again, crying for her father’s attention as he left for work. Throughout her life, he’d spent more time at work than home with his family.
“Dad, wait!”
He didn’t hear her over the wind. The door closed and the engine fired as Scout threw her strength behind the wheels. The chair carried her up the concrete path as the icy wind stung her eyes and drew tears. 
“I’m here, Dad. Don’t go!”
The car pulled off the shoulder as Scout reached the driveway. Her head fell to her chest. Why didn’t he stop?
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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“Are you certain this is the man you saw?”
Deputy Aguilar set Mark Benson’s photograph on the counter. The shop owner adjusted the thick-lensed glasses on her nose and squinted. Aguilar stood inside the florist’s shop, surrounded by bouquets and vases. Something inside the store ignited her allergies. She struggled not to sneeze while the woman lifted the picture and tilted it to the left, then to the right.
Aguilar groaned under her breath. The shop owner’s eyesight made her unreliable. From the thickness of the lenses, Aguilar figured the woman might have spotted Big Bird crossing the street and identified him as Benson. 
“Yes, I’m certain it was him.”
“Where did you last see this man, ma’am?”
She lifted her chin at the storefront. 
“He was standing right there, on the other side of the glass.”
Aguilar turned. Two sprawling palms blocked the window. How in the world had the woman recognized anyone, let alone a fugitive? 
“On the sidewalk?”
“That’s right. He was there, plain as day.”
“Did he speak to anyone?”
The woman scrunched up her face in thought.
“No, he was by himself.”
“Then what happened?”
“After I recognized his face from the news, I picked up the phone and called your department. The moment I looked up, he disappeared.”
Aguilar chewed her lip and glanced around the shop.
“Do you have security cameras?”
The woman pointed toward the ceiling. One camera angled down at the counter.
“I keep it recording all the time, on account of the lowlifes who come in from Harmon.”
“Is that your only camera?”
“Yes.”
“And it doesn’t cover the front window.”
“Not sure why I’d want to record people coming and going. Just the criminals stealing plants inside the store. Once, a gentleman slipped a Pothos inside his jacket and walked out. The camera recorded him, and the sheriff’s deputy recognized his face from the video. I believe the deputy’s name was Lambert.”
Aguilar covered a snicker. She pictured Deputy Lambert, who stood eighteen inches taller than the diminutive woman behind the counter, solving the great Pothos caper. Aguilar would be sure to ask Lambert about the incident later. 
“What time did you notice the fugitive?”
“It was a little after ten. I’d just finished my inventory work when I spotted him on the sidewalk.”
Aguilar noted the time and thanked the woman for her help. Outside the storefront window, the deputy crossed her arms and swung her head up and down the sidewalk. The municipal parking lot sat one block away, behind a row of stores. The amount of vehicles clogging the parking spaces meant Benson would have blended in. If he was driving, his was just one vehicle in a sea of hundreds. Though Aguilar doubted the shop owner’s reliability, she searched for stores likely to use security cameras. Her eyes settled on a well-lit storefront with an expensive necklace displayed in the window. 
Schuman Jewelers. Schuman notoriously overcharged for jewelry, repairs, and cleaning. Last year, Aguilar had inquired about replacing a missing stone on a ring her grandmother handed down. The snooty woman behind the counter wanted almost two-hundred dollars. Aguilar wanted to arrest the woman for highway robbery.
But if any store on the block utilized multiple cameras, it was Schuman. 
Aguilar adjusted her hat and pulled the door open. The interior of the jewelry store felt like a sauna compared to the cold wind ripping through the village center. Aguilar muttered to herself when she recognized the same woman behind the counter. The self-important store owner examined a ring with a loupe.
“May I help you?” the woman asked without looking up.
“Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, ma’am.”
The jeweler possessed a hawk nose that extended to her upper lip. The round, orange Bob framed a face that had benefited from a few lifts. Aguilar didn’t expect a respectful reaction from the woman. 
“I gave at the community fundraiser last spring,” she said, still focused on the ring. With a huff, she set the ring aside and planted her palms on the glass counter. “How much do you want this time?”
“I’m not collecting donations.” 
 “Then perhaps you’re in a buying mood. I’m Lois Schuman, proprietor of Schuman Fine Jewelers. How may I serve you today, Deputy?”
Aguilar fished the photograph out of her jacket and laid it on the counter. 
“We’re searching for this man. Have you seen him?”
The woman gave the photo a cursory glance and returned her gaze to Aguilar.
“I would think not. He doesn’t look the type to shop for fine jewelery.”
“He was last seen two stores down from you around eleven o’clock.”
“Well, if he walked past, I didn’t notice him. I’m quite busy today. What did he do, anyway? Steal a monster truck?”
“He’s a kidnapper and escaped convict.”
Schuman grunted.
“Then I’ll remember to never donate again. Seems you can’t contain the criminals you catch.”
Aguilar knew better than to waste time explaining Benson had served time in a federal penitentiary. Schuman returned her focus to the ring.
“Do you have security cameras that cover the sidewalk?” 
Aguilar noticed the camera above the storefront window. Sometimes, shop owners placed fake cameras to deter criminals. Aguilar doubted Schuman spared any expense to protect her shop.
“We do.”
“May I examine the footage?”
“You may not. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department doesn’t have the right to demand security footage. No crimes were committed here.”
“Please, Mrs. Schuman. It’s important we establish when the fugitive came through the village.”
“That’s not my problem. If you want the footage, come back with a warrant.”
Aguilar clenched her jaw. Some people clung to their rights. Others considered it a badge of honor to act difficult.
“We both understand no judge will grant me a warrant for the footage. Not in a timely manner.”
“Then our conversation is finished. Good day, Deputy.”
“This man kidnapped and tortured two women from Wolf Lake. He’s desperate for money.” Aguilar ran her gaze over the sparkling jewelry beneath the glass display cases. “Hitting a place like this would solve his financial issues in a hurry.”
A vein pulsed in Schuman’s neck. 
“Fine. I’ll show you to the back room where I keep the recordings. You have fifteen minutes. After that, I’m phoning the sheriff.”
“Thank you.”
“And don’t bother my customers.”
What customers? Places like Schuman Jewelers only needed one fool to wander off the street and overpay for a necklace or engagement ring.
Schuman led Aguilar to a closet-sized room with a computer monitor fixed to the wall. The woman pushed a rolling chair to Aguilar and closed the door on the deputy without asking. Aguilar didn’t mind. She wanted to study the footage without Schuman staring over her shoulder. One eye on her notes, the other perusing the footage, the deputy didn’t expect Benson to walk across the picture. 
So it shocked her when he did.
The digital clock in the lower right corner read ten-twenty-one when a gray-haired, muscular man in a gray hooded sweatshirt walked past the florist’s shop. He’d shaved off the mustache and pulled the hood around his face, making it difficult to recognize the fugitive. But Aguilar spotted him. She sat forward and paused the video. What was he doing? 
It occurred to Aguilar Benson stood a block from Ellie Fisher’s apartment. Had he returned to ransom off the woman he’d kidnapped? 
She restarted the video. The former owner of Benson’s Barbells merged with the crowd. Aguilar lost sight of him until he crossed the road, jogging to dodge traffic. Then he vanished.
Aguilar paused the video and noted the time. She needed another security camera view.
She clicked play and sat back, hoping against hope the fugitive would reappear on camera. After another minute ticked past, she gave up on finding him.
Until a red Mitsubishi Mirage shot off the curb and cut off a Volvo. She couldn’t see the driver. But her instincts told her Benson was behind the wheel.
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The line inside the sandwich shop stretched halfway to the door. Thomas lifted himself onto his toes and read the menu for the fifth time, fixated on memorizing Presley’s order. A turkey avocado BLT sandwich on a croissant roll. Tomatoes and lettuce. Hold the onion. That was a mouthful to remember, and he kept confusing Presley’s order with his own. He swung his head around and spied the cruiser parked along the curb. The detective was on the radio with the Kane Grove PD dispatcher while Thomas grabbed them lunch. 
The sandwich shop catered to health-conscious connoisseurs in their twenties and thirties. Most everyone in line pressed a phone to an ear or sent texts. Someone’s phone rang, blasting out a Daft Punk song. As the crowd pushed against each other, a woman at the counter grabbed a microphone and said, “Order twenty-nine is ready at the pickup window. Straws and napkins are located beside the salad bar.”
A bear of a man bumped him from behind, noticed the uniform, and apologized.
“Not a problem,” Thomas said, touching the brim of his hat. “Is it always this busy in here?”
“The place empties after one. It’s the lunch rush. I tell myself I’ll never come between noon and one, yet here I am. Some people never learn. Hey, you’re that new sheriff, aren’t you?”
“Sheriff Shepherd.”
“Right. I read about you. Is it true you have…um…that you overcame…”
“Asperger’s, yes.”
The man’s face reddened. He cleared his throat and shifted his feet.
“It’s great they let people like you…oh, damn. I’m doing it again. My mother always says I talk too much about things I don’t understand. I hope I didn’t offend you.”
“Nope.”
“Anyhow, you’re doing an outstanding job.” He cupped a hand beside his mouth and leaned toward Thomas. “Don’t get the lunch special. It’s cheaper to buy the drink and sandwich separately. All you’re doing is paying an extra two dollars for potato chips and a stale cookie.”
Thomas nodded and took two steps forward as the line thinned. He realized he hadn’t decided what he wanted to eat when his phone rang. Lambert.
Deputy Lambert’s shift began at noon and ran until midnight, a modified swing shift with four hours of overtime baked in. The department was stretched thin between the Benson escape and the unsolved murder. He needed all hands on deck until they solved both cases. Standing two inches over six feet, Lambert sported a military haircut and chiseled physique. The deputy grew up in Minnesota before joining the U.S. Army. After the military, he applied for the open deputy position under Sheriff Gray at the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Though Lambert worked as hard as anyone in the department, he’d built a reputation as a prankster. Last April, after Thomas joined the department as a deputy, Lambert convinced Thomas to ask Deputy Aguilar to the Magnolia Dance. Realizing Aguilar intimidated men, Lambert wondered how the recruit would react to a night on the town with the muscular, headstrong woman. The evening concluded prematurely after Chelsey’s former boyfriend, Ray Welch, insulted Aguilar and picked a fight with Thomas. Welch ended up face-down in an arm lock, while Lambert, charged with keeping the peace, stood over Thomas and snickered.
“Hey, Sheriff. I got that information you wanted on Leland Trivett.”
Thomas shifted so the man crowding him from behind couldn’t listen in on the conversation.
“What did you find out?” 
“Trivett is eighteen, a senior at Barton Falls High School. Kid isn’t in any clubs or on a sports team. He lost his license for six months last January on a MIP charge.” An MIP was a minor-in-possession charge. “Otherwise, he seems clean. No violent offenses.”
“Makes sense. Derek Jordan’s parents verified their kid smoked pot with Trivett. The father assumes he was into more than marijuana.”
“Hard drugs?”
“That was the implication.”
“Maybe Jordan struck a deal by the train tracks, and the dealer stabbed him, took his money, and kept the stash.”
“Derek Jordan didn’t have a wallet on him, so the theory seems plausible.”
“You think Trivett killed him? Get a kid high, and there’s no telling how he’ll react. Might have hallucinated and gone crazy.”
Thomas peeked over his shoulder. The bear-like man glanced away to feign disinterest. 
“Seven stab wounds to the chest suggest the murder was personal.”
“All the more reason to interrogate Jordan’s friends.”
“Agreed. At one, I’m heading to the high school with Detective Presley to interview Trivett.”
“What would you like me to do in the interim?”
Thomas brushed the hair out of his eyes. He took another step closer to the order window after a mustached man in a baseball cap took his order and strode away from the counter. 
“Jordan’s mother gave me a list of kids Derek hung out with. I’ll send you a photo.”
“I’ll check into the friends and see if anything unusual turns up. Anything else?”
“Yeah. Do you have Raven Hopkins’s cell?”
“She’s on my contact list.”
“Call her. She’s running around Wolf Lake and Kane Grove by herself, searching for Mark Benson.”
“Want me to join her after I run through the list?”
“Have her hook up with Aguilar. She’s already in the area. Just make sure Raven stays put and doesn’t do anything stupid before Aguilar gets there.”
“I’m on it, Sheriff.”
Thomas carried the food to Deputy Presley’s cruiser and handed her the bag through the window.
“Thank you, I’m starving,” she said. She raised her pointer finger. “Oh. While you grabbed lunch, I took your advice and ran a background check on Cole Jordan.”
“The father.”
Presley’s brow shot up.
“Stepfather, to be exact. Derek Jordan’s biological father is Neil Jordan. The father walked out on the family when Derek was four-years-old. Tamara remarried with Cole five years ago.”
“That explains why Cole wasn’t torn up like his wife.”
“And Cole Jordan isn’t Cole Jordan. He’s Cole Holland. Derek kept the Jordan name after the marriage.”
“And Tamara never corrected us when we addressed her as Mrs. Jordan.”
“Doesn’t seem like a happy marriage.” Presley bit into her sandwich and wiped the corner of her mouth with a paper napkin. “Still, a murdered child would upset any guy with a heart, even if it wasn’t his kid.”
“What else did you learn about Cole Holland?”
“He told us the truth about his work schedule. The guy works full time at Kane Grove Hospital. He also picks up hours at the seasonal Halloween store.”
“The Halloween store,” Thomas said, leaning on the sill as he worked his jaw back and forth.
“What are you thinking?”
“It might be nothing. Remember the orange fabric we plucked out of the weeds beside the train tracks?”
“You thought it came from a Halloween mask.”
“Might be a coincidence.”
“Or Cole could be our killer. He acted aloof when any stepparent would have been devastated. That tells me he had issues with Derek.”
Thomas scratched his chin.
“So we should find out more about Cole. See if he had problems with Derek he didn’t disclose.”
Presley eyed the time.
“We’d better hustle if we want to make it to Barton Falls before one.”
Thomas tapped the hood of Presley’s cruiser.
“Lead the way. I’ll follow you.”
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“Hey, Mom. Are you home?”
Though Raven didn’t expect a reply, the house seemed strange and unsettling when it was this quiet. Naomi was supposed to pick up Serena after lunch and drive her to Shepherd Systems for a tour, so Raven assumed her mother had left an hour ago.
Over the half-year Raven had lived with her mother, she’d grown accustomed to Serena moving about the home, cooking something delicious in the kitchen, or reading a book on the couch. Raven didn’t mind sacrificing privacy. Keeping Mom on the straight and narrow was all that mattered. But how would she know when Mom crossed the finish line? Mom needed her own space, but Raven didn’t think she was ready.
Raven removed her sneakers and left them on the mat. After a quick glance at the clock, she threw the refrigerator door open and built a salad with yesterday’s chicken. As she forked the food into her mouth, she checked her messages. Chelsey and LeVar were on their way to the farmhouse. Raven had driven past the house since the kidnapping, but never entered the premises. Doing so would unleash a flood of memories. 
She kept her radio on as she ate. The police band squawked a few times per minute. Once, she recognized Thomas’s voice. The sheriff was en route to the high school, ostensibly to interview a murder suspect. Nothing lately on Benson. Since the supposed sighting in Wolf Lake, nobody had seen the fugitive. 
A message arrived on her phone as she finished her salad. Deputy Aguilar was heading to Kane Grove. Raven dialed Aguilar.
“What’s in Kane Grove?”
“Another potential sighting,” the deputy said. Raven heard the cruiser’s motor in the background. “I confirmed Benson was in Wolf Lake this morning.”
Raven dropped the fork.
“Are you sure it was him?”
“Caught him on security footage in the village center. Around the same time, a red Mitsubishi sped through a yellow light. Looked like the driver was in a hurry. We just received a report of a reckless driver in a red Mitsubishi coming into Kane Grove.”
Raven thought back to this morning. The list of stolen vehicles, which lay on the front seat of Raven’s car, included a red Mitsubishi.
“There was a vehicle matching that description stolen near the prison yesterday. I can get you the license plate number.” Raven grabbed her keys, locked up, and jogged to the car. When she located the Mitsubishi on the list, she read the plate number to Aguilar. “I’ll drive to Benson’s Barbells. Meet you there?”
“I’m on the way.”
Raven’s body thrummed with excitement as she took the interstate to Kane Grove. They were close to catching Benson. As dangerous as the former gym owner was, he repeatedly made mistakes. Driving like a madman was one. A sane criminal would maintain a low profile. Showing his face in Wolf Lake was another. And he should have ditched the Mitsubishi for a different vehicle by now. 
She pressed the gas and arrived at the gym just as Aguilar’s cruiser swung into the parking lot. 
“We released an alert on the Mitsubishi,” Aguilar said. “With any luck, someone will spot Benson.” The deputy checked her weapon and studied the windows fronting the gymnasium. Darkness loomed beyond the glass. “I’m going in.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“Stay here, Raven. I can’t put you at risk.”
“I’m not an everyday civilian.” Raven patted the holstered gun. “At least let me watch your back.”
Aguilar considered the request. The deputy understood Raven could handle herself under pressure.
“All right. But stay close.”
Raven led Aguilar to the rear entrance and pointed at the scuff mark on the lock.
“See what I mean? It looks like someone busted in.”
“The real estate agency changed the locks after the foreclosure,” Aguilar said, moving beside the door. “Could have been thieves or vandals who broke in.”
“Maybe.”
Aguilar tested the handle. The door opened. She raised her eyebrows and put a finger to her lips. Raven nodded and followed as Aguilar slipped inside the building. They stood in a short hallway with an office on the end. Twin doors led to the men’s and women’s locker rooms. This was where Benson assaulted Raven and dragged her out of the building. They waited in silence and listened. Water dripped from the men’s locker room. 
Aguilar tilted her head at the door and held up a hand. Raven waited while the deputy pushed the door open a crack, both of the women cringing when the hinge squealed. 
“Does it seem warm to you?” Raven whispered.
Raven felt the breath of humidity strike her face. Aguilar pressed her lips together and led Raven past a long wooden bench fronting a row of green lockers. Gray light filtered through a small window near the ceiling, just enough to push the gloom into the corners. The plunking sound grew louder as the humidity thickened. Aguilar held up a hand and stopped Raven. The deputy placed her back against the wall outside the showers and edged toward the opening. With the gun drawn, she spun around the wall and aimed the weapon into the showers. Water sparkled over the grimy tiles. 
 Raven followed Aguilar into the shower and glanced around. Wet footprints arrowed from the shower into the locker room. Aguilar set her hand against the shower head and held Raven’s gaze.
“Still warm.”
Raven’s heart raced. Benson might still be inside the building. 
Aguilar darted past Raven and swung between two rows of lockers. Without asking, Raven mirrored Aguilar’s technique in the next row.
“Clear,” Aguilar muttered. 
With Raven behind her, Aguilar opened the door and stepped into the gymnasium. Raven averted her eyes as harsh afternoon light spilled through the front window. Two squat racks stood at the front of the room. A maze of benches and weight lifting machines cluttered the floor. The next room held elliptical machines, treadmills, rowers, and the stair machine Raven had used while she spied on Damian Ramos. 
Aguilar didn’t make a sound as she stepped between the benches, light on her feet and at one with the shadows. Raven admired the deputy’s skill. Aguilar was the last person Benson wanted to cross. Though the deputy carried a flashlight, she kept it off. No need to alert the fugitive.
Raven swept her vision across the exercise room. In the half-light, the strength training machines looked like slumbering, apocalyptic monsters. This place should be lit like a Christmas tree, lifters grunting as they pushed through repetitions. Instead, it felt like a metallic graveyard. To the right, a turnstile blocked access until visitors slipped their membership cards into a reader.
As they crossed the floor and neared the front windows, a flash of motion in the parking lot caught Raven’s eye. She touched Aguilar’s arm. The deputy pulled up as a man in a gray hooded sweatshirt crossed the road and angled toward the laundromat across from the gym.
“Is that him?” Raven asked.
Aguilar bounded toward the entrance without answering. The deputy leaped the turnstile and sprinted down the hallway to a pair of glass doors. She shoved the handle. Padlocked chains prevented the doors from opening.
“Dammit!”
Aguilar rattled the doors in frustration and peered through the glass. The unidentified man disappeared between the laundromat and a bicycle repair shop. She reported the sighting to dispatch as she reversed course and ran through the gymnasium. Raven rushed to keep up, following the deputy between the benches, through the locker room, and out the back door. 
“That must have been Benson,” Raven said as they hustled for their vehicles. 
“He was in the building,” Aguilar said. “The scumbag must have seen my cruiser in the parking lot.” 
Raven’s tires squealed as the Rogue leaped out of the parking lot. She raced around the block as Aguilar flashed her lights and drove through a red light. The deputy’s cruiser bucked over a curb and motored down the alleyway beside the laundromat. A sheen of sweat broke along Raven’s brow as she weaved between vehicles. She slammed her hand against the horn to force a hatchback out of her way. The driver saluted her with an obscene gesture as she raced past. 
The SUV fishtailed when she took the turn too fast. As she neared the alleyway, Aguilar’s cruiser motored into the thoroughfare and braked along the curb. The deputy lowered her window when Raven stopped beside her.
“He’s gone. Let’s hope Kane Grove PD catches him before he hits the highway.”
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When the principal led Leland Trivett into the conference room, the boy caught sight of Thomas and Presley and froze like a deer caught in the headlights of an onrushing car. 
“What’s this about? I didn’t do anything?”
The way the boy’s eyes darted around the room made Thomas question his innocence. Thomas rose from his chair and gestured at the open seat across from them. Leland glanced at the principal, then back to Thomas and Presley before sitting down. The boy’s body trembled, and his hands wrung together in his lap. On the wall, a clock ticked with grim finality. The principal exited the room and closed the door.
“Leland Trivett?”
“Yes.”
“I’m Sheriff Shepherd, and this is Detective Presley with the Kane Grove Police Department.”
“Am I in trouble?”
“We just want to ask you a few questions,” Presley said, smoothing out her voice. 
“About what?”
“I understand you’re close friends with Derek Jordan.”
Leland’s eyes widened. He dropped his head again and scratched his neck.
“Yeah, we’ve been friends since grade school. Why are you asking about Derek?”
“We understand Derek was supposed to sleep at your house last night,” said Presley, tapping a nail against the table.
“I invited him, yeah. But he didn’t show.”
“What time did you invite Derek over?”
“A little after midnight, I guess.”
Thomas noted the time. Even if the tech team couldn’t read the SD card from Derek’s phone, the cell company would confirm the messages.
“You were up late for a school night. Weren’t your parents concerned?”
Leland shrugged.
“They crashed early. I played Call of Duty with my headphones on so I didn’t bother them.”
“Where was Derek when you invited him to spend the night?” asked Thomas. Leland studied the table. “It’s all right. You can tell us the truth.”
“He sneaks out a lot. Derek was with Valerie.”
Thomas glanced at Presley. This was the second time Valerie’s name had surfaced today.
“Valerie Leonard?”
“That’s her. How do you know Valerie’s name?”
“Is Valerie Derek’s girlfriend?” Leland squirmed in his chair. “There’s nothing illegal about teenagers dating, Leland. Answer the question.”
“I think so. They hung out a lot over the summer.”
“Was Derek with Valerie when he wrote you?” Presley asked, setting her arm on the empty chair to her left.
Leland thought for a moment and shook his head.
“No. He was on his way home, so I invited him to spend the night. Derek lives on the other end of Barton Falls. Our house is on the way.”
“So you understand Barton Falls is a dangerous place after dark.”
“It can be.”
“And you weren’t concerned when Derek didn’t show?”
Leland placed the heels of both palms over his eyes.
“I fell asleep.”
“So you’re not even sure if Derek made it to your house. Perhaps he knocked, and you didn’t hear him. Didn’t you say you were wearing headphones?”
“I stopped gaming after Derek messaged me back. My room is down the hall from the front door, so I would have heard him knock. Derek would have banged on the bedroom window if he couldn’t get in. Anyhow, Derek and Gardner have keys to the house.”
“Gardner?”
“Gardner Raimi. The three of us game together. I don’t want them banging on the door late at night and bothering my parents.”
“Your parents don’t mind them having keys?”
Leland shook his head.
“We’ve known each other since grade school. Derek and Gardner are like family.”
“What time did you wake up?”
Leland fidgeted in his chair.
“When my mom told me to get ready for school. It must have been six-thirty. I figured Derek blew me off and walked home.”
“Didn’t you worry when he didn’t show up for school?”
“Did something happen to Derek?”
Thomas tilted his chin at the boy.
“You have allergy problems this time of year, Leland? Leaf mold and such?”
“Not really, why?”
“Your eyes. They’re bloodshot and irritated.”
Leland lowered his head and swept a hand through his fair hair.
“Like I said, I stayed up past midnight.”
Thomas set a memo pad on the desk and clicked a pen.
“Something on your mind that kept you up late?”
Leland’s gaze traveled to the clock, then to the closed door.
“No. Just hanging out online with my friends.”
“How often do you smoke, Leland?”
The boy’s eyes shot to Thomas.
“What?”
“Pot. Come on, Leland. Derek’s parents told us the two of you get high together.”
“What the hell do they know? They don’t pay attention to Derek.”
“This isn’t a drug bust. I don’t care what you do in your spare time. Just tell me the truth. Who sells you the weed?”
Leland set his hands on the desk and stared at his fingernails. They were chewed to the quicks.
“I dunno. I don’t want to snitch over a little pot.”
“Leland,” Presley said, meeting the teenager’s eyes. “We’re concerned Derek got himself involved with the wrong people.”
“No way, not Derek. Sure, we party a couple times a week. But he’s not meeting with dealers. Derek isn’t like that. He just likes to unwind and forget about his home life.”
“So you do the buying?” asked Thomas.
Leland lifted a shoulder.
“Yeah.”
“From who?”
“I only know his first name. Troy. He sells out of Harmon.”
Presley eyed Thomas.
“Troy Dean runs the 315 Royals,” said Thomas. “Does that name ring a bell?”
“No. Should it?”
“If I show you a picture, do you think you’ll recognize Troy?”
“I’ll try.”
Thomas swiped through his camera and found a picture of Troy Dean. He stored the image after the sheriff’s department first suspected Dean of murder in April. Thomas passed the phone to Leland. The teenager bobbed his head.
“Yeah, that’s the guy. Who did you say he was?”
“Troy Dean runs the most powerful gang in Harmon.”
Leland’s mouth fell open.
“The guy’s a gangster? I didn’t…shit, am I in danger?”
“Where do you meet Troy Dean?”
The teenager sat back in his chair. 
“Down by the train tracks. He’s always with two other guys. Big guys.”
“And you’re not afraid to buy drugs from them?”
Leland pressed his knuckles against his lips.
“I figured they were bad dudes. But they’ve always been cool to me.”
“Is it possible Derek purchased from Troy Dean last night?”
“No. Like I said, Derek never buys.”
“Maybe he took the railroad tracks on the way home and ran into Troy and his bodyguards.”
Leland’s face paled.
“You’re hiding something from me. What happened to Derek last night?”
Thomas glanced at Presley, who nodded.
“Derek is dead, Leland,” said Thomas. Panic flared in Leland’s eyes. “We found him beside the train tracks. Somebody stabbed him.”
“Bullshit. You’re lying, man. I messaged Derek after midnight. He can’t be dead.”
“I’m sorry, Leland, but it’s true. We identified his body this morning. You say you were playing video games in your bedroom past midnight until you fell asleep. Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts between midnight and two?”
“I told you. My parents were asleep.”
“So nobody.”
Leland stared at Thomas, then at Presley.
“Hold on a second. I didn’t hurt Derek. He’s my best friend.”
“The two of you ever argue? Perhaps Derek got physical, and things got a little out of hand. It happens.”
“I was in my bedroom all freaking night. Do I need a lawyer?”
Presley stepped in, playing the role of good cop.
“Did Derek have any enemies, Leland? Who wanted to hurt your friend?”
Leland glared at Presley as though she’d lost her mind.
“Nobody. Derek is friends with everyone.”
“No problems at school or home.”
“No.” Leland reconsidered after a pause. “He didn’t get along with his stepfather.”
“How so?”
“Cole hit Derek last year because he stayed out past curfew. Derek didn’t take it well. He doesn’t consider Cole his father.”
“What did Derek do?”
“He punched him back. Broke the guy’s nose, so the doctor had to reset it. After that, Cole and Derek stopped talking…not that the relationship was good to begin with.”
“Would Cole harm Derek?”
Leland ruffled his hair and gazed at the closed door.
“Cole’s a creep, but he’s a wuss. He backed down after Derek stood his ground. No way he’d test him again.”
“You mentioned a girlfriend,” Thomas said, clicking his pen. “Valerie Leonard.”
“Valerie, yeah.”
“Does Valerie have a jealous former boyfriend?”
“She hasn’t dated anyone this year, except Derek.”
“What about Valerie’s parents? What do they think of Valerie dating?”
“I doubt she told them about Derek.”
“Why?”
“Because the father doesn’t think anyone is good enough for Valerie.”
Thomas scribbled a note. If the father discovered his daughter was dating a boy with a drug problem, how far would he go to break up the relationship?
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“Raven just confirmed Benson visited his old gymnasium in Kane Grove,” Chelsey said, staring at the farmhouse through the binoculars.
LeVar stretched his legs in the passenger seat, barely fitting in the Civic. They parked inside a copse a hundred yards from the farmhouse. A vacant garage stood between the trees and the house, and a weather-beaten shed leaned beside a meadow.
“He’s hitting all his old haunts,” LeVar said, bringing a second set of binoculars to his eyes. “Which means he may have visited the farmhouse on his way into town.”
Chelsey bit her nail. There was something off about the old house. Maybe it was the battleship-gray sky framing the roof, or the preternatural cold shoving the car around as Halloween night loomed. She sensed danger in the shadows and eyes watching them as she waited for the fugitive to return. 
Focus on your breathing, she thought to herself. Chelsey’s therapist taught her to breathe when she felt her anxiety heighten, and right now it was rising to the top of the cup and boiling over. She closed her eyes and pictured Wolf Lake, Thomas and Jack beside her, a warm May breeze instead of Halloween’s wrath. The promise of summer ahead of them. 
“You all right?”
She blinked her eyes open and found LeVar studying her.
“I am now.” She pushed her palms down her thighs, ironing out her jeans. “You probably think I’m too edgy to be in this line of work. I’m sure you faced more pressure in Harmon.”
He considered her words for a long time. She worried she’d said the wrong thing.
“Fear is healthy. It’ll keep you from getting killed.”
“Right.” The silence that followed thickened. There was something left unsaid between them—another apology for the way she prejudged him last April, though she’d already told him multiple times she was sorry. Chelsey brushed her hair over her shoulder. “Ready to find a way inside?”
“Let’s do this.”
During the short time Raven’s brother had worked for Wolf Lake Consulting, he’d grown on Chelsey. Technically, LeVar wouldn’t be eligible for a private investigator’s license in New York State until he turned twenty-five. Chelsey skirted the rule by naming him a student intern. The teenager worked hard and displayed a veteran’s instinct, though she wasn’t comfortable letting him carry a weapon. Not yet. She needed to observe LeVar a little longer, see how he responded under pressure. The last thing she needed was an ex-gang member shooting a violent offender in self-defense. The authorities wouldn’t give LeVar the benefit of the doubt. 
Still, the teenager possessed a steadying presence that grounded Chelsey. Now and then, he came up with a joke that released the tension between them. He was so much like his sister. Headstrong, independent, fearless. But could she depend on him?
The meadow grew past their shins. Dead grass crunched underfoot as they crossed the property. Signaling Chelsey to wait, LeVar stopped and gazed inside the garage.
“See anything?”
“Tire tracks. No way to tell how old they are.”
Shielded from the elements, tire tracks would last a long time inside the dirt-floor garage. Chelsey approached the old home beside LeVar. A window on the top floor drew her eyes. For a second, she swore a shadow passed across the glass. But that was her mind playing tricks on her. Benson couldn’t drive from Kane Grove to the countryside that fast. So why were her instincts on high alert?
She stared up at the farmhouse. A rusty lawn chair lay on its side on the porch. Taped to the inside of the window, a foreclosure sign hung on the door. Chelsey climbed the steps with LeVar right behind her. The kid played it cool, but she caught him shooting paranoid glances back at the garage and the copse. 
He lifted his chin.
“How do we get past the door?”
Chelsey fished a set of lock picks from her jacket.
“With these.”
“Is breaking in legal?”
“Nope.”
“Good deal.”
Chelsey slipped gloves over her hands and handed him a pair.
“Put these on. We don’t want to contaminate evidence if Benson left prints.”
Chelsey glanced around before she slipped the picks into the lock. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department had jurisdiction over the farmhouse and would probably look the other way. Still, she was breaking the law. Chelsey and LeVar weren’t deputies, and neither had just cause to enter the farmhouse.
The ancient lock was no match for Chelsey’s skill. A flick of the wrist, and the door opened. She expected stale air to roll out. It didn’t. She sniffed the air, drawing LeVar’s attention.
“Smell something?” 
Chelsey placed a finger to her lips and removed her gun. Studying the empty living room, she listened to the heartbeat of the old house. Wood groaned inside the walls when the wind gusted. Her hair ruffled from an unexpected breeze. LeVar held Chelsey’s eyes, noticing it too. 
Before she could protest, the teenager shifted in front of her and walked toward the kitchen, following the wind. The cold had made its way into the farmhouse, as though someone opened all the windows and invited the premature winter inside. He stopped at the kitchen threshold and pointed. Muddy shoe prints trailed across the floor. A door leading to the backyard stood open a crack, the jamb warped and splintered.
“He broke in,” Chelsey whispered. LeVar moved to the doorway and examined the damage. The ghost of a shoe print marred the outside of the door. After he closed the door, he turned and pointed at the dried mud. Most of the dirt Benson tracked into the house had fallen off his shoes in the kitchen. Now that Chelsey was searching for dirt, she spotted specks leading toward the stairs. 
They moved in silence, the last day of October moaning at the windows. Chelsey knelt before a staircase and found more dirt.
“Upstairs,” she mouthed.
LeVar’s body tensed.
The first stair groaned when Chelsey stepped down. Moving to the side, she followed the wall with LeVar on her heels. She fixed her eyes on the upper landing, appreciating the risk. If Benson was inside the house, he must have heard them break in. When Chelsey and LeVar stepped into the open, the fugitive might aim both barrels of a shotgun at them. 
An open door beckoned Chelsey on the landing. Chelsey stopped beside the bathroom. After a breath, she threw her body around the corner, aiming left, then straight ahead. She caught movement in her peripheral vision and swung to her right, prepared to squeeze off a shot if Benson attacked. Instead, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. Exhaling, Chelsey composed herself. The shower curtain was missing, so it was easy to confirm nobody hid in the tub. 
They checked the bedroom next. Chelsey’s eyes stopped on two chairs against the far wall. One lay broken. This was where Benson and Ramos held Raven and Ellie Fisher over the summer. A cold sickness settled in Chelsey’s gut. She refused to consider what Benson would do to Raven if he caught her today. LeVar’s back stiffened, the muscles in his arms twitching. 
A closet door stood closed in the corner. Chelsey approached the entrance with the gun ready. She motioned for LeVar to open the door from the side while she aimed the weapon into the hidden space. Sensitive to any sounds betraying an intruder, Chelsey swallowed. Her heart raced as LeVar reached for the handle. 
When he threw the door open, Chelsey swept the gun through the darkness. A blanket lay crumpled at her feet. Reaching up, she tested the pull string. With the power cut, the light didn’t respond. LeVar shone a flashlight into the closet. Something was tucked beneath the blanket. Chelsey kicked it with the toe of her sneaker. Soft. She whipped back the blanket to reveal a pillow with a brown stain across the center. A strand of gray hair lay across the pillow.
“Benson slept here,” LeVar said, swinging his eyes around the room.
“We’d better alert the sheriff’s department.” She removed her phone and turned to LeVar. “Call Raven. Let her know Benson is hiding outside Wolf Lake.”
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Thomas sat in the passenger seat of Detective Presley’s cruiser. They were parked near the back of the lot outside the high school. Three students in hooded sweatshirts braved the cold and mingled outside a rusty muscle car, one kid sucking on a cigarette and puffing smoke. The principal would make an announcement about Derek before the day ended. As he reviewed his notes, Thomas wondered how many people Leland Trivett had already told.
“I don’t believe Trivett killed Derek,” Thomas said. “The kid seemed genuinely shocked.”
“Agreed. The more I learn about Derek’s stepfather, the more I think he had something to do with the murder.” Presley read her watch. “We have an hour to kill before we interview Valerie Leonard.” Valerie had left school for a dentist appointment and was due home by three. “How do you want to handle the interview?”
Thomas drummed his hand against the armrest.
“Her parents will demand to observe the interview. That could present a problem if the father is involved.”
“How about I lead the interview, and you focus on the dad? Watch how he reacts when we bring up Derek.”
“That works.”
Presley yawned into her hand.
“The long day is catching up to me. There’s a coffee shop on the way.”
“I’ll meet you there,” Thomas said, hopping out of Presley’s vehicle.
He followed Presley down a winding hill which deposited them on the southern outskirts of Barton Falls. The residences on this side of the town seemed to sag and lean more than their counterparts. Like thinning hair, missing shingles left bald spots on roofs. Beaten cars sat on blocks in yards, and a woman bundled against the cold pushed a shopping cart of returnable cans along a buckled sidewalk. 
The coffee shop sat beside a gas station in the center of Barton Falls. While Presley ran inside, Thomas refilled at the pump, bracing against the chill. A paper pumpkin blew around his ankles, and a sign announcing beer at thirty percent off flapped against the store. 
After he topped off the tank, Thomas parked his vehicle beside Presley’s and joined her inside. She waited in line with a coffee cup in one hand and a protein bar in the other. Remembering Aguilar’s advice, Thomas ordered green tea. Three customers waited in line between Presley and Thomas. The detective motioned for him to stand beside her, but he shook his head, not wanting to jump the line. The woman in front of Thomas held a sandwich. She eyed Thomas’s badge with curiosity as she tapped an impatient foot. 
On their way out of the coffee shop, Presley’s phone rang. Holding the coffee and protein bar, she struggled to grab the phone out of her pocket.
“Let me take that,” Thomas said, holding his hand out for Presley’s coffee.
“Thanks.” Thomas waited beside Presley’s cruiser while the detective answered the call. After some back and forth, she held up a finger. “Perfect. Send me a photo of the impressions…right…I’ll let you know what we find.”
“Good news?”
“We got a break. CSI took impressions of the tire tracks this morning. The driver drove on mismatched tires: two snows and two all-seasons.”
“So we’re looking for a dark-colored sedan with mismatched tires.”
“It’s not much to go on, but it’s a start.”
“Let’s hope Valerie Leonard’s father parked his vehicle in the driveway, rather than inside a locked garage.”
“That’s the thing. I checked with the DMV, and Ed Leonard drives a black Volkswagen Passat.”
 
* * *
 
Raven snapped awake to a car door slamming. She blinked and glanced around the parking lot, embarrassed she’d fallen asleep. With Mark Benson in Wolf Lake, now wasn’t the time to let her guard down. Though she considered the parking lot outside the sheriff’s department a safe place, she took nothing for granted. 
She glanced at the clock. At most, she’d dozed for five minutes. Aguilar was inside the building, meeting with Lambert. Raven checked her phone for missed calls. After leaving voice-mail messages with Lizzie Todd and Ellie Fisher, she’d hoped one of the women would get back to her. Raven called Ellie’s phone, expecting to end up in voice-mail purgatory again. When Ellie answered, Raven sat forward.
“Ellie, I tried to reach you earlier.”
“Sorry, Ms. Hopkins. I meant to call, but it’s been a crazy day at work. Not a moment’s rest.”
“You’ve heard the news by now, I hope.”
“What news?”
Raven slapped her palm against her face. Ellie had gone about her day, unaware her kidnapper was in Wolf Lake and possibly targeting her. As she told Ellie about the jailbreak, heels clicked against the pavement while wind whistled over the phone. 
“Are you outside?”
“I’m on my way to meet a client,” Ellie said as the clicks sped up. Raven pictured the woman—slight build with a runner’s physique, dimpled cheeks, hair tied back in a ponytail. “Oh, I never told you. I got a choice job with an advertising agency. We’re two blocks from your private investigation firm. We should do lunch sometime.”
“Did you say you’re meeting a client?” Raven’s awareness of her surroundings exploded. Suddenly, every fall color sharpened. She heard leaves scraping beneath the undercarriage, car horns bleating from a block away. “Who is the client?”
“A Mr. Sandford, or something. He’s meeting me at the village park, then we’re going out for lunch.”
“So you’ve never met this man.”
“Is that a problem?”
Raven drummed her foot as she searched the windows for Aguilar. What was taking so long?
“Turn around.”
“What?”
“Stay away from the park.”
“I can’t blow off Mr. Sandford. This is my third week on the job. They’ll fire me if I lose the account.”
Raven turned the key in the ignition and motored out of the lot, pointing the Rogue toward the park as she recalled the layout. Three walkways converged on a statue in the park’s center. A tree grove bordered the east end of the park, the perfect place to abduct Ellie and drag her to the stolen Mitsubishi. 
“Have you reached the park yet?”
“I’m outside the park now. What’s all this about?”
Raven coasted up to a red light, glanced both ways, and shot through the intersection. She checked the mirrors. If a deputy spotted her running the red light, the cruiser would pursue her to the park. But nobody noticed the infraction. The street signs blurred past. She could see the village park three blocks ahead.
“Get inside somewhere safe. A store, a restaurant. Anything.”
“You’re scaring me.”
“Do as I say, Ellie. I’m almost there.”
Ellie Fisher blew out a frustrated breath.
“Fine.”
Raven relaxed when the clamor of conversation came over the phone. Silverware clinked against dishes. Several restaurants lay outside the park. It didn’t matter which one Ellie chose, as long as she was inside. Was Raven overreacting? Mr. Sandford might be who he claimed to be—a client for the advertising firm. 
Raven whipped the Rogue against the curb. She surveyed the park, the empty benches, the paper bag rolling through the grass. Her eyes stopped on a man hiding between the trees. Shadows concealed his face, yet she recognized the burly build. Benson. Raven shot a text to Aguilar before diving out of the SUV. The second she entered the park, Benson took off running. Though Raven felt confident she could take Benson in a footrace, the fugitive had a head start. As she passed the statue and a gurgling fountain, Benson disappeared. A second later, a red Mitsubishi shot off the curb, tires squealing, the car breathing blue exhaust.
Raven knew she’d made a mistake. Reversing course, she sprinted for her vehicle, knowing she’d never catch up. Aguilar called as Raven climbed inside the Rogue.
“Benson’s driving a red Mitsubishi and burning oil.”
“Where is he now?”
“Heading toward the lake road, probably trying to reach the highway.”
Aguilar reported Benson’s vehicle before she returned to the conversation. 
“Stand down, Raven. We’ll catch him before he leaves the village.”
Raven prayed Aguilar was right.
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Like old bones coming alive, the kitchen window rattled from the wind. Naomi peered between the curtains. From the deck door, she stared out at LeVar’s house as she fretted with her apron. She’d phoned Scout after they arrived home from Shepherd Systems, and her daughter promised she was taking it easy and using the computer to write an essay. Still, Naomi’s brow knitted together as she watched Scout’s shadow slide past a window. 
“How are you doing with the sweet potatoes?” Serena asked from the counter. 
“Sorry, I got a little distracted.” 
Serena gave Naomi a knowing smile as she whisked eggs, milk, sugar, and butter into a mixing bowl with her favorite extracts. 
“Why don’t we check on Scout after we place the pie in the oven?”
Naomi brushed flour off her hands.
“If you don’t mind. She’s safe inside LeVar’s place, but a mother never stops worrying.”
“You speak the truth, girl.”
Naomi mashed the sweet potatoes with the food mill she’d purchased with her first paycheck from Shepherd Systems. She handed the potatoes to Serena, who stirred the combined ingredients into a pie shell. The oven beeped, signaling the temperature had reached 375 degrees. Naomi’s mouth watered. Soon, the scents from Serena’s famous sweet potato pie would fill the house. Serena stood aside while Naomi slid the pie into the oven.
“How long should I set the timer?”
“Fifty-five minutes,” Serena said, untying her apron and hanging it over a chair. “Now, why don’t we discuss the real reason you invited me for lunch.”
Naomi lifted her head.
“So we could celebrate. You enjoyed the tour, right? I want you on my team, Serena.”
Serena touched Naomi’s arm.
“I’m flattered, but I see what’s going on here. My daughter put you up to this. She wants someone watching over me twenty-four hours a day. Naomi, I don’t need supervision.”
Naomi chewed her lip.
“Raven might have called last week.”
“Uh-huh.”
“She worries you’re at home and lonely all day while she’s at work.”
“And she wonders when Mom will fall off the wagon and end up living on some lowlife’s couch in Harmon.”
“She has faith in you, Serena. I have faith in you. That’s why I brought you in for the tour. We all have our demons. Just don’t take the journey alone. Give yourself the best chance to thrive by leaning on others for support.”
Serena blew the hair out of her eyes and plopped down in a chair. Outside the window, the sky darkened and lowered, swollen with the coming winter. 
“I hear you. It’s just that I’m supposed to be the parent, not the child. I don’t want Raven and LeVar worrying over me for the rest of their lives.” Serena’s eyes glistened. “God knows I’ve done nothing to earn their loyalty.”
Naomi knelt before Serena and held her hand.
“You brought two beautiful people into the world and kept them safe.” When Serena opened her mouth to protest, Naomi held up a finger. “You did the best you could, Serena. And you did it alone. So you made a few mistakes. Who hasn’t?”
“A few mistakes? I kicked my daughter out of the apartment, and my son almost died running with a gang.”
Naomi pulled a chair beside Serena’s.
“No one would ever guess you had issues with Raven. Her heart swells every time she looks at you and sees who you’ve become. She owns her own house, and she made a success of herself as a private investigator. Now consider everything LeVar has accomplished in the last year. Don’t pretend you didn’t play a role.”
Serena glanced at the oven as she struggled to hold back tears.
“I’m weak, Naomi. What mother asks her kids to carry her from the couch to the bed ‘cause she wasted her day shooting up?”
“That’s not you anymore. There’s nothing you can do to change the past. Now you’re the captain of your future.”
Serena crossed one leg over the other and blew air between her lips.
“How do you do it alone, Naomi? After everything Scout went through, and her father ain’t even lending a hand.”
Naomi’s gaze carried to the deck door.
“Scout practically raises herself. All I do is cook and keep a roof over her head.”
“And help her get on and off the bus every day, and keep her spirits high when she’s having a bad time. You deserve parent of the year.”
Naomi looked away.
“The truth is, I harbor a lot of resentment.” She waved her hands. “Not for my daughter or what happened, of course. But for Glen. I understand some of what my husband is going through. He’s guilty over the accident, even though it wasn’t his fault and he couldn’t have avoided it. But there comes a point when he needs to get over his feelings and be a parent. He hasn’t been a father to Scout for a long time.” Naomi looked to Serena. “But you know who has? Thomas Shepherd and your son. LeVar is like another father for Scout, and I couldn’t be happier to have him in our lives.”
Serena’s mouth hung open. She touched her lips and glanced at her shoes.
“I knew LeVar and Scout were close, but I had no idea.”
“You told me you’re proud of LeVar. He grows every time I see him. One day, he’ll make a great father.”
Serena sobbed into her palm.
“Thank you for telling me. I can’t express how happy that makes me.”
Naomi pressed her palms against her thighs and rose from the chair. With a wry grin on her face, she wandered to the deck doors and folded her arms.
“She’s playing hooky.”
Serena narrowed her eyes.
“Scout?”
“Oh, yes. Scout thinks she can pull the wool over my eyes, but nobody cut more corners in school than this one.” Naomi pointed a thumb at her chest, and Serena giggled. “I knew all the tricks. You remember the Campbell’s Soup scam?”
Serena laughed at the ceiling.
“Hide the can under your shirt, lock the bathroom door, and wretch while you pour the soup into the toilet. My mother fell for it every time.”
Naomi’s shoulders shook.
“Scout doesn’t go that far. But she skips school to run her online investigations.”
Serena strolled over to Naomi and peered into the backyard. White caps pounded the shoreline beyond the property.
“Don’t get upset with your daughter. She’s filling a void.”
Naomi’s hands dug at her pants. Scout had too many voids to fill—her paralysis, the lack of a father figure, no friends in school. 
“I’m not upset. Scout keeps up with her studies, and she pulled an A-average last semester. There’s not much for me to complain about.” Naomi set her hands on her hips. “But sometimes I wonder what she’s up to, and what’s so fascinating about these cases she works.”
Serena’s eyes grinned with mischief. 
“I have a brilliant idea.”
“Tell me.”
“After we take the pie out of the oven, how about the two of us wander down to the guest house and pay Nancy Drew a visit? I’ll pretend I’m dropping off something for LeVar. We’ll peek over her shoulder and see what she’s up to all day.”
Naomi gave Serena a high five.
“This is why I want you at Shepherd Systems. You’re full of the best ideas.”
“And I thought it was only my baking.”
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Inside the high school library, Leland Trivett hid with Gardner Raimi between the stacks. The teenage boy dried his eyes on his shirtsleeve and turned away when three girls passed.
“I can’t believe he’s dead,” Leland said, whispering so nobody overheard.
Gardner exhaled and leaned against the bookcase, eyes fixed on the floor.
“Did the cops say who did it?”
Leland shook his head.
“They tried to pin it on me after they figured out Derek planned to spend the night at my place.”
“You told him about Derek’s stepfather, right?”
As though he’d bitten into something sour, Leland twisted his mouth.
“Yeah, I told the cops about that prick. Cole attacked Derek?”
“Wouldn’t be surprised,” Gardner said, stuffing his hands inside his pockets. “He’s had it in for Derek since the fight. Cole wanted Derek out of the picture.”
“This is so messed up. Derek and Valerie performed that skit about the Halloween Man, and somebody stabbed Derek, like the killer was acting out the story.”
A laugh brought their heads around. A group of boys lingered at the end of the row, shoving each other while the library aides chatted behind the desk.
“Not so loud,” Gardner said, giving Leland a meaningful stare.
“It’s not like it matters. After Principal Dane makes his announcement, the entire school will find out.”
Gardner waited until Leland composed himself. The two boys wandered back to their table and collected their belongings after the bell rang. One more period, and this nightmare of a school day would finally end. Leland followed Gardner into the hallway and ran into Mr. Pierpoint, who’d been waiting beside the doors for the boys to exit.
“A moment with you, gentlemen.”
Leland shared a look with Gardner.
“You’ll make us late for class.”
“Not to worry. I already wrote late passes for both of you.” Pierpoint displayed the passes before slipping them into his shirt pocket. “Follow me to my office.”
Mr. Pierpoint’s office was tucked between the chemistry lab and the literature classroom. The office was a glorified closet with no windows, no airflow. His desk took up half the floor space. After Leland and Gardner squeezed inside, Pierpoint shut the door behind them and twisted the lock. Leland gave Gardner a worried glance.
“Sit,” Pierpoint said, motioning at the two chairs opposite his desk. The teacher slid into his chair and set his elbows on the table. Piercing eyes stared through Leland, as though Pierpoint viewed the boy’s darkest secrets. “I understand you met with the sheriff and a detective from Kane Grove. Is that true?”
Leland bit his lip. How did Pierpoint find out? It was as if the creep stalked his students all day. Below the desk, Gardner swatted Leland’s leg.
“I can’t talk about it.”
“What did you do, Mr. Trivett? And was Mr. Raimi involved? The two of you have been up to something today, and your cohort never showed up for school. Which makes me think, whatever you did, you roped Derek Jordan into your little scheme.”
Either Pierpoint hadn’t heard about Derek from Principal Dane, or he wanted to trick Leland into talking. What if Pierpoint worked for the sheriff? This felt like a trick.
“Nobody is in trouble.”
A mirthless smirk stretched Pierpoint’s face. He reached below the desk and pulled out a pumpkin mask. Leland’s eyes widened.
“Perhaps your prank got out of hand. I take it you’re behind the dummies. They’re all over the school.”
Pierpoint glanced from Leland to Gardner. 
“Don’t look at us.”
“Oh, please. This scheme is right up your alley, Mr. Trivett. Or was it you, Mr. Raimi?” After neither boy replied, Pierpoint huffed and tossed the mask into the corner. “Since you won’t take credit for the prank, I guess the mask belongs to me now.”
Gardner sat on the edge of his chair and asked, “Can we go?”
“Not until I get answers.” Pierpoint shifted his gaze from Gardner to Leland. “You mean to tell me the sheriff of Nightshade County and a city detective called you into the conference room, and you did nothing wrong?” He wagged an accusing finger at the two boys. “You know why Derek didn’t come to class today. Time to fess up, gentlemen.”
“Maybe he’s sick.”
“Derek appeared fine yesterday. Is his stepfather causing trouble again?”
Gardner cleared his throat, a not-so-subtle message for Leland to keep his mouth shut. Leland ignored his friend.
“How do you know about Derek’s stepfather?”
“Derek told me everything about Cole Holland. The way he mistreats Derek, the lack of interest he shows for his stepson’s education. Unlike the two of you, Derek Jordan has the smarts to attend an Ivy League school next fall. With my guidance, he’ll achieve his goals. If he comes to class. Now, why did Derek skip school today?”
Outside the door, a bell rang as harried students rushed down the hallway. Silence fell over the room. 
“Derek didn’t skip school.”
Gardner chewed the inside of his cheek and looked away, disgusted with Leland. Pierpoint stared expectantly across the desk.
“Then where is he?”
Leland hadn’t planned to tell Pierpoint the truth. It rushed from his mouth with a desperate need to free itself. 
“Derek is dead, Mr. Pierpoint.”
Leland choked on his words. Pierpoint’s face turned ghost-white. The tension in the room became a palpable thing, a white-hot oven that would burn Leland’s fingers if he reached out and touched it. The teacher’s voice fell to little more than a whisper.
“Is this some sort of sick Halloween prank?”
Leland scraped a tear off his eye and shook his head.
“Someone murdered Derek last night. That’s why the sheriff called me out of class. Principal Dane is making an announcement after this period.”
“You’d better not be lying to me, Mr. Trivett. If I find out you’re playing games, I’ll ruin you.”
“I’m not lying. Go to Principal Dane if you don’t believe me.”
Pierpoint’s hand trembled as he ran it across his forehead. The teacher’s chair squeaked beneath his weight as he shifted left, then right in confusion. Leland prayed someone would knock. Any distraction to free him from Pierpoint.
After a long moment, Pierpoint screwed up his face and leaned over the desk.
“Get out of my office.”
Leland and Gardner rose to their feet and scurried into the hallway before Pierpoint changed his mind. Halfway down the corridor, Gardner yanked Leland aside and pressed him against the lockers.
“What was that bullshit? The cops told you not to talk until Dane made his announcement.”
“What does it matter? Derek is gone. I don’t give a shit what Pierpoint or Dane say about me.”
Gardner regarded Leland for a moment, his powerful arms holding Leland in place. 
“One thing is for sure,” Gardner said, staring back at the closed office door. “Pierpoint is lying.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Didn’t you notice his reaction? He already knew about Derek. The bastard wanted to catch you in a lie and turn you over to the sheriff. He’ll frame you.”
Leland sniffled and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.
“I don’t trust him.”
“You shouldn’t. Makes you wonder where he found the mask. He says he pulled it off the dummy. But who planted the dummies in the hallway? You didn’t do it, right?”
Leland straightened his shirt. Why would Pierpoint place Halloween Man dummies around the school?
“Now that I think about it, Pierpoint has access to the costume room.”
Gardner bobbed his head.
“That makes sense. Don’t say another word around Pierpoint. He wants to pin Derek’s murder on you.”
But why would Pierpoint hurt Derek? Did a monster hide inside the literature teacher? Suddenly, Leland thought of Valerie and slapped his forehead.
“Damn. Valerie left for her dentist appointment before the news broke. Who’s gonna tell her about Derek?”
“I should be the one the break it to her. She needs to hear about Derek from a friend, not from two cops.” Gardner set his chin. “And I’ll keep her safe from Pierpoint.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
October 31st
2:15 p.m.
 
 
Chelsey stood at the bedroom window inside the farmhouse and peered down at the empty landscape. Behind her, LeVar rummaged through the closet, searching for anything they’d missed. Now that they’d cleared the house after searching the basement, attic, and every nook and cranny in between, she could breathe again. The long driveway and the open expanse of meadow made it impossible for Benson to sneak up on the house without her noticing. But she couldn’t quiet her nerves. Though Chelsey and LeVar were safe for now, Raven wasn’t. 
Chelsey checked her messages and realized it had been a long time since she’d heard from LeVar’s sister. Last she knew, Raven had joined Deputy Aguilar in Kane Grove after they spotted someone who matched Benson’s description fleeing from the gymnasium. 
“Why don’t you call Thomas again?” 
Chelsey jumped at LeVar’s voice. She hadn’t heard him approach. The teenager could move quietly when he wanted—an excellent skill to have, if he planned to go into law enforcement or remain a private investigator. When Chelsey last tried the sheriff’s phone, she’d dropped into his voice-mail. She dialed again. Thomas answered this time.
“Big news. Mark Benson slept at the farmhouse,” she said, pacing in front of the window.
“Are you sure?”
“LeVar and I found muddy shoe prints trailing through the kitchen and up the staircase. There’s a blanket and pillow stuffed inside the closet with a padded carpet strip on the floor. As far as I can tell, Benson curled up inside the closet and slept with the door closed, in case you stormed the farmhouse.”
“Not that we wouldn’t check the closets.”
“He isn’t the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree. I also noticed a gray hair on the pillow.”
“Nice work. Don’t touch anything.”
“LeVar and I gloved up.”
“Lambert started his shift at noon. I’ll call him and have him drop by with an evidence kit.” Thomas hesitated. “Just wondering, Chelsey. How did you get past a locked door?”
“If I told you the wind blew it open, would you believe me?”
“Not really, but we’ll go with that for now.”
“For what it’s worth, the back door was open. It appears Benson kicked his way inside.”
Thomas set the phone aside while he radioed Deputy Lambert.
“All right. Lambert should arrive after two-thirty.”
“Thomas, when was the last time you spoke to Raven?”
“Deputy Aguilar joined Raven at the municipal park a half-hour ago.”
“The Wolf Lake municipal park?”
“Another possible Benson sighting. Someone called the advertising firm Ellie Fisher works for and set up a meeting in the park. Raven showed up in Ellie’s place, and a red Mitsubishi Mirage fled the scene. She didn’t get a plate number.”
“Is Raven still with Aguilar? I’m uncomfortable with her investigating alone.”
“I don’t like it, either. Benson already went after Ellie Fisher. Seems he’s settling scores today.”
“The idiot should be in hiding.” Chelsey pushed her hair back. “If you talk to Raven, send her our way. There’s safety in numbers.”
“Will do. Put me on speaker phone. I have a question for LeVar.”
“Give me a second.”
Chelsey held the phone in her palm.
“Hey, LeVar. I interviewed Derek Jordan’s friend this afternoon, and a familiar name came up.”
LeVar stepped closer.
“Who?”
“The kids in Barton Falls purchase drugs from Troy Dean and the 315 Royals.”
The teenager cocked an eyebrow.
“Troy strayed far from home.”
“That was my thought too.”
“Makes sense, though. Without the Kings running Harmon, the Royals control everything. My guess is Dean wants to expand his reach.”
“Pretty risky for a gang leader to push drugs outside his territory.”
“Not when you’re surrounded by muscle. Who in Barton Falls can stand against the Royals?” LeVar tilted his head. “Is Dean a suspect?”
“He’s on my radar. How well did you know him?”
“Never had the displeasure. The guy is a scumbag. The Royals won’t take care of the neighborhood the way we did before Rev ran the Kings.”
Rev had led the Harmon Kings gang until August. After the gang member broke into LeVar’s house and tried to murder the teenager, the sheriff’s department arrested Rev. Additional charges ensured Rev would serve multiple years in prison.
After Thomas finished questioning LeVar, Chelsey turned off speaker mode and placed the phone to her ear.
“Not that I need to tell you this,” said Thomas. “Stand down until Lambert arrives. It’s not even a great idea for me to know you’re in the house.”
“We’ll play it cool.”
Thomas sighed.
“Okay. I need to go. Detective Presley and I are meeting with Derek Jordan’s girlfriend at three o’clock. I’m not looking forward to this.”
“Oh, God. Breaking the news that someone murdered her boyfriend…I’m sorry, Thomas. Do you have a suspect yet?”
“This early in the investigation, everyone is a suspect.” Detective Presley spoke in the background. “Gotta go, Chelsey. Love you.”
A soothing warmth poured through Chelsey’s heart.
“I love you too. Stay safe.” Chelsey pressed end and found LeVar smirking at her. “What?”
“You and Shep Dawg. You’re a modern day—”
“If you say Romeo and Juliet, I’ll slug you.”
“Was thinking more Bonnie and Clyde. Or Kanye West and Jay-Z.”
“A posse gunned down Bonnie and Clyde in rural Louisiana. And aren’t Kanye and Jay-Z on the outs?”
LeVar scratched behind his ear.
“Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny don’t see eye-to-eye, either. I’ll come up with a better comparison next time.” He strolled to the window and studied the countryside. “What are the chances Benson will come back tonight?”
Chelsey thought for a moment and shook her head.
“Not high. Even Benson isn’t that stupid. While we watched the house from the car, Benson attempted to kidnap Ellie Fisher in the village.”
“He’s spinning out of control.”
“The sheriff’s department and Kane Grove PD are searching the village. By now, Benson knows they’re looking for a stolen Mitsubishi.”
“Either he abandons the car and hot-wires a different vehicle, or he flees New York before the cops close in.”
“And Raven is still working alone. Benson might be crazy enough to go after her before he finds a way out of the state.”
LeVar pressed his lips together. The teenager did his best to conceal his emotions, but Chelsey spied the concern in his eyes.
“She can take care of herself.”
“I’ll feel better when she has backup.” Chelsey skimmed her contact list. “I’m calling Darren.”
LeVar returned to the search. His footsteps trailed down the hallway and disappeared inside another bedroom.
“Hey, Chelsey,” Darren said, answering on the first ring. He sounded out of breath. “How’s the investigation going?”
“Catching a ghost isn’t easy,” she said with a groan. “How soon can you leave work? Raven spotted Mark Benson in Wolf Lake.”
“He’s in the village? She didn’t tell me.”
“Because she’s stubborn and won’t ask for help.” The irony wasn’t lost on Chelsey. She’d just described herself from this past summer. “I don’t want Raven driving around by herself.”
Voices spoke in the background. 
“Neither do I. But I can’t leave until the top of the hour. And honestly, three o’clock might be pushing it.”
“Sounds busy there. Did something happen?”
“Uh, a hiker wandered off trail and fell down the incline. The guy snapped his ankle. I carried the hiker out with his partner, and now we’re waiting for the ambulance to depart.”
“That’s not good.”
“The guy is fortunate he didn’t fall into the lake. Another ten yards, and he’d be in the drink. The water is forty feet deep below the cliffs, and there’s nothing to grab hold of.” A horn blared in the background. “I gotta write up a report. Call Raven and tell her I’ll leave between three and four o’clock. She’s not to move until I get there.”
“Apparently, she’s with Deputy Aguilar right now.”
“That’s a relief.”
“But that can’t last long. We’re not official members of this investigation.”
“Yeah, and Aguilar isn’t filming one of those ride-along reality cop shows where she gets to tackle white trash.”
Chelsey snickered. Even when he was worried, Darren had a knack for disarming everyone with comic relief. It was easy to understand why Raven had fallen for the state park ranger.
“Okay, Darren. Text me when you’re finished.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
October 31st
3:00 p.m.
 
 
Ed and Charisse Leonard sat at the kitchen table, while Thomas and Detective Presley stood beside the counter. Ed was a barrel-chested man that stood a few inches taller than the sheriff. His brown hair curled in thick clumps. As he glared at Thomas and the detective, the father twisted his hands into fists. Charisse wore jogging pants and a heavy sweatshirt, her straight blonde hair kissing the tops of her shoulders. She kept her eyes on the table, the walls, the window. Anywhere but on the two law enforcement officers who broke the news about Derek Jordan.
The Leonard family owned a two-story house with powder-blue siding. The outdated kitchen appeared plucked from the 1960s. Yellow laminate counters, neutral appliances, natural wood cabinetry. The flooring curled in one corner and revealed a black soil-like substance underneath, as if the earth slowly reclaimed the interior.
The front door banged open and shattered the quiet, announcing Valerie’s arrival. Ed rose from his chair, and Charisse waved him off.
“Let me get her,” she said.
Presley chewed a nail. Thomas leaned against the counter and waited.
From the foyer, the teenage girl said, “What’s the deal with the cop cars out front? Did the Delgado’s get into another fight?”
“There’s someone who wishes to speak with you,” Charisse said, her voice a touch above a whisper.
Charisse dried her eyes as she returned to the kitchen. Valerie Leonard followed her mother and stopped beside the table, her stunned gaze swinging from Thomas to Presley.
“What’s going on here?”
“It might be a good idea if you sit, dear.”
Valerie gave her mother a curious glance and set her book bag on the floor. She chose the chair between her parents. Ed draped an arm around Valerie’s shoulders and glared at the law enforcement officers. A warning to handle his daughter with care.
“Is this about the podcast?”
Presley stepped away from the counter.
“Valerie, I’m Detective Presley with the Kane Grove Police Department, and this is Sheriff Shepherd.”
“Okay,” Valerie said, dragging the word into a question.
“We need to speak to you about Derek Jordan.”
Valerie’s eyes flicked to her mother. The woman pressed a fist to her lips, while Ed bristled and fumed in the next seat.
“Derek didn’t come to school today. Did he get into a fight with his stepfather again?”
“Valerie, we found Derek beside the train tracks last night. He’s dead.”
The teenager stared at Presley in challenge, as if battling her would alter reality and bring Derek back. Reality struck her, and she leaned into her mother, sobbing as Charisse stroked her hair. The detective waited until Valerie pulled herself together.
“When did you last speak with Derek?”
Valerie sniffled and gave Presley a hazy look.
“Around midnight, I guess.”
The father’s head snapped to Valerie.
“What? You were with Derek at midnight?”
Valerie rested her hands on the table and shredded a tissue.
“I sneaked out of the house after you fell asleep.”
Charisse dropped her face into her hands. Ed was a boiling pot with a stuck lid.
“You left the house with your boyfriend on a school night?” He pointed an accusing finger at Charisse. “I told you Derek Jordan would ruin Valerie’s life. We never should have allowed them to date.”
Reigning in the conversation, Thomas asked, “Where did you last see Derek?”
Valerie swiped the tissue under her nose.
“We hung out near the train tracks for a while. He needed to go home, so we split up.”
“Some gentleman Derek Jordan was,” Ed said, grumbling. “Who takes a girl down to the train tracks? Only criminals frequent that area after dark.”
“He walked me to the end of the street and waited until I entered the house.”
The father scoffed and glanced away.
“Did you notice anyone else during your walk?” Thomas asked.
Valerie shook her head.
“No, it was just the two of us.”
“No cars drove past?”
“Not that I remember.”
Thomas pulled a chair from the table and turned it around. He sat and faced the Leonard family as Valerie peered down at her blurry reflection.
“How long had you dated Derek?”
Her left shoulder lifted a fraction. More of a twitch than a committed reply.
“Not until last night. We’d been friends for a long time, close friends since summer. I saw it coming, but was too afraid to ask him out.”
“I never should have allowed you anywhere near that lowlife,” Ed said, interjecting himself into the conversation.
“Please let your daughter finish, Mr. Leonard,” said Presley.
Ed Leonard muttered under his breath and set his fists on the table.
“Derek asked me out last night. Before, I figured he only wanted to be friends.”
“At any point, did Derek tell you he was concerned someone wanted to hurt him?”
“Why would anyone want to hurt Derek?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out. We understand he partied with Leland Trivett and Gardner Raimi.”
“Yeah, I guess. We’re all seniors. Everyone parties now and then.”
“What can you tell me about Derek’s friends?”
Valerie tossed the tissue in the garbage and ripped another out of the box.
“Not much to tell. Leland is a bit of a prankster. The three of them have been friends since grade school.”
“They ever get into fights with Derek?”
“No.”
“Did Derek have any enemies?”
Valerie shook her head and cried into her palm.
“When you and Derek split up last night, did he say where he was going?”
“Home, I guess.”
“He didn’t tell you he was heading to Leland’s house to party?”
Valerie swung her head back and forth.
“That sounds wrong. Derek had an essay due in the morning and a test to study for.”
Thomas turned to Charisse.
“Did you hear your daughter come in?”
Charisse gave Ed a confused glance.
“I went to bed a little after ten. We use a white noise machine that plays ocean sounds in the bedroom. Valerie gets loud when she’s on the computer.”
“So you aren’t sure when your daughter returned home.”
“I didn’t even realize she’d left the house.” Charisse dropped a hand on her daughter’s. “Valerie, you need to tell us before you leave. What if something had happened to you?”
“That won’t be a problem again,” the father said, tightening his jaw. “You’re grounded until graduation. And if you ever disobey me like this again, I’ll take that precious computer of yours and toss it in the river.”
Thomas ignored Valerie’s father.
“Leland Trivett acknowledged Derek was supposed to spend the night. According to Leland, he never showed.” Thomas saw confusion in Valerie’s eyes. Derek had told her he needed to go home, then ran to his friend’s house instead. “Maybe Derek told you he wasn’t going home, and the two of you argued.”
“Are you claiming I hurt Derek?”
Though Thomas doubted Valerie Leonard murdered her boyfriend, he couldn’t rule her out. Her father owned a dark-colored sedan. What if she drove back in her father’s car and stabbed Derek?
“Just trying to understand what happened last night. You were the last person to see Derek alive.”
Ed Leonard stood and bumped the table, spilling Charisse’s water.
“That’s enough. No more questions. My daughter is trying to process the news, and you aren’t helping matters.”
“What about you, Mr. Leonard? Where were you between the hours of midnight and two in the morning?”
“As we pointed out, my wife and I fell asleep after ten.”
“Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts?”
“This is harassment. You know the answer. My wife was asleep, and my daughter left the house.”
Thomas opened his wallet and removed a card. Below the office phone number, he scribbled his personal cell and handed it to Valerie.
“If you remember anything that will help us find the person who killed Derek, call or text me. Anytime.”
Valerie lifted the card, studied the number, and tucked it into her pocket without saying a word.
“She won’t call you,” Ed Leonard said. “Because she doesn’t know who did it. Leave my daughter out of your investigation.”
“Mr. Leonard, do you drive a black Volkswagen Passat?”
“You already knew I owned a Passat, or you wouldn’t have asked.”
“Mind if we look at the vehicle?”
“Why?”
“Please, it will only take a moment.”
The father puffed out his chest. 
“Not without a warrant.” He swept his arm toward the entryway. “It’s time you left, Sheriff. The next time you speak with my family, my lawyer will be present.”
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Over the two years Raven had frequented Ruth Sims’s Broken Yolk cafe, she’d never seen it so busy. Every seat was taken, and the teenage girl behind the counter worked double-time to fill orders as the line weaved back to the sitting area. Scents of freshly baked bread, donuts, and coffee co-mingled and made Raven’s mouth water. She’d promised Aguilar, who drove to meet Lambert at the farmhouse, she’d stay inside the cafe until her friends arrived. 
As she nibbled on a donut, she wondered about Mark Benson. He’d risked his freedom by pursuing Ellie Fisher. Had the convict fled New York after escaping prison, he would’ve had a better chance to escape the country. She understood why he returned to his former haunts—he needed the money he’d hidden away, and he craved the perceived safety familiarity lent. But why double down and kidnap Fisher a second time? How desperate was Benson for money?
Raven looked up from her coffee when the door opened, ringing the bell inside the cafe. A mix of relief and frustration poured through her bones when Chelsey led LeVar and Darren inside. Her friends represented safety. But everyone assumed she couldn’t defend herself.
“Finally, we caught up to you,” Chelsey said, sliding into the chair across from Raven’s. 
Darren leaned over and kissed Raven on the forehead. LeVar gave her shoulder a squeeze and sat beside Chelsey. 
“How are things at the farmhouse?” Raven asked. As deep as she’d interjected herself into the investigation, she was glad she hadn’t accompanied Chelsey and LeVar to the farmhouse. The old home in the country held too many horrifying memories. 
“Deputy Lambert pulled two prints from the bedroom. It appears Benson didn’t wear gloves.”
“The psycho feels comfortable at the farmhouse,” LeVar said. “My guess is he’ll return if he can’t escape New York today. Did Benson really go after Ellie Fisher again?”
Torn pieces of paper from a sweetener packet lay before Raven. She’d nervously shredded the packet without noticing. Embarrassed, she swept the pieces into her palm and tossed them into a garbage can.
“That’s my theory,” said Raven. “I never saw Benson’s face, just a guy hanging back in the shadows who fit Benson’s profile. But it had to be him. We can’t underestimate this guy. He swindled Fisher into meeting him at the park.”
Chelsey scanned a menu as she replied.
“Benson must have researched Fisher while he was in jail. That’s the only way he could have known she worked for the advertising firm.”
“Cons get computer access in prison,” Darren said. “A Google search is all you need.”
“But his plan fell through, and now he has the sheriff’s department, Kane Grove PD, and state police hunting him down. It’s time to get out of Dodge.”
“How much did he pull out of savings before the arrest?”
“About a grand,” Raven said, peering out the window. 
“That’s enough for a plane ticket out of the country.”
Chelsey folded her arms and leaned back.
“Flying is too risky. He’d need fake identification, which isn’t easy to obtain when the authorities are one step behind. And he’d have to alter his appearance so security didn’t recognize him.”
Raven nodded.
“I agree. Benson didn’t have enough money to buy a fake ID, change his appearance, and purchase an international flight ticket on short notice.” Raven looked across the table at LeVar. “What would you do, if you wanted to escape the country before the police caught you?”
“Oh, sure. Ask the banger how to flee the country. Once a criminal, always a criminal.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
LeVar smirked.
“My boy knows how to hot-wire a vehicle. Stealing another car is always an option.” LeVar rested his chin on his palm and closed his eyes. “Nah. He needs to maintain a low profile. Another car theft increases his risk.”
“So how does he escape the country? It’s an awfully long walk to Mexico.”
“I’d buy a bus ticket,” Darren said. 
“Don’t you need identification to buy a bus ticket?”
“Some carriers allow travelers without identification to buy a ticket online. It usually costs the purchaser an extra twenty bucks. But it can be done. Benson would need to find someone to purchase the ticket for him.”
Chelsey shook her head and said, “I don’t buy it. That’s an extra hoop for Benson to jump through. We’re assuming he didn’t have a fake ID already.”
“You’re right,” Raven said. “He thought ahead while he held Ellie Fisher for ransom. Not only did he withdraw his savings, but he hid the money, assuming he’d need to grab it and run if the authorities closed in on him. It only makes sense he purchased identification before the arrest.”
“And kept it with his money.” Chelsey swung her gaze from LeVar to Darren. “With ID, he could stroll into any bus terminal and purchase a ticket. The security in those places is nothing like an airport.”
“Clerks in bus stations don’t ask questions, either,” Darren added.
“But Wolf Lake doesn’t have a bus terminal.”
LeVar pushed the dreadlocks off his shoulder.
“The closest options are Harmon and Kane Grove.”
“Benson spends a lot of time in Kane Grove,” Darren said. 
“When Aguilar and I entered the gym,” said Raven. “Someone had used the showers.”
“That’s a great place for Benson to hide if he found a way inside. He could clean up and shave off the mustache, alter his appearance just enough that a bus station clerk who’d seen Benson’s photo on television wouldn’t recognize him.”
LeVar pulled out his phone.
“If we want bus schedules out of Kane Grove, I know just the person to hunt down the information. I’ll text Scout.”
“Have her focus on routes to southern Texas,” Chelsey said. “Once Benson gets that far, he’ll sneak across the border.”
The double doors to the kitchen opened. Joining the teenager at the counter, Ruth Sims brushed flour off her apron. She noticed LeVar and his friends at the table and waved. LeVar’s smile seemed forced as he waved back. After Ruth returned to the kitchen, Raven held LeVar’s eyes.
“What was that about?”
“What?”
“That look on your face. Are you having problems with Ruth?”
“Hell, no. Ruth and I get along just fine.”
“Then why did you paint that smile on your face before you waved back?”
They were all staring at LeVar now. The teenager ran a hand through his hair.
“I can’t keep doing this. Ruth has me working twenty hours a week. Between the Wolf Lake Consulting internship and school, I barely have time to breathe.”
“Tell her you need to drop the job,” Darren said, keeping his voice low. 
“I can’t do that to Ruth. She gave me a job when nobody else would. What cafe hires the enforcer for the Harmon Kings and trusts him with the cash?”
“You’re a good guy, and you’re loyal,” Chelsey said, patting LeVar on the shoulder.
“But you’re running yourself ragged,” said Darren. “Be honest. Do you plan to work at the Broken Yolk forever?”
“Well, no.”
“So don’t beat yourself up over this. Ruth will understand.”
“I don’t know, dawg. Ruth always has my back, one hundred percent.” LeVar’s phone buzzed with a received message. He lifted the phone and swiped to his texts. “Scout found our information.”
“She always does,” Raven said with a grin. LeVar set the phone on the table for everyone to read. Raven scanned the schedule. “The last bus left Kane Grove at two o’clock. Benson fled the municipal park around that time.”
“When does the next bus depart?” Chelsey asked, leaning over the table as she squinted at the screen. 
Raven smirked, realizing Chelsey needed glasses. She tried to picture her friend wearing readers. 
“Eleven o’clock tonight. The next bus out of Kane Grove departs at five-fifty tomorrow morning.”
Chelsey removed her phone from her pocket and held up a finger. After dialing, she pressed the phone to her ear and waited for someone to answer.
“Yes, I’m interested in purchasing a bus ticket for this evening.” Chelsey paused while the clerk confirmed her information. “That’s right, a ticket for eleven o’clock.” After the clerk replied, Chelsey scrunched her brow. “Canceled? All right. The next bus leaves at five-fifty, correct? And the connection will take me to San Antonio?” Several seconds passed. “Thank you. I’ll purchase a ticket inside the terminal. I appreciate your help.”
Raven glanced at Chelsey.
“Well?”
“They canceled the eleven o’clock route. Didn’t sell enough tickets, apparently.”
“That means Benson is stuck in Wolf Lake until morning.”
Chelsey swung her eyes to each member at the table.
“We caught a break. I’ll call the deputies and tell them what we found. Then we’ll set up surveillance.”
“Where?”
“What better place to spend Halloween night than a creepy farmhouse in the country?”
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A sports car thumping heavy metal motored down England Street. Someone pointed at Leland, laughed, and tossed a beer can through the window. As the car squealed around the corner, Leland kicked the can aside and shoved his hands into his pockets. 
He never should have stayed after school, talking to people he barely knew about Derek. Nobody consoled him. They only needed to understand how someone their age, someone they shared the hallways with, could suffer a brutal death in the shadows of their own backyards. Leland had no answers, and talking had caused him to miss the bus. Now he was stuck walking home in a windbreaker that didn’t earn its moniker. The chill stiffened his bones. Just a little longer. Another two miles and he’d arrive home.
He hadn’t wrapped his head around Derek’s death and never would. As his sneakers scuffed along the sidewalk, a figure watched from across the street and caught his eye. False alarm. It was a grim reaper posed with a scythe, beside a pumpkin glowing on the front steps. For unknown reasons, the grim reaper unsettled him. Its gaze seemed to follow Leland through the neighborhood, eyes shifting as he moved. Down the block, three women led a group of young children from door-to-door, the kids trick-or-treating early this year to beat the cold.
Or perhaps the parents didn’t want their children outside after dark with a vicious murderer running loose. 
He quickened his step and hurried away from the macabre Halloween decoration. The road concluded at a dead end, but a trail worn by generations of children arrowed through the trees and led through a park. The shortcut saved him ten minutes of walking time, and he needed every second if he hoped to survive the cold. Leland’s ears grew numb. His nose ran like a waterfall, and he was out of tissues. Before he crossed the soccer field, he plucked two leaves from a tree and combined them into a makeshift Kleenex. Then he tossed the leaves away and jogged with his shoulders hunched over.
The trees rustled behind him. He swung his head back and saw nothing but shadows pooling on the grass. A crazy image flashed in his head—the grim reaper coming alive, uprooting itself, and stalking Leland with its deadly scythe. He laughed the idea off, his own voice unsettling him. Yet he kept glancing over his shoulder as he traversed the pitch.
The park ended at a chain-link fence. A parking lot littered with potholes and scattered trash bordered the park. This was where kids drank after the police chased them off the railroad tracks. He planted one foot inside the links and grasped the top. With a grunt, he swung his leg over and hopped down. The landing drove the air from his lungs and buckled his stiff knees. As he hurried across the parking lot, another car rolled past. 
He paused when the black sedan turned into the lot. Though sunset was a few hours away, headlights blinded his eyes. 
Leland altered his angle, wary of the car, but the driver swung around and blocked him from leaving. His head shot up when the doors opened. Leland recognized the two thugs climbing out of the sedan. These were the men who guarded Troy Dean. Leland’s confusion turned to alarm when Dean stepped out of the backseat and strode at the teenager with ill intent in his eyes.
“I heard someone talked to the cops.”
Leland swiveled and ran for the fence. Footsteps pounded the blacktop behind him as the gang members closed in. All he needed to do was reach the fence, hoist himself over, and retrace his steps. Nobody in the neighborhood would lend a hand. But the high school was three blocks past the neighborhood. That was his best chance.
Leland’s chest heaved with exertion. He sensed the thugs behind him. No matter how fast he ran, they gained an inch with each stride. Hopping over a curb, Leland leaped onto the fence and clutched the links. He swung one leg over the bar before someone grabbed him by the belt loop and ripped him backward. The teenager cried out before his back slammed against the macadam. Air fled his lungs as sneakers stomped his shoulders and ribs. He covered his head and pleaded as the gang members beat him down. 
The sky spun overhead. A heavyset thug with a goatee and tattooed neck ripped him to his feet and threw him against the fence. Leland squirmed and kicked out, but they were stronger, and he was outnumbered. While the two bodyguards held him against the links, Dean hurled a fist into Leland’s stomach. The boy coughed and wheezed as Dean grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head back.
Leland’s eyes widened when the switchblade flicked out.
“Barton Falls is ours. Nobody talks to the cops without me finding out.”
Dean’s eyes boiled with unhinged fury. The gangster placed the blade against Leland’s throat and pressed inward, just enough to break the skin. Blood trickled down Leland’s neck and dotted his windbreaker. 
“What did you tell the cops?”
“Nothing, I swear.”
Another punch buckled Leland’s ribs and left him breathless and sucking air. 
“You told them where we sell.”
“No.”
“And you gave them my name.”
“I swear, I didn’t!”
Blade in hand, Dean angled the knife across Leland’s throat.
“I could bleed you like a stuck pig, and nobody would stop me.” Dean’s eyes flicked over Leland’s body and stopped on his chest. The gangster turned the switchblade and clutched it in his fist. He stuck the tip against Leland’s sternum and made a stabbing motion. “Or I could stab you in the chest like I did your friend.”
Leland froze.
Dean grinned.
“That’s right. I murdered your buddy.”
“Why? Why did you kill Derek?”
“Because he wouldn’t keep his mouth shut. What is it with you backwoods druggies? I provide a service, and you repay me by turning us over to the police.”
Dean nodded at the two guards. This was it. They were going to kill Leland.
He closed his eyes a second before Dean whipped his forehead against Leland’s face. The bridge of Leland’s nose shattered on impact. Blood flooded from the boy’s nostrils as Dean loomed over him, cackling like a maniac. The guards released Leland. His legs failed to support him, and he crumbled to the blacktop and lay on his side, curled in a fetal position. 
Dean placed his sneaker on Leland’s neck.
“Tell one person we did this to you, and it will be twice as bad next time.” He waited until Leland nodded. Then the gang leader stepped back and laughed at the broken teenager. “There’s plenty more where that came from, bitch.”
The three men turned and strode toward the black sedan. Dean swiveled his head and leered back at Leland.
“Don’t show your face by the train tracks, boy. That’s Royals territory now. You’re not welcome.”
For good measure, Dean spat. The glob landed below Leland’s eye and trailed down his cheek.
The teenager coughed blood as the sedan raced out of the lot.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
October 31st
3:15 p.m.
 
 
“Knock, knock.”
Scout closed the browser when her mother’s voice came from the entryway. Had she forgotten to lock the door? Seeing her father had thrown her off. At least she was safe inside the guest house with Jack by her side. The giant Siberian Husky lifted his head and padded to the entryway, tail wagging and slapping against the wall as he greeted Serena and Naomi. Scout’s mouth watered. The sweet potato pie made LeVar’s home smell like Thanksgiving.
“Hey, Mom. I’m back here.”
“Ms. Hopkins is with me.”
“Just need to drop off a few dishes for LeVar,” said Serena, drawing a snort from Naomi. 
What was that all about?
“There you are,” Naomi said as she rounded the wall. Scout’s mother eyed the essay on the computer display with skepticism before bending to kiss Scout’s forehead. She held her lips for several seconds. “That’s good. You don’t have a fever.”
Scout doubted that lips competed for accuracy with digital thermometers. But mothers possessed preternatural abilities to assess fevers with their lips and the backs of their hands. They also solved all the world’s problems with chicken soup.
“Hi, Ms. Hopkins.”
“How are you feeling, Scout?” Serena asked, setting the pie on LeVar’s card table. 
“Better. I could have gone to school this afternoon, but I finished my essay.”
Serena and Naomi shared a smile.
“Ms. Hopkins and I baked an amazing sweet potato pie,” Naomi said, brushing the hair out of Scout’s eyes. “How about I grab plates from LeVar’s cupboard?”
“Seriously? I can’t wait. But won’t pie ruin dinner?”
Serena waved a hand through the air.
“It’s only three. You’ll get your appetite back by six, especially with how hard you’re working.”
Naomi and Serena laughed again, leaving Scout to wonder about the inside joke. She furrowed her brow and turned back to her essay as her mother helped Serena with the plates and forks.
“Before I slice the pie,” Naomi called down the hallway. “Are you over your upset stomach?”
“Yeah, my stomach feels—”
Scout clamped her mouth shut, closed her eyes, and dropped her head back. How stupid could she be? 
“Hmm,” Naomi said, leaning against the wall with a dish balanced on her palm. “I could have sworn you told me you had a sore throat.”
Serena folded her arms and stood beside Naomi. They fixed Scout with unwavering glares as she fidgeted in the wheelchair. Then Serena burst out laughing, and Naomi joined in. To Scout’s horror, they shared a fist bump.
“Kids never learn,” Naomi said.
“We teach them everything they know,” said Serena, popping a piece of crust into her mouth. “But not everything we know.”
“They fall for our tricks every time.” Naomi set Scout’s plate on the table and sat. “So you played hooky, and we caught you.”
Scout opened her mouth to protest and stopped. They’d cornered her. No way to talk her way out of the lie.
Naomi eyed Serena and said, “Now that we caught her, we need to decide on a punishment.”
“You could take her computers away for a week,” Serena said, forking the sweet potato pie past her lips. 
Scout lost her appetite. Naomi pondered the suggestion.
“No. How will she do her homework?”
“Ma used to make me eat soap when I lied.”
“Eat soap?” Scout asked, widening her eyes.
“Or whack me with the paddle.”
Naomi chewed and swallowed, a look of rapture on her face.
“This is amazing, Serena. What’s wrong, Scout? You haven’t touched your food.”
Serena turned to Naomi as she pointed her fork at Scout.
“Maybe Scout should plea bargain to reduce her punishment.”
Naomi set her fork down and assessed her daughter from across the table.
“Yes, a plea bargain.”
Scout dropped her shoulders.
“Okay, what do you want me to do?”
“Let’s start with the reason you skipped school. You’re investigating another case, aren’t you?”
When Scout didn’t reply, Serena set her forearms on the table.
“Tell your mother the truth, Scout. The truth shall set you free.”
Naomi snorted.
“All right. But this case isn’t as exciting as the state park investigation.”
At the end of summer, Scout’s team researched the Skye Feron disappearance and helped the sheriff’s department catch Alec Samson, the man who’d abducted Skye six years ago.
“That’s fine. I don’t want you losing sleep because of nightmares, anyhow. What’s so fascinating about this case that you played hooky?”
Scout picked at her food and retold the story of Violet Lyon’s podcast. Naomi and Serena shared curious glances as Scout mentioned the Halloween Man.
“LeVar doesn’t believe anyone murdered Violet,” Scout said.
“But you do.”
Scout shrugged.
“I’m not sure. It sounded convincing, but I admit it’s far-fetched. Until I figure out Violet Lyon’s identity, I can’t solve the case.”
Naomi rubbed her chin.
“The prosecution is willing to strike a deal, Scout.”
Scout dropped her eyes to the table.
“What’s my punishment?”
“Show us everything you’re working on—how you research the case, the evidence you’ve gathered so far.”
“That’s it?”
“For now. You’ll have your day in court.”
“Okay.”
“Eat first. You won’t regret it.”
And she didn’t regret it. Dessert melted in Scout’s mouth. After they finished, Scout helped Mom and Serena wash and dry the dishes. 
“Oh, I almost forgot. Someone needs to bring Jack’s food down from the A-frame. We’re in charge of feeding Jack and taking him outside.”
“No problem. I’ll run up to the house before dinner.”
“So you want to watch me work?” Scout asked.
She didn’t want to mention her father’s appearance with Serena around.
“Lead the way, super sleuth,” said Naomi, pushing Scout’s wheelchair to the computer.
As Naomi and Serena pulled chairs from the card table and squeezed beside her, Scout displayed the geolocation information on Violet Lyon.
“Interesting,” Naomi said. “Those dots show where Violet Lyon posted from?”
“Geolocation is accurate within several miles. Notice they cluster around Barton Falls.”
“What’s next?”
Scout ran Google searches for Violet Lyon and Barton Falls. Except for links to the girl’s podcast, Violet Lyon didn’t appear to be a real person. To verify the results, Scout called up last year’s Barton Falls yearbook. Again, no Violet Lyon.
“She’s using an assumed name,” Serena said. “How do you figure out her legal name?”
Jack’s head swiveled between them, as if he understood.
“We keep snooping,” Scout said. 
Scout moved through the yearbook, page by page. She assumed Naomi and Serena would become bored, but their interests only grew as Scout searched for the proverbial needle in a haystack. Violet might be staring them in the face in dozens of pictures, but how would Scout know? After they perused the athletic teams, Serena tapped the screen with her finger.
“Let’s think this through,” Serena said. “This girl spends her nights creating podcasts and making up stories. Does that sound like a soccer player or sprinter to you?”
“No, it sounds like someone in the drama club,” Naomi said.
Scout had to admit Serena and Naomi were on to something. But after Scout studied the names and faces from the drama club photograph, nobody jumped out at her. Frustrated, she moved to the next page. 
Her heart leaped. The media club. It made sense someone interested in podcasting and internet streaming would join the media club. Eight boys and five girls comprised the media club. Was Violet in the picture? Scout stopped on a pretty girl wearing a black T-shirt with a lion on the front. The mischief in the girl’s eyes pulled Scout’s attention. It was as if the girl hid a humorous secret from the world.
“That has to be her,” Scout said, pointing at the girl.
“What?” Naomi scooted her chair closer. “Why do you say that?”
“Read the name. Valerie Leonard.”
“Violet Lyon, Valerie Leonard.”
“Plus, lion and Lyon are homophones.” Scout set the mouse aside and accepted hugs from her mother and Serena. “Why didn’t I figure it out until now? I should tell LeVar.”
Smiles etched across their faces as Scout placed the call.
“All I need to do is find Valerie Leonard, and I’ll prove Violet Lyon didn’t die during her podcast,” Scout told LeVar.
“You did it again,” he said. “Not sure we saved anyone’s life this time. But at least we know the Halloween Man didn’t murder Violet on her show. Valerie Leonard, you said?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll tell the crew. We wondered how your investigation was going.” After a moment, LeVar said, “I wish you were here with us, Scout.”
Scout’s throat tightened. She wanted nothing more than to join LeVar, Darren, Raven, and Chelsey in the field someday.
“I wish I was too.”
“Stay near your computer. We might need your help again later.”
“Will do.”
Satisfaction and a sense of belonging warmed Scout’s chest. The way her mother and Serena admired her amplified those feelings. 
“Now what?” Serena asked.
“I guess that’s the end of the investigation.”
Disappointment drooped their faces. To Scout, the investigation seemed incomplete. She’d forgotten something important. 
“I’m your boyfriend now, Violet.”
The Halloween Man skit returned to her. That was a line from a horror movie. Nightmare on Elm Street, Scout recalled. 
“Oh, no,” Scout muttered, covering her mouth.
Naomi moved to her daughter’s side.
“What’s the matter, hon?”
In the movie, Freddy Krueger spoke that line. And someone named Krueger31 stalked Valerie on internet message forums. 
“We need to find Krueger31. He’s the real Halloween Man.”
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
October 31st
3:40 p.m.
 
 
The pressure overwhelmed Valerie. Her life had become a nightmare.
She slumped to the floor inside her bedroom and twisted the lock on the door. Her shoulders trembled. Tears streamed down her face as her parents fought inside the kitchen. They argued over Valerie’s punishment for disobeying their orders and sneaking out with Derek. Wasn’t it enough that someone murdered her boyfriend? 
A twin bed lay tucked in the far corner of the room with a Vampire Weekend poster affixed to the wall above her pillow. Opposite her bed, a desk held a computer and webcam, plus a broadcast quality microphone. She was broken. A fraud. If only her fans could see her now, sniveling like a terrified two-year-old. 
A purr pulled her eyes to the closet. Loomis, her three-month-old Devon Rex kitten, padded out of hiding and curled in her lap. The kitten nuzzled against Valerie’s chest as she stroked its fur.
“Don’t worry, Loomis. They’re just yelling. They won’t hurt you.”
The kitten meowed in answer and stretched its limbs, tiny claws digging against Valerie’s legs. Her father’s voice boomed through the downstairs and dominated Valerie’s mother. In this house, he had the last word. Every time. Anyone who questioned his authority learned never to speak out again. 
Valerie pressed her ear to the door and clutched the handle as if it was a lifeline.
“Why didn’t you let the police look at the car?” Charisse sobbed. “Derek is dead. The least we can do is cooperate with the investigation.”
“I won’t let them examine the Passat, Charisse. Don’t argue with me.”
Loomis squirmed. 
“Shh,” Valerie said, soothing the frightened kitten. “He just needs to yell himself out, and it will all be over soon. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
Except she was afraid. Terrified by what had happened to Derek, frightened by her father’s rage.
“What harm would it have done?” Charisse asked.
“Are you crazy? First, they search the car, then they come back with a warrant for the house. The next thing you know, one of us leaves our home in handcuffs.”
“But we did nothing wrong.”
Ed Leonard didn’t reply. Valerie’s breath caught in her chest as she waited for her father to say something.
The ensuing quiet was like the split-second between lightning and thunder. Valerie’s mind returned to the locker room. Someone had locked her inside and stalked her. After she escaped through the fire exit, the Halloween Man glared at her across the parking lot. A moment later, he disappeared behind a row of vehicles. Nothing made sense. The Halloween Man wasn’t real. She’d created the legend to frighten her listeners. 
Had she opened the gates of hell? Someone was dressing up as the Halloween Man. The possibility that the same maniac murdered Derek sent chills down her spine. 
Derek’s wallet. 
She’d forgotten the wallet until now. Assuming her boyfriend was playing a prank on her, Valerie had stuffed the wallet inside her knapsack. If the sheriff returned and discovered the wallet, he’d blame Valerie for killing Derek. Claim she murdered him and stole his money. Her gaze jerked to the knapsack. The bag lay zipped on the bed with the incriminating evidence beneath her books. 
What to do? 
She wanted to come clean, call the sheriff’s department, and explain what happened. Maybe a CSI team could lift the killer’s fingerprints off the wallet. But she’d watched too many movies in which the victim took the blame. Circumstantial evidence landed innocent people atop the suspect list. 
She pawed inside her pocket for her phone and messaged Leland. He’d know what to do. She waited for a reply that never came. Begging the boy to answer, she called his phone and listened to it ring. Leland always answered. The boy practically tied himself to his phone and social media accounts. Something was wrong.
Valerie slipped the phone into her pocket and listened. Her father’s footfalls thundered across the floor and shook the walls as he paced from the kitchen to the living room. Valerie unlocked the door and edged it open, placing her face between the door and jamb. 
“Ed? You didn’t hurt that boy, did you?”
Valerie’s hands turned clammy. Suddenly, she felt sick to her stomach. Sensing her anxiety, Loomis sprang from her lap and scurried inside the closet again. 
“Of course I didn’t hurt him. Why would you ask something that stupid?”
There was a quiver in her father’s voice that made Valerie question his honesty. No. Her father could be a bastard, but he wouldn’t murder her boyfriend. 
“Then call the sheriff and allow him to look at the car. We need to clear our names.”
The slap sent a shock through Valerie. Silence followed downstairs. Then her mother cried.
“You son-of-a-bitch,” Valerie whispered through the opening. “If you ever hurt her again…”
Her words trailed off when Ed crossed the floor. Worried her father would climb the stairs and catch Valerie eavesdropping, she shoved the door shut and twisted the lock.
“You’re so stupid, Charisse. I’m protecting my daughter. That’s why I ordered the sheriff to leave.”
Charisse sniffled.
“How the hell are you protecting Valerie?”
“What if she stole the car after we fell asleep? We both drank at dinner. With your godforsaken noise maker on all night, neither of us would have heard the engine.”
“What are you saying, Ed? You believe Valerie stole our car, drove to the tracks, and murdered her boyfriend? That’s crazy.”
“Don’t call me crazy.”
Valerie trembled. Why would her father accuse Valerie of killing Derek? To protect himself?
“Valerie wouldn’t hurt her friends.”
“You see the things she’s into. Serial killers, horror movies. What do you think she does on that computer all night? She’s hiding in a dark place, Charisse. We should have cut her off from horror movies years ago. Another mistake I made by listening to you.”
“But they’re just movies.”
“Yeah? Someone butchered that kid. Stabbed him seven times in the chest and left him bleeding beside the tracks.” Valerie’s father seemed to know everything about the murder. Had the sheriff revealed the details? Or had Ed Leonard held a bloody blade while he watched Derek die? This was madness. Her own father had implicated Valerie in Derek’s murder.
“We have to protect Valerie, Charisse. God help us if she took the car out at midnight. The last thing we need is the sheriff and that bitch detective pawing around the car and finding evidence that links Valerie to the scene.”
“But she didn’t kill anyone, Ed.”
“It won’t matter. With the police, all they want is to place blame and close their cases. They’ll railroad Valerie and vilify her. And that’s why we can’t let them near our car. What if that crooked sheriff plants evidence?”
Ed Leonard made it seem as if he was looking out for Valerie’s best interest. But Valerie didn’t trust him.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
October 31st
4:50 p.m.
 
 
Thomas Shepherd led Detective Presley around the idling ambulance and through the automatic doors. The sick and injured filled every seat inside Kane Grove Memorial Hospital’s emergency room. A man clutched his stomach and doubled over as a concerned spouse stroked his back. A woman with a bloody towel wrapped around her hand screamed at the nurse and demanded someone attend to her injury.
Presley broke to the left and gestured for Thomas to follow. She stopped beside the welcome station.
“Detective Presley,” the gray-haired woman behind the desk said. “Haven’t seen you in months.”
“Good to see you, Rosa.” Presley made introductions. “We’re looking for Leland Trivett. His mother phoned the department and told us she brought Leland to the emergency room.”
The woman fixed her glasses on the end of her nose and typed at the keyboard. Rosa scribbled the location on a sticky note and handed it to Presley. On their way through the double doors, Presley flashed her badge at a security guard. 
“What’s going on around here?” Presley asked, watching Thomas from the corner of her eye. “First, someone stabs Derek Jordan. Next, his best friend ends up in the emergency room. The attacks have to be related.”
Presley knocked on the wall and announced her presence. A second later, a woman tugged the curtain back.
“Mrs. Trivett? I’m Detective Presley.” 
Presley introduced Thomas. After a nod, the sheriff’s eyes moved to the table. Leland rested on a cot, one leg bent at the knee, the other extended. His sneakers were off, and bandages snaked around his head and ribs. Blood crusted the boy’s broken nose.
“I want the maniac who did this caught and arrested,” Mrs. Trivett said. Her orange hair was mussed, and makeup ran from her eyes to her cheeks.
“Who attacked Leland?” Presley asked.
“That’s the problem. Leland won’t say. Perhaps you can talk sense into my son.”
Thomas pulled a chair beside Leland’s cot and sat. Leaning forward in a relaxed posture, his elbows propped on his knees, Thomas did his best to appear nonthreatening. 
“How did this happen, Leland?”
The boy gave Thomas a defiant stare and said, “I fell climbing over the fence in the city park.”
“Oh. Did the fall leave a sneaker print on your windbreaker?” Leland’s eyes swung to the windbreaker which hung against the wall. The phantom of a sneaker print muddied the front. “Looks to me like someone jumped you after school. Is that what happened?”
Leland’s jaw shifted, but he didn’t reply.
“Just tell the sheriff the truth,” Mrs. Trivett said, pleading. She checked the time and tapped her foot. “Your father is on his way from work. If we can’t get the facts out of you, your father will.”
“Leland,” Presley said, kneeling beside the cot. “We need to catch the person who did this to you. Once he’s behind bars, he won’t be able to hurt you again.”
Leland gave Presley an unconvinced eye roll.
“Is the man who attacked you the same person who stabbed Derek Jordan?” asked Thomas.
Leland’s eye twitched.
“I fell. It was an accident. You can go now.”
Presley stood and placed her hands on her hips. She paced the floor with her head lowered, thinking of a way to get through to the teenager.
“Does this have anything to do with our discussion at the school?” Thomas shot Leland a pointed stare. “About the man you met at the train tracks.”
“What man?” the mother asked, touching her mouth. “Why would you go down to the train tracks? There’s nothing down there except…Leland, are you dealing drugs?”
The boy’s face filled with horror.
“What? No!”
“Your son doesn’t deal drugs,” Thomas said. “Right, Leland?”
“Of course not.”
“Tell your mother what you do at the tracks. It would be best if it came from you.”
Cornered, Leland looked from Thomas to his mother. 
“I don’t deal. I buy.”
“Oh, my God,” Mrs. Trivett said, wiping her eyes with a tissue. 
“It’s just marijuana, Mom. It’s not like I purchase coke and heroin.”
“This isn’t how we raised you, Leland. I knew something was wrong. You stay up all night playing video games. If your grades fall, you’ll lose your scholarship to Ithaca. Is that what you want?”
Leland lowered his head.
“No.”
“Did your…dealer attack you?” Mrs. Trivett’s face twisted on dealer.
Leland chewed his lip.
“Tell me who did this,” Thomas said. “I promise I won’t let him hurt you again.”
“Troy Dean,” Leland said from the corner of his mouth.
“The leader of the 315 Royals.”
“He told me, if I snitch to the police, he’ll kill me like he did Derek.”
Mrs. Trivett hugged her son and cried into his shoulder.
Thomas eyed Presley. She wrote Dean’s name on her notepad and picked up her phone. 
Presley and Thomas questioned Leland until the nurse returned. The doctor needed to reset the boy’s nose.
As they crossed the parking lot, Thomas shook his head.
“Why would a Harmon gangster murder Derek Jordan?”
“To keep the kid from ratting him out to the police. Or maybe because he’s a sociopath. Does he need a motive?”
Kane Grove PD had already phoned the Harmon Police Department. As Thomas and Presley spoke, cruisers canvassed Harmon, searching for Dean.
“So why didn’t he kill Leland Trivett, if he’s afraid of teenagers snitching on him?”
Presley stopped beside her vehicle and released a frustrated breath. She folded her arms with the keys dangling from one finger.
“We finally get a break, and we’re already talking ourselves out of it. Why look a gift horse in the mouth? Troy Dean admitted to murdering Derek Jordan.”
“And we’ll bring him in for questioning.”
“But you don’t believe he did it.”
Thomas studied the horizon. The sun dropped toward the hills, painting the land in Halloween orange. The cold bit at his ears and urged him to climb inside his vehicle. A few degrees colder, and snowflakes would fall from the sky.
“What about Cole Holland?”
“Derek Jordan’s stepfather? The department ran a background check on Holland. He drives a red Bronco Sport, not a dark sedan, and the tire tracks from the old train yards didn’t come from a Bronco.”
“Anything else about Holland we should know?”
“He grew up in Barton Falls. Average student, didn’t attend college. No arrests, no red flags. He hated his stepson, but there’s no law against that.”
Thomas dug the keys from his pocket.
“I know someone with inside information on Troy Dean and the Royals.”
Presley brushed her hair back.
“I’m hungry and exhausted, Sheriff. Tell you what. Make your call while I grab dinner, then we’ll meet up afterward. It’s been a long day, and I want this case wrapped up before I hit the pillow tonight.”
After Presley drove off, Thomas dialed LeVar as he climbed behind the wheel.
“Shep Dawg. To what do I owe this honor?”
“Troy Dean confessed to murdering Derek Jordan.”
LeVar hesitated before answering.
“Dean confessed to you?”
“No. Dean and his thugs jumped a teenager in Barton Falls. During the beat down, Dean told the kid he killed Derek, and the boy would be next on the list if he went to the cops.”
A chuckle came over the phone.
“Straight out of the gangster playbook. Whatever beef Dean has with this kid, Dean’s just getting inside the kid’s head to intimidate him.”
“According to our victim, Dean knew details about the attack.”
“Which he probably read on the internet. The murder is all over the news.” LeVar thought for a moment. “You’re obligated to bring Dean in. But nothing adds up. Why kill Derek Jordan, admit to murder, and let the witness walk away? If Dean really killed Jordan, your victim wouldn’t be alive to talk about it.”
“That’s my thinking, as well.” Thomas turned out of the hospital lot and directed the vehicle toward Barton Falls. He wanted to cruise past the Jordan house again. The background check hadn’t revealed a smoking gun in Holland’s past. Yet he didn’t trust the stepfather. While he was in Barton Falls, he’d swing past the train tracks and park outside Valerie Leonard’s house. What was he missing? “LeVar, how’s your sister?”
“Our gang is back together.” LeVar snickered. “Sorry for saying gang. Not the best term to describe our group after today.”
“I’m just glad everyone’s safe. I spoke to Deputy Aguilar. You expect Benson will buy a bus ticket in Kane Grove?”
“We’ll catch him if he does.”
“Leave it to the sheriff’s department, LeVar.”
“I can’t do that, Shep. It’s personal now. Come at my sister, and you answer to me.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
October 31st
5:05 p.m.
 
 
Valerie awoke with a start and touched her heart. 
The light at the window seemed wrong. Corrupt somehow. Distant sun peeked out from a thick blanket of gray, slicing past her blinds. It took her a moment to realize it wasn’t morning. She’d fallen asleep on her bed after the shouting ended downstairs. It all came back to her—the person dressed as the Halloween Man, Dad striking her mother, the sheriff insinuating Valerie or her father had killed Derek.
She ruffled her hair and crawled off the bed. Loomis darted from the closet and leaped into her lap as she sat at her desk. Too depressed to check the message boards, disgusted she’d created the Halloween Man legend and put her friends and family at risk, she stroked the kitten behind his neck. Light faded inside the bedroom. Lifting her phone, she confirmed Leland still hadn’t written back. Worry tugged at her. She should call Gardner. He’d know where to find Leland.
When the phone rang in Valerie’s hand, she jolted. The phone tumbled to the floor, cracking the screen in the corner.
“Shit,” she whispered as she retrieved the damaged phone.
Though Valerie didn’t recognize the number, she answered.
“Hello?”
Silence. 
“Is someone there? If this is a prank call, I’ll—”
“Ms. Leonard?”
The voice on the line sounded defeated, pained. The man sniffled.
“Who is this?”
“Is it true? Is Derek really dead?” Mr. Pierpoint. My God, how did he get her number? “You’ll tell me the truth, Ms. Leonard. The two of you were close. I remember.”
“Mr. Pierpoint, is that you?”
An excruciated moan came through the phone.
“Why would someone hurt our Derek? He was like a son to me.”
“I don’t…Mr. Pierpoint, are you all right? Maybe I should call someone to check on you.”
Pierpoint continued as if she hadn’t spoken.
“There’s something wrong with me, Ms. Leonard. I drive my loved ones away. First my wife. Now Derek.”
“I’m sure that’s not true. And you didn’t drive Derek away. Someone murdered him.”
“But who would do such a thing? I’m worried, Ms. Leonard. Sometimes when I awaken, I find myself in another place inside the house. On the couch, or in the sunroom. And I never remember how I got there.”
“You sleepwalk, sir?”
“I fear I do much more than sleepwalk, Ms. Leonard.”
The line died. 
Valerie stared at the phone until the reality of what Mr. Pierpoint had implied struck her. She dropped the phone to her desk and scooted away, as if a black widow had crawled across the screen. 
Footsteps climbed the stairs. Her father was coming.
Valerie crept into bed and pulled the covers over her head. 
 
* * *
 
Thomas lifted the binoculars to his eyes. A light turned on upstairs in the Leonard’s house, and shadows grew long across the sidewalk. Lit pumpkins flickered on porch steps as a few trick-or-treaters weathered the cold, moving door to door with winter jackets covering their costumes.
When the light flicked off, Thomas set the binoculars on the passenger seat. The minivan along the curb shielded his vehicle from prying eyes. If Ed Leonard glanced out the window, he wouldn’t see Thomas. Without a warrant, Thomas couldn’t determine if Leonard’s Volkswagen Passat had mismatched tires. Tapping his fingers against the steering wheel, he silently urged Ed Leonard to leave the house. 
The radio interrupted his thoughts.
“Sheriff?” 
Detective Presley’s voice.
“Sheriff Shepherd here.”
“We picked up Troy Dean and brought him to Kane Grove PD. If you want in on the interrogation, we’re beginning in fifteen minutes.”
Thomas chewed the inside of his cheek. His instincts told him someone in the Leonard house was in danger. Was Ed or Valerie Leonard capable of murder? Groaning, he fired the engine and shifted into drive, leaving the Leonard residence behind. He arrived at Kane Grove PD a minute before the interrogation began. Presley met him outside the interview room and handed him a copy of her notes and a bottled water.
“Officer Stanton responded to a call in Barton Falls. A resident spotted Dean entering a gas station on the edge of town. Stanton picked him up as Dean topped off his tank.”
“He’s in the interview room now?”
Presley nodded and gestured for Thomas to follow.
Troy Dean had a shaved head with a tattoo running from his cheek to his neck. An earring hung from one ear. Prison tattoos marred his forearms.
“Mr. Dean, this is Sheriff Shepherd. And you’ve already met Officer Stanton.”
Dean sneered at Thomas and Stanton from across the table. Presley tossed a folder on the table and sat. 
“You having a good day?” Presley asked.
Dean ran his gaze along the door and windows, as though assessing his chances for escaping.
“Every day is a good day, Detective.”
“Well, I’m happy you’re enjoying yours. Do you know why Officer Stanton picked you up?”
The gang leader lifted the corner of his lip.
“The pig read me my rights. Doesn’t mean the charges will stick.”
Presley’s eyes jumped to Stanton, worried the officer might reach across the table and slap the sarcasm out of Dean’s mouth. 
“Someone attacked a teenage boy in Barton Falls this afternoon. Hurt him bad enough to send him to the hospital. We’re trying to understand why three grown men from Harmon would attack a kid.”
Dean shrugged.
“Know nothing about that.”
“Are you sure? What’s that cut on your forehead?”
The gangster touched his fingers to his head.
“Must have bumped it somehow.”
“Really? Because the boy in the hospital claims your forehead broke his nose.”
“He’s lying,” Dean said, scratching the side of his nose.
“We have a witness who claims two thugs, and a man who matches your description, exited a sedan outside the city park and attacked our teenager.”
Thomas glanced at Presley. A witness came forward? She hadn’t disclosed this news to Thomas.
“I get that a lot. Plenty of people look like me.”
“You live at twenty-four Erie Street in Harmon, correct?”
“Yeah.”
“Ever run into trouble with the police?”
Dean smirked.
“You already know I did prison time.”
“What for?”
“It’s in your notes.”
“Humor me.”
“I got into a fight. The other guy lost. If you ask me, it was self-defense.”
“I see. So why are you in Barton Falls on Halloween?”
“Sightseeing.”
“Not much sightseeing in these parts,” Presley said, shifting forward in her chair.
“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”
“Hmm. You like trains, Mr. Dean?”
“They’re okay, but I prefer to fly.”
Thomas caught the drug reference. Presley scowled.
“The Barton Falls train yards haven’t been active in three decades. What’s your interest there?”
“Not sure what you’re talking about.”
“Do you sell drugs beside the tracks?”
“Never sold drugs. You got a witness who claims I do?”
Presley opened the folder. The detective slid two pictures in front of Dean, both of Derek Jordan stabbed and lying dead in the train yards.
Dean flinched and said, “I didn’t do this. Why are you showing me some dead kid?”
“At approximately three-ten this afternoon, you and two men attacked a teenager outside the park. You placed a knife against the boy’s throat and threatened you’d kill him like you did Derek Jordan, the boy in this picture.”
The gangster blanched.
“The kid is lying. I didn’t kill Derek Jordan.”
“We have an eyewitness account of a sedan matching your vehicle’s description cruising past the train yards moments before Derek Jordan died.”
“Bullshit. I was in Harmon last night.”
Thomas didn’t like Presley’s technique. She went for the jugular too quickly, instead of easing Dean into the conversation and tripping him up. Still, the detective’s line of questioning confirmed for Thomas that Dean hadn’t killed Derek Jordan. The pictures horrified the gangster, and Dean didn’t display classic signs he was lying. 
The questions continued for another ten minutes until a frustrated Presley signaled Officer Stanton to take Dean away. They’d arrested the gang leader for assault, and he’d do time regardless of the murder charge. 
Thomas leaned toward Presley after the door closed.
“You have a witness placing Dean in the park during the attack?”
Presley chewed the corner of her lip.
“Not exactly.”
“So you bluffed.”
“And he didn’t bite.” Presley exhaled and massaged her temples. “I don’t think I can make a murder charge stick.”
“Because he didn’t do it.”
“Why are you convinced he’s innocent?”
Thomas skimmed through Presley’s case notes.
“You have his car, right?”
“We do.”
“Did you check his tires?”
Presley snapped her fingers and pointed at Thomas, thanking him for the reminder. He followed her to the parking lot.
But when they examined Dean’s vehicle, Presley’s shoulders dropped. Dean drove on four all-season radials, and the treads didn’t match the casts taken at the murder scene.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
October 31st
6:15 p.m.
 
 
Clouds thickened and made dusk seem like midnight. In the parking lot outside the Kane Grove bus terminal, Raven and Darren took one space in the Rogue. Chelsey and LeVar took the next space in the Civic. They kept the windows down so they could talk. Their heaters worked overtime to fight back the chill.
Inside the terminal, bright lights shone from the ticket booth. A mustached clerk with wispy brown hair, glasses, and a skinny frame appeared bored as he sat behind the counter. A woman sprawled across two open seats in the waiting area with her head resting on a man’s thigh. 
“You ready?” Chelsey asked through the window.
“Let me handle this,” Raven answered, taking a composing breath.
“I don’t mind.”
“I’ve got this. Hand me the photo of Benson.”
LeVar removed Benson’s photograph from a folder and gave it to Chelsey, who handed the picture to Raven through the open windows. The wind caught the photograph and almost ripped it out of their hands before Raven secured it. 
“We’re assuming a lot,” Chelsey said. “Scout sent us bus schedules, but how do we know Benson is trying to get to Mexico? Or that he isn’t leaving from Harmon, Syracuse, or some other city?”
“He feels comfortable here,” Raven said, tilting her head at the abandoned Benson’s Barbells gymnasium at the end of the block. “And with the police closing in on him, he needs to escape the country.”
With a nod, Raven raised her window and killed the engine. Chelsey drove out of the lot and circled the block. The plan was for Chelsey and LeVar to park across the road when they returned, so the clerk didn’t suspect their scam. Darren stepped out of the Rogue beside Raven.
“We’re breaking at least two laws,” he grumbled, tucking his shoulders and lowering his head against the cold. “You know that, right?”
Raven winked.
“Don’t worry. They won’t take away your ranger’s position.”
Welcome heat blasted their faces when Raven opened the glass door. To their left, a wooden rack held travel brochures. A pay phone that didn’t appear as if anyone had used it in decades hung on the wall.
The clerk glanced up and set his paperback aside. Darren held Raven’s eyes until she nodded she was ready. Plexiglass divided the clerk from guests. There was no hole to talk through, only a speaker cut into the glass. When Raven and Darren approached, the clerk swiveled his chair and clicked his microphone on.
“May I help you?”
“Yes,” Raven said, glancing worriedly around the waiting area. She laid out the photograph of Benson. “My husband’s uncle may have purchased a bus ticket to Texas for tomorrow morning. Is there any way you can look up his ticket information and tell us when he’s leaving?”
The clerk shook his head.
“I can’t disclose customer information. We protect the privacy of our passengers.”
Raven glanced at Darren, then back to the clerk.
“This is a medical emergency, sir. You see, my husband’s uncle overdosed on muscle relaxant this afternoon and escaped the house. The poor man has motor neuron disease, and the muscle relaxants cause confusion and memory loss.”
“I’m sorry, but even if he was here, it’s against company policy to give out customer information. You should contact the police.”
“Even if he just stopped in to check the schedule, but didn’t purchase a ticket, we need to know which terminals he visited.”
“My apologies. I couldn’t tell you without risking my job.”
Shutting them down, the clerk turned from the window and fiddled with his computer. Raven refused to give up. She tapped her knuckles against the glass. The clerk issued an audible sigh.
“Sir, if you please, Uncle Mark’s wife is beside herself. When our uncle gets confused, he thinks he lives in San Antonio. That’s where he grew up. Last year, when Uncle Mark experienced an episode, he bought a bus ticket to Texas and left town. The medicine wore off before he reached Detroit, and he had a panic attack on the bus. It was such a mess. The driver pulled off the interstate, the ambulance and police responded, and every passenger on that trip missed their connections by the time the police sorted things out. Even then, the police didn’t know who to call, because Uncle Mark used a fake ID.” 
“Wow. How did your uncle get hold of a fake ID?”
Raven pressed her lips together and shook her head.
“Uncle Mark worked with some unsavory people twenty years ago, including a man with mob affiliations.”
“That’s so scary.”
Raven leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I’d be helping you almost as much as you’re helping us. I don’t want anyone to miss their connection because of our uncle.”
The clerk’s face was a mask of uncertainty. Below the glass, his hands wrung together. The fish was ready to take the bait.
“Look, we checked with my uncle’s mother. She’s ninety-one and isn’t equipped to care for Uncle Mark when he arrives. She claims Uncle Mark phoned her this morning, confused, and said he was lost and couldn’t find his way home. Can you imagine how scared she is, hearing this from her only son?”
As Darren set a caring hand on Raven’s back and implored the clerk with pitiful eyes, the clerk wavered. He glanced from the waiting area to the security camera fixed to the ceiling. Raven moved in for the kill.
“Even if you just confirmed he bought a ticket. You don’t even have to tell us where he’s going or his scheduled departing time. We’ll stay in the waiting area until Uncle Mark arrives. It’s important we determine if he’s leaving from Kane Grove or some other terminal.” Raven raised her palms. “You understand the predicament we’re in, yes?”
The clerk moved closer to the glass and adjusted the microphone.
“Yes, your uncle was here. He left a couple hours ago.”
Raven and Darren exhaled in unison.
“Thank God. At least we’re sure he’ll return.”
“I’m risking a lot here, but I’ll tell you he purchased a ticket to San Antonio.” Brushing the hair off his brow, the clerk typed at his terminal and scanned the trip information. “He registered under Phil Damone. The first stop is Detroit, and your uncle’s bus leaves at five-fifty tomorrow morning. You’ll be here to help him, won’t you?”
“Of course. We don’t want any trouble for your company.”
“Thank you.”
Raven glanced at Darren, who drew her into a hug. She sobbed into his shoulder as he stroked her hair.
“We need to find him before he hurts himself,” Darren said.
Sniffling, Raven dried her eyes and turned back to the window.
“You said Uncle Mark left a couple hours ago.”
“Around four, yes.”
“Was he on foot? I’d hate to imagine him wandering the streets all night. Especially in this cold. My God, he might freeze to death.”
The clerk ensured no one eavesdropped on their conversation. He raised a comforting hand.
“Don’t worry. He left the parking lot in a vehicle.”
Raven clasped a hand over her mouth.
“Oh, no. Uncle Mark doesn’t own a car. He lost his license because of his condition.”
The clerk held up his forefinger. Moving at warp speed, the thin man turned the security monitor to face him and clicked on the archived footage. After scanning the recording, he stopped at eight minutes after four o’clock and pointed at the screen. Raven made a mental note of the time.
“That’s your uncle, right?”
“Oh, thank goodness. That’s him.”
As the clerk enlarged the frozen image, he tore a piece of paper from his notepad and jotted down the license plate. 
“He’s driving a Subaru Forester,” the man said. “Sorry about the black-and-white footage. Can’t tell the color, but it appears gray or silver.
“How did Uncle Mark get his hands on a Subaru Forester?”
Darren slapped his forehead and said, “His neighbor, Robert Adamson, drives a Subaru Forester. Uncle Mark must have thought it was his.”
The clerk slid the license plate number beneath the window. Raven snatched it up and stuffed the note into her pocket.
“You’re a lifesaver, sir. Thank you so much for helping us find our uncle.”
The clerk’s eyes glistened.
“It was the least I could do.”
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
October 31st
6:15 p.m.
 
 
Across the street from the bus terminal, Chelsey phoned Thomas as Raven and Darren drove off. The sheriff sounded flustered when he answered.
“Tough day?”
“The worst,” Thomas said. “Detective Presley’s team arrested Troy Dean for attacking Derek Jordan’s friend. They’re trying to pin the murder on Dean, but his tires don’t match the treads found at the scene.”
Beside Chelsey, LeVar stared into the night as dead leaves scuttled across the road.
“Well, I have good news for you.”
“Tell me.”
“Mark Benson has a bus ticket out of Kane Grove, leaving for Detroit at five-fifty tomorrow morning. He ditched the Mitsubishi and is driving a gray Subaru Forester. Oh, and he’s using the name, Phil Damone.”
“How did you come by this information?”
“I have my sources.”
“Best if you don’t tell me. Give me the license plate.” Chelsey read Thomas the license plate number. Thomas lifted his radio and relayed the information to Kane Grove PD and the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. “We’re adding Phil Damone’s name to the BOLO, and the state police are searching for the Forester. Useful information, Chelsey.”
“All credit to Raven.”
“What’s next?”
“Now we wait for Benson to show his face. Darren and Raven are watching Benson’s Barbells, and we’re en route to the farmhouse in case he returns.”
“Don’t engage Benson. Leave that to my deputies.”
“Last I heard, Lambert and Aguilar were patrolling the village near Ellie Fisher’s apartment. Working together, we should be able to cover his hiding spots.” Thomas didn’t reply. “Everything okay, Thomas?”
He groaned.
“I’m lost on this murder case. Troy Dean is our number one suspect, but Presley is the only person who believes he did it. And I broke the news to Derek Jordan’s girlfriend.”
“It must have torn her apart.”
“There’s something going on with the girl’s family. I got the impression the father abuses either the mother or the girl.”
Chelsey switched the phone to her other ear.
“Can you prove it?”
“No, it’s just a hunch. Ed Leonard is on my suspect list too. He didn’t approve of Valerie dating Derek, and he has a violent streak.”
Chelsey gave LeVar a confused glare and switched Thomas to speaker phone.
“Thomas, you’re on with LeVar too. Did you say Derek Jordan’s girlfriend is Valerie Leonard?”
LeVar’s eyebrow quirked up.
“That’s right. Does that name mean anything to you?”
“Shep, it’s LeVar. Remember Scout’s theory about Violet Lyon?”
“The girl someone murdered during her podcast. Scout is still investigating that case?”
“Scout tracked her down. Violet Lyon is Valerie Leonard’s podcast name.”
 
* * *
 
Leland Trivett stumbled in the entryway. His mother grabbed him before he lost his footing.
“Careful, Leland. The doctor said the painkillers will make you groggy.”
He would have acknowledged his mother with a nod, except moving his head made his vision spin. Leland accepted her arm as she walked him down the hallway to his bedroom. Inside, he plopped down on the used sofa he’d claimed from the side of the road last year. Though the old couch smelled of beer and dog, it was perfect for hosting game nights with Derek and Gardner.
Derek.
A tear pushed at the corner of his eye. He couldn’t believe his best friend was dead. 
“No games tonight,” his mother said.
“Why not?”
“The doctor said to rest. Using the computer and phone will make your headache worse.”
He doubted the headache could worsen. It felt as though someone clamped his skull inside a vise and squeezed.
“Come on, Mom. There’s nothing to do, and it’s Halloween night.”
“So read a book. Or sleep.”
“Fun,” he muttered from the side of his mouth.
“Your father went back to work and won’t be home until midnight, and I’m turning in after the trick-or-treaters stop knocking. Take advantage of the quiet. Tomorrow is Saturday, so you can sleep as late as you want.”
He fluffed a throw pillow and stuffed it into the corner of the couch. Trying to get comfortable, he lay his head on the pillow and curled his legs on the cushions. The room gyrated as someone drove an invisible spike through his forehead. He touched his shattered nose and moaned.
“Can I get you anything?”
“Tylenol.”
“You’re already on painkillers. You can’t take anything else.”
He waved her away.
“Then turn off the light and let me rest.”
“If that’s what you want. I’ll be in the living room if you need me.”
Mom gave him a worried glance before she edged the door shut. Her footsteps trailed away as his head thrummed. Outside, sneakers scuffled past the house. Giggles announced the trick-or-treaters a second before the doorbell rang. Hurried footfalls moved through the living room as his mother raced to gather candy. Leland rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. He should be out tonight, not suffering in his bedroom. 
Despite the quiet, sleep refused to come to him. He lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling as a strange glow lit the wall. He pulled back the curtain. The sky had cleared, giving way to a full moon that took up a quarter of the horizon. It stunned him how huge the moon was. Leland turned away and closed the curtain before the moonlight ignited his headache.
Accepting he’d never fall asleep, he pointed the remote at the television. He couldn’t stomach Call of Duty. The game reminded him of Derek, of late nights laughing beside his best friend as they warred against zombies and digital soldiers. Leland scrolled through the channels and stopped on a horror movie. He’d seen John Carpenter’s Halloween more times than he could count, but the familiarity relaxed him. With a sigh, he settled into the pillow. 
The doorbell rang. Leland grabbed a second pillow and placed it over his ear, content to watch the movie in silence, since it meant he wouldn’t hear the doorbell ringing all night. On the screen, Jamie Lee Curtis cowered with a knife as a ghostly face appeared from the gloom. The closet door groaned when it opened, causing Leland to jump. Confused, he realized the sound hadn’t come from the television. The hairs on his arms stood on end. Someone was right behind him.
Setting the remote down, Leland froze. A shadow passed over the carpet, and for a moment, he wanted to believe it was Derek. That the police had made a mistake and identified the wrong boy. That Leland’s best friend was still alive and playing a Halloween joke on him.
He whirled and stared into the leering eyes of the Halloween Man. It couldn’t be him. The killer was just a figment of Valerie’s imagination. Yet the murderer stood over Leland with the moonlight haloing his frame. Crazed eyes glared at the teenager from inside the mask. Leland opened his lips to scream before a powerful hand clamped down on his mouth. He thrashed and bucked, his feet prying cushions off the couch as the killer raised the butcher’s knife.
The blade cut through his chest. Raised and plunged again.
Blood sprayed the couch, the curtains, the walls.
As the movie reached its climax, the murderer left Leland to die. The window opened, and the chilling breath of night touched the dying teenager. Leland’s eyes stared into the killing moon as the room turned black.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
October 31st
6:35 p.m.
 
 
The sheriff’s head buzzed. Valerie Leonard was Violet Lyon. The girl faked her own murder during an internet stream hours before someone stabbed her boyfriend. Thomas hadn’t spoken to Scout since the supposed murder. Everything he’d learned about the podcast had come secondhand through Chelsey, LeVar, and Raven. Wasn’t there something about a legendary killer returning to Barton Falls on Halloween night?
Inside the Kane Grove PD break room, he peeked through the window. A full moon screamed in the night sky. It seemed to stare at him. The research linking lunar activity to violent crimes was shaky at best. Some studies suggested correlation. Others refuted the notion. In Thomas’s experience, murders increased under full moons.
Thomas sipped his tea and peered beyond the parking lot. Barton Falls lay on the horizon, the town’s lights flickering like hundreds of distant fireflies. Chewing on an apple, he returned to the bullpen where Detective Presley conferred with Officer Stanton in the corner. A half-dozen officers worked overtime tonight, but all were out in the field, patrolling Kane Grove and Barton Falls. Thomas believed he was wasting time here. Presley wanted to pin Derek Jordan’s murder on Troy Dean, and there was nothing he could do to change her mind.
He joined Presley and Stanton at the desk and told them about the Violet Lyon connection. Presley leaned back and tapped a pen against her palm.
“That’s curious. Their little skit might be related to the murder.”
“Or it might be a coincidence,” Thomas said, staring down at his clasped hands. “Except I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“Now I’m curious.” Presley typed at Stanton’s terminal and located Violet Lyon’s website. The detective opened her mouth. “Wow. Have you seen this?”
Thomas swung his chair around the desk. Gory images from famous horror movies filled the screen. Bloody corpses, screaming faces, severed body parts.
“I’d say Valerie Leonard is into some pretty sick stuff,” Officer Stanton said, setting the case folder aside.
“Sick enough to murder her boyfriend?” asked Presley. 
“That’s a stretch,” Thomas said, though the disturbing images roiled his stomach. He pointed at the archive link along the top of the screen. “Click on the archive and find that podcast.”
A screen appeared with replays of Violet Lyon’s recent podcasts.
“This must be the one,” Presley said, moving the mouse pointer over last night’s entry. “Want me to click play?”
“Go ahead.”
The podcast began with a montage of creepy music. Then the sing-song voice of a teenage girl welcomed listeners to her show. As Stanton and Presley leaned toward the speakers, Thomas’s phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number. 
“Sheriff Shepherd,” he said, placing the phone to his ear. 
Presley set her coffee down and watched Thomas as Stanton concentrated on Valerie’s voice.
“Sheriff, you said I could call if I had information about Derek’s murder.”
Valerie Leonard. It was unsettling hearing the girl talk through the computer speakers and the phone at the same time. He snapped his fingers and prompted Stanton to kill the sound.
“Is that you, Valerie?”
Presley questioned Thomas with her eyes, and Thomas mouthed, “Valerie Leonard.” The detective scribbled a note and handed it to Thomas. The note read, speaker phone. Thomas set the phone on the desk.
“Yes, this is Valerie.”
Worry colored the teenager’s voice. 
“You’re on speaker phone with Detective Presley and Officer Stanton with the Kane Grove Police Department. You have information related to Derek Jordan’s murder?”
A sniffle.
“I know who killed Derek.”
Presley glared at Thomas. The sheriff picked up a pen.
“Who murdered Derek, Valerie?”
“It was our teacher, Mr. Pierpoint.”
Thomas confirmed the spelling and pointed at Stanton, who ran a search on the teacher.
“Why do you believe Mr. Pierpoint killed Derek?”
“He called me an hour ago. I don’t even know how he got my number.”
“What did he say?”
“He was very upset over Derek. I’m pretty sure he was crying. But he said some weird stuff that scared me.”
“Like what?”
“That he sleepwalks and doesn’t remember where he went or what he did.”
“Did he say he attacked Derek?”
Valerie moaned.
“He implied it, yes.”
Thomas copied the relevant information on Mr. Pierpoint, as Valerie mentioned the teacher’s close relationship with Derek Jordan.
“We’re sending an officer to your house,” Thomas said.
“That’s not a good idea. My father is upset. He’ll get angry if he finds out.”
“Let us worry about your father. But I need to ask you an important question.”
“Okay.”
“Who is the Halloween Man?”
Silence. Thomas waited before prompting Valerie again. 
Finally, the girl spoke.
“He’s not real. I made him up to scare people.”
“You’re Violet Lyon,” Thomas said, as Stanton handed him a printout of Pierpoint’s driver’s license. There was something untrustworthy about the man’s eyes. Was the teacher their killer? 
“Yes, I’m Violet Lyon.”
“Okay, Valerie. Since Derek’s attack, has anything out of the ordinary happened?”
“I saw the Halloween Man at school. He’s following me.”
Presley shot Thomas a look of disbelief. 
“But you just said he’s not real.”
“Someone heard my podcast and brought the Halloween Man to life.”
“You mean someone is posing as the Halloween Man and stalking you?”
“Yes,” the girl said, choking on her fear. Valerie recounted the locker room incident and the masked man in the parking lot. As Thomas took notes, Valerie described the mythical killer’s appearance.
“Don’t go anywhere, Valerie. An officer will monitor your house from the curb.”
Presley confirmed a cruiser would arrive at the Leonard house in ten minutes. Valerie’s description of the killer kept running through Thomas’s head.
“Detective, get me the evidence bag from this morning. The one with the orange piece of rubber we picked out of the meadow.”
Presley retrieved the evidence and returned it to her desk. Directing the desk lamp over the bag, Thomas held the evidence up to the light.
“What do you see?” she asked.
“Valerie claims her made-up killer wears a pumpkin mask. Does that look like Halloween orange to you?”
Presley took the bag and squinted at the piece of rubber.
“Could be. It’s too small to be sure.”
“Hey,” Stanton said, leaning forward. “Doesn’t Derek Jordan’s stepfather work at a Halloween costume shop?”
“That’s a good point. And he had motive to murder his stepson.” Presley ground her teeth as she considered the evidence. “What if Valerie Leonard killed Derek Jordan?”
Thomas set the bag aside.
“What makes you think she’s the killer?”
“You said it yourself. There’s something off about that girl, and she has an unhealthy fixation with violent horror movies.”
“Video games and movies don’t turn teenagers into serial killers, Detective.”
“No, but her father drives a black Volkswagen Passat.”
“Which we still haven’t examined.”
“Valerie left the house last night without her parents knowing. It’s possible she stole the car, murdered Derek, and drove home before they realized she’d left.”
“It’s also possible Ed Leonard murdered Derek Jordan because he didn’t approve of his daughter’s boyfriend.”
“We need to examine those tires.”
“Agreed,” Thomas said, sitting back. “What about Mr. Pierpoint? We need to speak with him.”
“I’ll have the car patrolling that end of town cruise past his house. In the meantime, let’s check out Ed Leonard’s car.”
Stanton folded his hands over his belly and said, “No way we’ll get a search warrant for the Passat.”
Presley snatched the keys from inside her desk.
“Maybe not. But Ed Leonard can’t hide inside his house forever.”
As they stood from their chairs, the desk phone rang. Stanton picked it up while Presley slipped into her jacket. Before the sheriff and detective could leave, Stanton waved his arm.
Presley sat a hand on her hip.
“What now?”
“Leland Trivett was rushed to Kane Grove Hospital. Someone broke into his bedroom and stabbed him.”
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Thomas slammed his brakes as he drove into Barton Falls. A parade of costumed children marched down Main Street, blocking access to downtown. He checked the mirror and reversed the vehicle, tires squealing as he wheeled around and took a side street. 
His pulse raced. He needed to be two places at-once. While Detective Presley and Officer Stanton investigated the Leland Trivett stabbing, Thomas drove toward the Leonard’s residence four blocks from the latest attack. He awaited word on the stabbed teenager. The medical team had rushed Leland into emergency surgery. Thomas bit his lip, praying the kid survived. 
Mountains of raked leaves girded the road. Dialing the phone as he directed the vehicle through the dark, Thomas waited for someone to answer at the Leonard house. On the second try, Charisse Leonard picked up the phone. The woman’s voice cracked. She’d finished crying recently. 
“Mrs. Leonard, this is Sheriff Shepherd. Is your husband home this evening?”
“Not at the moment. Valerie is resting upstairs. What’s this about, Sheriff?”
“Good. Let Valerie rest and don’t let her leave the house. Where’s your husband, Mrs. Leonard? It’s important I speak with him.”
“Ed left for the store an hour ago. He should have returned by now. If you leave me your number—”
“What store, Mrs. Leonard?”
“Barret’s on East Court Street. It’s a grocery store.”
“Thank you. I’m familiar with the store.” Thomas read Mrs. Leonard his number. “If your husband returns in the next few minutes, call me at this number. Also, there’s a Kane Grove PD cruiser moving through your neighborhood. Don’t be alarmed.”
“Are we safe, Sheriff?”
“That’s what the cruiser is there for. It’s merely a precaution. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”
Thomas ended the call and eyed his GPS. Barret’s was on the far end of Barton Falls, three miles behind him. And the parade downtown prevented him from taking a direct route. He executed a three-point turn and circumvented the town center. A few blocks past the train yards, emergency lights whirled at the end of the street outside the Trivett residence. 
Ed Leonard left the house before six o’clock. That gave him time to drive to the Trivett house, stab Leland, and hide the weapon. If he’d driven to the grocery store, as Charisse claimed, Thomas might catch Ed before he left. 
As he traversed Barton Falls, Thomas crossed one suspect off the list. Troy Dean. Dean couldn’t have stabbed Leland Trivett. The gang leader remained in lockup inside the Kane Grove Police Department. But his bodyguards remained at-large.
Thomas doused the emergency lights and coasted into the grocery store parking lot, not wanting to draw Ed Leonard’s attention. He motored through the first two rows before he spotted the black Volkswagen Passat at the rear of the lot. He swung into the neighboring space and stepped out of the vehicle, leaving the motor running. The Passat matched the eyewitness’s description from the train yards last night. But there were a lot of dark sedans on the road. No guarantee this was the killer’s car.
He removed a pen light from his pocket and aimed the beam at the front tire on the passenger side. He recalled the tread pattern from the CSI report. The pattern on Leonard’s front tires appeared similar. He shone the light through the driver’s side window, ensuring nobody hid inside. The front seats were empty. A gym bag lay in the back. Glancing around the parking lot, Thomas touched the door handle. Unlocked.
Before he decided whether he should open the door, a gruff voice shouted from the parking lot.
“Hey! Get away from my car!”
Ed Leonard pushed a shopping cart as he jogged toward Thomas. Two loaves of bread peeked out from one paper bag. The second bag held a few canned goods.
“Good evening, Mr. Leonard.”
A vein pulsed in the man’s neck. Face red, Ed Leonard curled his hands into fists.
“This is harassment. Twice today, you’ve bothered me. What do you think you’re doing, shining a flashlight inside my car? You don’t have a search warrant.”
“I don’t need a search warrant. You’re parked in the open.”
“That doesn’t give you the right to break inside my car.”
Thomas swept the light over the gym bag.
“What’s in the bag, sir?”
“My gym clothes, not that it’s any of your business.”
Moving around the Passat, Thomas blocked Leonard’s path to the driver’s side door.
“Do you mind opening the bag and showing me?”
“Yes, I mind. Like I told you. You want to search my house or vehicle, come back with a warrant. And stay the hell away from my daughter.”
Thomas angled the beam toward Leonard. The man fumed, muscles taut, a live wire of hatred running through the suspect’s body. 
“Where were you between six and six-thirty this evening?”
Leonard’s face twisted with incredulity.
“That’s why they shouldn’t let dimwits like you hold law enforcement positions. I read all about you, Sheriff. I’m all for equal opportunity, but there’s a reason they don’t let blind people drive city buses.”
Thomas twitched.
“Answer the question, Mr. Leonard.”
“Shopping for groceries. See?” Leonard lifted the bags and set them down. “Happy now?”
“It took you an hour to purchase six items?”
Leonard glanced around uncertainly and scratched behind his ear.
“So what if it did?”
“Seems you could have made the trip in twenty minutes. That leaves your whereabouts unaccounted for between six and six-thirty.”
“I don’t know what you’re implying. But there’s no law against browsing. Maybe I needed to get out of the house after all that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours. Now, if you don’t move out of my way, I’ll slap a lawsuit on the county that will make your head spin.”
“When was the last time you replaced your tires?”
Leonard glared at Thomas.
“What kind of question is that? They’re legal. My car passed inspection last month.”
“Humor me, please.”
“Before spring. I use snow tires during the winter and change them out the first week of March.”
“So you haven’t switched your tires in the last twenty-four hours.”
“Why the hell would I? Move.”
As Leonard pushed the shopping cart around the sheriff, Thomas directed the pen light toward the rear tires while keeping his eye on the irate man. The rear tires matched the front tires. All-season radials. This wasn’t the car he was looking for.
Leonard popped the trunk and loaded the groceries. After he finished, he slammed the trunk and shoved the cart across the parking lot. It rolled through vacant spaces, clipped a hole in the pavement, and crashed onto its side.
“You should return the cart to the corral, Mr. Leonard.”
“Why don’t you do it? Earn your pay for once, simpleton.”
Thomas eyed the Passat as he screeched out of Barret’s parking lot. The tires on Ed Leonard’s sedan didn’t match the casts taken at the murder scene.
But Ed Leonard had no alibi for the attack on Leland Trivett.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
 
October 31st
7:30 p.m.
 
 
LeVar lifted the chicken and lettuce wrap from the bag and handed it across the car to Chelsey. Since they’d left the bus terminal parking lot, Chelsey had spoken little. They were tired, hungry, and stressed, and the night showed no sign of ending. 
Unwrapping a hamburger, LeVar took a bite and chewed. They sat inside Chelsey’s Civic and watched the farmhouse from across the road, the cold growing as the sky cleared. The Civic sat hidden beyond a turnoff that once allowed access to tractors. The farm had long since gone defunct, and a meadow grew in its place, the grass and weeds tall enough to conceal the car as they waited in the dark. No lights shone inside the farmhouse. Maybe LeVar was wrong about Benson returning before he caught the bus to Detroit. He popped a handful of fries into his mouth and sipped a strawberry milkshake. Chelsey set her half-eaten meal on her lap and stared out the window, lost in thought.
LeVar realized Chelsey struggled with depression. But depression wasn’t the root cause behind her silence tonight. Something weighed on her mind. 
“I have my first midterm next week,” he said, doing his best to ignite a conversation.
Chelsey set her elbow on the sill and leaned her cheek against her palm. A few seconds later, she swung her head toward him.
“Did you say something?”
“My midterm. No big deal. Just making small talk.”
She set the wrap aside and turned to face him.
“No, tell me what you said. Please. That was rude of me to zone out on you.”
LeVar placed the milkshake in the cup holder.
“Chelsey, do you like working with me?”
“Of course I do. What kind of question is that?”
“You’ve hardly said a word since we left Raven and Darren at the bus station. I get it. You don’t trust me, and I deserve it. I ran with the Harmon Kings for too long and did things I’ll always regret. I’ve given you no reason to believe I’ve changed.” Her mouth hung open. “Anyhow, if you’d rather work with Raven, I’m cool cruising around with Darren. It’s just that I’d rather learn from you, because you’re the head cheese and all.”
“You think I don’t trust you?”
LeVar leaned against the headrest. 
“That’s why you’re ignoring me, right?”
Chelsey rubbed her face. It wasn’t until her hands fell away that he realized she was laughing.
“I’m hopeless. I keep blowing relationships, even with people I just met.” She touched his shoulder. “LeVar, I trust you with my life. You lack experience, and you can’t become a private investigator until you turn twenty-five. But you’re ready. I value your opinion, your instincts. Hell, the reason we’re freezing to death in the middle of a field is because you believe Mark Benson will sneak into the farmhouse again.”
“Then why the cold shoulder?”
Chelsey stared at her hands.
“I never forgave myself for the way I treated you last spring.”
“Hey, you apologized. It’s over.”
“Not for me, it isn’t. I suspected you murdered Erika Windrow. And if it wasn’t you, it had to be another member of the Harmon Kings. I should have known better.”
“Why? We’d never met, and my reputation preceded me.”
“But you’re Raven’s brother. That should have convinced me you weren’t a killer.”
LeVar glared at the moonlit house across the road, remembering a different time. The Harmon Kings became more violent after Rev took control. Many nights, LeVar struggled to fall asleep, afraid Rev would thrust the Kings into a war, and LeVar would need to kill someone. He’d come close. Another month under Rev, and LeVar was certain the gang leader would have instigated a city-wide war with the 315 Royals. 
“I was lucky. I got out of Harmon before things spun out of control. Had it not been for Shep, I never would have made it.”
“Look at me, LeVar.” He turned his head. “You’re here tonight because you made choices to better your life. You even earned your GED and enrolled in college. What you’re accomplishing is nothing short of amazing. I’m proud to know you.”
LeVar’s throat constricted. He didn’t take praise well. Wasn’t used to it. Growing up, he’d never heard it from his mother, though his gang earnings kept a roof over their heads. 
He stuffed the hamburger inside the bag.
“Then stop apologizing for the past and be my friend. Or at least be my boss. Yell at me when I do wrong. Anything is better than walking on egg shells forever.”
“You want me to yell at you?”
“Sure, if I deserve it.”
“I was wrong. You’re not at all like your sister.”
LeVar snorted.
“Yeah, Raven isn’t the best at taking criticism. When we were kids—”
She set a hand on his arm to quiet him. His eyes followed hers across the road. 
“What’s that glint behind the trees?”
LeVar leaned forward and squinted. Inside the thicket where they’d hidden during the afternoon, moonlight reflected off a metallic bulk. They hadn’t noticed the reflection until the moon migrated over the hills and shone upon the thicket. He lifted the binoculars and focused on the trees. Yes, something was back there. A vehicle. His flesh tingled with anticipation.
“Is that the stolen Forester?” she asked.
LeVar studied the concealed vehicle, then swept the binoculars across the meadow, over the yard, and to the dark house.
“It’s the Forester. Should we call Lambert and Aguilar?”
Chelsey pressed a finger to her lips. Before he could react, a shadow stepped out of the trees and moved toward the house. 
Mark Benson had come home.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 
 
October 31st
7:40 p.m.
 
 
“Any update on Leland Trivett?”
Thomas waited for Presley to respond over the radio. Two spaces ahead of his vehicle, a Kane Grove PD cruiser idled curbside. The officer, a female recruit fresh out of the academy, confirmed Theo Pierpoint hadn’t left the brick-face ranch across the street. 
Thomas peered at the teacher’s house. Steam curled from a chimney atop the ranch, and two lights shone from the center of the house. During the ten minutes he’d sat outside Pierpoint’s home, Thomas hadn’t spotted movement inside. No shadows crossing the drawn curtains, no doors opening after trick-or-treaters rang the bell. 
Thomas bit his thumbnail. Finally, Presley’s voice boomed through the radio.
“Trivett is still in surgery.”
“What did you find at the house?”
“The attacker escaped through the window, but I only found one set of tracks in the grass, leading away from the house.”
Thomas rubbed behind his neck.
“One set of tracks. How did he break inside?”
“No signs of forced entry. Sheriff, we think the killer hid inside the bedroom closet and waited for Leland. His mother had brought him home a half-hour before.”
“The killer was already inside the house.”
“That’s the way it appears. The crime scene techs discovered a muddy shoe print inside the closet. They’re dusting for fingerprints now.”
“Keep me up to date.”
Thomas opened the door and stepped onto the blacktop. He swung his head up and down the block. The trick-or-treaters had thinned over the last ten minutes. A boy in a Spiderman costume crossed the street and hurried down the sidewalk. 
Officer Kimmons met him beside her cruiser.
“How long have you been here, Officer?”
“Since seven-fifteen,” Kimmons said. “Around seven o’clock, I responded to a complaint three blocks east of here. Kids smashing pumpkins, general Halloween mischief. Dispatch told me to monitor the ranch.”
“And nobody has come or gone since you arrived?”
“Nobody. And he isn’t answering his door.”
Thomas chewed his lip and studied the ranch. The killer attacked Leland Trivett around six-thirty. Pierpoint had time to drive across town before Officer Kimmons arrived. 
“Let’s hope he answers the door for us.”
Thomas led Kimmons across the road and up the driveway. A concrete walkway angled from the driveway to the front stoop. Hanging from a string, artificial autumn leaves girded the entryway. Childlike cardboard ghosts and witches poked out from the bushes. Someone had smashed the teacher’s pumpkin on the walkway.
Thomas pressed the doorbell. Chimes rang through the home. The wind made it impossible to hear someone approaching the door. After nobody responded, Thomas opened the storm door and pounded on the wooden door. 
“Theo Pierpoint? This is the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. If I may have a moment of your time.”
Several seconds passed. 
As Thomas reached for the doorbell again, the door creaked open. The man in the entryway was a dichotomy—the high cheekbones and fair complexion of youth, the drawn, haggard eyes of a senior on his deathbed. He swayed in the doorway, hair ruffled from recent sleep.
“Theo Pierpoint?”
“Yes.”
“You teach literature at Barton Falls High School?”
“I do.”
The teacher’s reply was little more than a croak.
“I’m Sheriff Shepherd, and this is Officer Kimmons with the Kane Grove Police Department. We understand you phoned Valerie Leonard this evening.”
Pierpoint rubbed one eye with his thumb.
“I…I don’t recall.”
“Have you been drinking, sir?”
“No, I never drink. It’s just that…” 
His gaze moved past their heads and focused on the sky.
“Are you all right, Mr. Pierpoint? Perhaps I should call someone to sit with you.”
“That’s unnecessary.” Pierpoint staggered onto the stoop and closed the door behind him. Not only had the teacher not invited them inside, he’d blocked the entryway and closed the door. Was he hiding something inside? If the cold bothered Pierpoint, he didn’t react. “It’s been a hellish twenty-four hours, if you must know.”
While Thomas handled the questioning, Kimmons fixed her troubled eyes on Pierpoint, as though the teacher might grow fangs and sink his teeth into their necks. 
“You don’t recall phoning your student, Valerie Leonard?”
Pierpoint blinked and looked down at his socked feet. 
“I believe I called her, yes.”
“Is it commonplace for teachers to call students on their private cells?”
“Nothing about today is commonplace. I wish I’d never awoken.”
“Why did you call Valerie Leonard?”
Pierpoint’s face twisted with pain. He pressed a fist to his lips and whimpered.
“Because Derek was Valerie’s best friend. Though Ms. Leonard never impressed me as a student, she was the only person who would tell me the truth.”
“The truth?”
“I didn’t hear of Derek’s passing until Principal Dane made his announcement this afternoon. There was no time to react, to ask questions, to process the tragedy. We were left to wander home and come to grips with his death.”
“I take it Derek Jordan was one of your favorite students.”
“Not one of my favorite students, Sheriff. My very favorite. Entitled students who excel in the classroom come a dime a dozen. I respect the young adults who overcome adversity, and few faced more hardships than Derek Jordan.” 
Pierpoint rubbed tears off his face. He wobbled on his feet, eyes glassy and unfocused. Thomas worried the next wind gust would topple the teacher. 
“Still, you understand our concern. It seems unusual for a teacher to phone his student without first asking her parents for permission.”
“I’m a terrible person,” Pierpoint muttered. “Of that, I’m guilty. I failed as a husband, just as I failed to keep Derek safe.”
“Mr. Pierpoint, do you sleepwalk?”
The man’s mouth fell open. No words emerged.
“Sir?”
“I do.”
“When did you begin sleepwalking?”
The teacher scratched his head. He’d bitten his nails down to jagged claws.
“After my wife left me, I suspect.”
“And that was when?”
Pierpoint swiveled to face Thomas.
“Three months ago.”
Thomas peered at the neighboring houses. Lights shone from porches, and shadows passed by windows. He needed a neighbor to verify Pierpoint’s whereabouts.
“Were you home all evening, or did you leave the house tonight?”
“I napped on the couch before I phoned Ms. Leonard.”
“So you’ve been here all evening?”
“I hope so, dear Sheriff.” Pierpoint lowered his gaze to his feet, as if searching for a clue that would tell him where he’d traveled. “I truly do.”
“Do you recall where you were between six and six-thirty this evening?”
“No.”
“What about between midnight and two this morning?”
“Asleep in bed, I pray.”
“But you’re unsure.”
“There are no guarantees in life.”
Thomas glanced at Kimmons as the teacher wavered. Holding out a hand to catch Pierpoint if he lost his balance, Thomas studied the man’s pallid face. Utter despair and hopelessness poured from those eyes. Windows to a broken soul. 
“I’d like you to accompany me to the station, Mr. Pierpoint.”
A wry grin formed on the teacher’s face.
“Are you placing me under arrest?”
“You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”
“I know my rights. Unless you place me under arrest, I’m under no obligation to go with you.”
“I understand. This is for your own good.”
Pierpoint nodded.
“Allow me to gather my shoes and jacket.”
The door closed. Thomas wondered if Pierpoint would throw the lock and ignore them. More than anything, he worried about the teacher’s state of mind and didn’t trust him alone in the house. The guilt flooding through Pierpoint made Thomas wonder if the teacher had killed Derek Jordan. But what was his motivation? 
While Pierpoint donned a jacket, Thomas stepped off the stoop and followed the driveway to an attached garage. Three windows offered a view inside. Cupping his hands over his eyes, he squinted. A car slumbered in the gloomy interior. He flicked a flashlight over the vehicle, sighed, and returned to Kimmons.
“Anything of note?” she asked.
“Pierpoint drives a silver Toyota Camry, not a dark sedan. I can’t examine the tires without entering the garage.”
The door opened. The glassy-eyed teacher held his arm out for Thomas.
“Lead the way, Sheriff.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY
 
 
October 31st
7:40 p.m.
 
 
LeVar trailed Chelsey through the frosty meadow, the grass and weeds crunching beneath their sneakers. There was a sharpness to the cold, a dangerous edge that would bleed them dry if they slipped up. Along the road, Chelsey paused and studied the farmhouse. The shadowed figure had rounded the property, no doubt intent on entering through the damaged back door. Chelsey tapped LeVar’s shoulder and scurried across the dirt and gravel road, bent low to prevent being seen. Her speed and agility surprised LeVar, as did the woman’s supernormal ability to move without making a sound. 
Chelsey leaped the shoulder and crept through the meadow. Stopping beside the copse, she knelt behind a tree and tilted her head at the hidden vehicle. 
“Gray Subaru Forester,” she said.
“Same plates as the security footage showed at the bus terminal.”
“I’ll call the deputies.”
While Chelsey placed the call, LeVar concentrated on the farmhouse. He worried they were walking into a trap and didn’t want Benson sneaking up on them. After notifying Raven and Darren, Chelsey pocketed the phone.
“Lambert and Aguilar are on the way. Darren and your sister will stay at the gym, in case Benson gets past us.”
“So what now? Do we sit and wait until the deputies arrive?”
Chelsey brushed a weed off her jacket.
“Benson might flee before they arrive. I say we check out the house, make sure he’s inside.”
“Lambert and Aguilar won’t be happy.”
“Are you suggesting we stand down?”
“Hell, no. That punk threatened my sister. I say we take Benson down before we lose him.”
Chelsey raised an eyebrow.
“I can trust you to keep your cool?”
“One hundred percent.”
“Then we go in quiet and careful. Follow my lead.”
Chelsey sprinted out of hiding. LeVar stayed on her heels, tension coursing through his blood. When they reached the yard, Chelsey placed a finger to her lips and moved along the outer walls toward the back of the house. She could have broken through the front door with the lock picks. But they already knew Benson had kicked through the back door during his previous visit. 
Moonlight shone through the kitchen window. The busted door stood open a crack, the jamb warped and in need of replacement. Chelsey removed her gun and set herself in a shooter’s stance as LeVar climbed the three rickety steps to the back door. The second step groaned. In the silent night, it sounded like a lion’s roar. He glanced back at Chelsey. The warning in her eyes told him to step away.
He slid into the darkness and waited. If Benson had heard, he hadn’t shown his face. After a minute passed, LeVar tried again, this time avoiding the steps by leaping from the ground to the stoop. He landed softly on his feet, the rickety stoop trembling beneath his weight. Even Chelsey appeared impressed as he moved his hand to the door and edged it open. Chelsey lunged inside with the gun raised. A bus ticket lay on the counter. LeVar glanced at the travel details—first stop: Detroit—and lifted his thumb at Chelsey. He was tempted to pocket the ticket and steal Benson’s means of escape. But Chelsey had already crossed the kitchen and thrown her back against the wall.
LeVar joined her at the threshold before she cleared the hallway. It was too dark to see into the living room. LeVar swallowed, every muscle, every nerve twitching and ready for war. He’d busted into rivals’ buildings and homes as a member of the Kings. Stepped into the valley of death on one too many occasions. Though he lacked formal law enforcement training, he understood the greatest dangers lay in blind spots around corners. Cautious awareness did him little good. The entire house was a blind spot. Every shadow looked like a man with a knife. 
The ceiling moaned above their heads. Chelsey’s eyes moved to the staircase. She pointed at the upper landing and climbed the stairs, sliding along the wall in case Benson spun into view with a gun. LeVar gripped the wobbly banister and stayed close to his partner. Since summer, he’d prayed to one day meet Benson face-to-face. Pay the thug back for hurting Raven. LeVar wrestled with his emotions. Screw caution. He wanted to race past Chelsey, take Benson down and ensure he never hurt LeVar’s family again. But LeVar kept his cool. He respected Chelsey, and she was right to be cautious.
At the top of the landing, the upstairs blanketed in darkness, LeVar swung his gaze around the hallway. Three doors, all closed. He wished Chelsey allowed him to carry a weapon. LeVar wasn’t proud of his past, but he’d become an expert with a handgun during his days in Harmon. He felt naked without a gun. Two fists lost to a pistol every time.
Chelsey stood against the wall and leaned her head toward the door. This was the bathroom, LeVar recalled. Chelsey glanced back at him and shook her head. Moving without a sound, she crept to the next door and cupped her ear against the wall. Maybe Benson slept in the bedroom, curled up inside the closet with the blanket and pillow. LeVar wiped the sweat off his hands. Where the hell were Lambert and Aguilar?
When Chelsey reached for the handle, LeVar had a vision: Mark Benson smiling on the other side of the door, the gun aimed at Chelsey’s chest. He opened his mouth to warn Chelsey a split-second before the floorboards creaked inside the bedroom. Then the unmistakable click of a gun cocking.
LeVar dove at Chelsey and drove his shoulder into her side. The blast blew a hole through the door as they crashed against the floor. 
The handle jiggled. Benson threw the door open, intent on finishing the job.
LeVar rolled to his back and kicked out, driving the open door against Benson’s head. The escaped convict dropped his face into his hand and staggered backward. His palm came away with blood, a crimson lightning bolt cutting across his forehead. LeVar grabbed Chelsey and dragged her across the hallway before Benson regained his senses. The next gunshot blew a hole into the floor beside LeVar’s feet. Dust rained down as he scrambled on his hands and knees toward the neighboring bedroom. 
Chelsey spun onto her side and fired at Benson. The thug leapt into the bedroom as the bullet scoured plaster. As Chelsey struggled to her feet, LeVar shoved the neighboring door open. He pulled Chelsey out of the hallway as Benson’s arm snaked around the corner. The convict fired blindly, blowing holes in the walls and driving LeVar and Chelsey out of the hallway. He had little hope of shooting them. This was suppressive fire.
Chelsey stood beside LeVar inside the bedroom with the breath flying in and out of her chest. His ears rang from the gunfire. He didn’t realize Benson was halfway down the staircase until the criminal stumbled and struck the wall with his shoulder. 
“He’s getting away,” Chelsey hissed. 
They ran into the hallway. Benson expected them. The gun blast stole a chunk of plaster an inch above LeVar’s head. Chelsey turned and ducked as the next shot ripped past her face.
By the time LeVar and Chelsey lifted their eyes, Benson was thundering across the first floor. The front door flew open as a siren wailed in the distance. The deputies.
LeVar took off running with Chelsey a step behind. When he reached the open front door, the Forester fired to life and roared out of the copse. Taillights vanished in the distance before the sheriff’s cruiser turned down the road.
Chelsey slapped the wall.
“Dammit!”
LeVar pulled her aside as the cruiser sped after the fleeing Forester.
“Don’t worry. At least we know where he’s going. We’ll catch him before he boards that bus.” Moonlight caught Chelsey’s face. Blood trickled off the woman’s scalp and over her brow. “You’re bleeding.”
Had the bullet clipped Chelsey’s head? When she touched her scalp, her eyes rolled back and her legs gave out. LeVar grabbed Chelsey as she slumped to the floor.
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
 
October 31st
8:10 p.m.
 
 
Valerie drew the curtains over the bedroom window, shutting out the night. Normally, she lived for full moons. But the lunar glow disturbed her tonight, reminded her of the frailty of life and how everyone walked a razor’s edge between happiness and danger. Evil hid in the shadows. 
Loomis curled around her shins, begging Valerie to pet him. Reaching down, she scratched behind the kitten’s ears. The broadcast quality microphone sat on the desk before her. Though she’d never struggled with stage fright or writer’s block, Valerie couldn’t decide how to begin. Posts to three horror forums had gathered her fans for an important announcement. She watched their numbers swell as sweat beaded across her forehead. 
She took a deep breath, swallowed, and clicked the microphone. No scary intro music tonight, no chainsaws or screaming. Just Valerie and the ugly truth. As she pulled the microphone toward her lips, she sensed the confused anticipation. This was no ordinary show, and her listeners didn’t know what to expect.
“Good evening, friends. This is Violet…” She dropped her head and closed her eyes. A sip of water, then she curled her fingers around the microphone stand. “This is Valerie Leonard. I’m an eighteen-year-old senior at Barton Falls High School. Violet Lyon is my stage name, if you will. It’s just another lie I hide behind when I bring you this show every week.”
The kitten leaped off the floor and padded across the desk. When Loomis licked Valerie’s face, she pulled him into her arms and hugged him to her chest. A joyless laugh passed through her lips.
“As you’ve all figured out by now, I’m not dead. Heck, I’m not even who I pretended to be. I could claim I created the Halloween Man to entertain you, frighten you, give you something to chat about with your friends. But that would be intellectually dishonest, right?”
Her chest shuddered.
“I lied for ratings. I realized the show lacked punch, that I needed something to put the podcast over the edge and draw new fans. So I made up a killer, figuring it was all in fun. What harm could it do? I wanted to be John Carpenter for one night.”
Slipping between the curtains, moonlight spread across the desk. It seemed to hunt her. 
“I caused more harm than I ever imagined. And I lost someone I loved.” She bit back a sob and composed herself before continuing. “My best friend…and my new boyfriend, as of last night…played the Halloween Man. It was his voice coming through your speakers. That’s the last time you’ll hear his voice. Derek died last night. After we said goodnight and took separate paths home, someone leapt from the shadows and murdered Derek.”
A hundred fans dropped off the podcast after Valerie’s admission. She didn’t blame them. Who would believe her after the last show?
“You believe I’m crying wolf. Or just lying again. I’m not. Many of you probably read about the murder in Barton Falls. Derek Jordan was my boyfriend, and some maniac attacked and murdered Derek, mimicking our story.”
Valerie snatched a tissue from the box and wiped her eyes. She ignored the web counter. It no longer mattered how many people listened. The important point was everyone who remained—her loyal fans—recognized a killer walked among them.
“This morning, before the news broke about Derek, a man dressed as the Halloween Man followed me at school. Until tonight, I was convinced the killer was a teacher. I’ve since seen the error of my ways. The killer is one of you.” Valerie’s heart pounded. “And he’s listening now.”
Rising from the chair, Valerie paced the room. After she arranged her thoughts, she returned to the microphone.
“Who stole Derek from our lives? Was it you? This isn’t another skit, another ploy to grow my listeners. This is a warning. Not everyone you meet online is who he or she claims to be. Evil exists in the world, and it hides in chat rooms and on message boards, pretending to be your friend. A psycho took the role of the Halloween Man and murdered a beautiful person. And now he wants to kill me too.”
Removing the microphone from the stand, Valerie placed it close to her lips.
“I know you’re listening. When I figure out who you are, you’ll be the final victim in this story. I’ll make you pay for what you did to Derek.”
Valerie clicked out of the podcast. Lowering her head into the crook of her arm, she cried. Great, wracking sobs that burned her throat and chest. 
Silence crept through the house. She no longer heard her father stomping through the downstairs. Her mother had gone to bed early.
The crying ended. She massaged the headache out of her temples and shuffled on dead legs to the window. When she peeked between the curtains, she saw his shadow staring up at her from the backyard. 
The Halloween Man.
 
* * *
 
“This is ridiculous. I’m fine.”
Chelsey’s legs dangled off the table, the paper beneath her butt crinkling every time she wiggled. The doctor at the urgent care clinic ignored her as he threaded another stitch through Chelsey’s scalp. The man appeared a few years out of medical school with a bushy head of hair, a clean-shaved face, and kind blue eyes. When the needle pierced her scalp again, she winced and stiffened her legs.
“Sorry about that.”
“I thought you numbed my head.”
“It’s normal to notice a little pinch.”
“That’s more than a pinch.”
The doctor sighed and straightened his back. LeVar sat in the corner, skimming a magazine.
“Seven stitches. That should stop the bleeding. You want to tell me how this happened again?”
“I hit my head in the basement.”
“Hmm. Better move somewhere with a less dangerous basement. Keep the wound clean and be careful shampooing for a few days. I suggest just rinsing your hair in the shower. You don’t want to forget and yank a stitch out while scrubbing your head.”
“How long until you remove the stitches?”
“Ten days, if the wound heals properly. And it will, as long as you’re careful. Manage the pain with over-the-counter medication. Ibuprofen should be fine. Get plenty of rest. Don’t exercise or exert yourself before the stitches come out.”
LeVar cocked an eyebrow from across the room, a warning for Chelsey to heed the doctor’s advice.
“Can I go?”
“You may go now.”
LeVar helped Chelsey off the table. The first step felt unsteady, but LeVar supported Chelsey when her legs wobbled.
“How are you feeling?” The doctor asked. “Dizzy?”
“Never better,” she said, waving him off.
As LeVar led Chelsey to the door, the doctor nodded at Deputy Aguilar, who waited in the hallway. 
“What’s the prognosis?” Aguilar asked.
“Seven stitches,” LeVar said. “If she infects the wound, he’ll need to sever her head.”
“Shut it,” Chelsey growled, leaning on LeVar’s broad shoulders for support.
“Now that you’re awake, I need a full statement.” Aguilar removed a pen and pad. “And an explanation. Why were you inside that house? I need your statement too, LeVar.”
Chelsey released a defeated groan.
“Where’s Benson?”
“We lost him outside Wolf Lake. Every law enforcement officer in the county is looking for him. He can’t run forever.”
LeVar sat beside Chelsey in the lobby. He asked, “What happened to Deputy Lambert?”
“He’s at the gymnasium with Darren and Raven.” She shot LeVar and Chelsey a pointed stare. “Someone has to keep you people safe. We can’t have Benson shooting another private investigator tonight.”
Chelsey removed a mirror from her purse and assessed the injury. It looked as if someone had run over her head with a riding mower. With a scowl, she put the mirror away.
“We’ll join them after we give our statements.”
“Oh, no, you won’t,” LeVar said. “Coach is sitting your ass on the bench for the rest of the game.”
“Isn’t that a little dramatic?”
“The doctor just stitched your head shut, and you can’t stand without me supporting you. After we finish, I’m driving you home in your car, and you’re going to sleep.”
Chelsey started to argue and decided against it. LeVar and Aguilar glared like stern parents. She brushed the hair from her eyes and sat back in the chair.
“Okay, Deputy. What do you want to know?”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
 
October 31st
9:00 p.m.
 
 
The geolocation tags painted an unsettling picture. Krueger31 lived in Barton Falls with Valerie Leonard. He wasn’t some nameless, faceless creep stalking a stranger on the internet. He was a neighbor, possibly a friend. Someone she passed on the street every day.
Scout’s pulse raced. She sipped from a glass of water, but her mouth remained desert dry. Time grew short for Valerie. If Scout didn’t identify Krueger31, he’d claim Valerie as his next victim.
Behind Scout, Naomi sat at the card table and read a book about lighthouses. Serena’s eyes grew heavy as she curled on the couch with a throw pillow tucked beneath her head. Even Jack couldn’t keep his eyes open. The dog lay beneath the table, sawing logs, his doggy legs kicking out as he chased a rabbit in his dreams. Until an hour ago, Serena and Naomi had worked as hard as Scout, throwing out suggestions as she searched for clues. Scout knew they’d lose interest. When sleuthing, Scout rarely unraveled a mystery in one afternoon. It took time and perseverance, reversing direction when she reached a dead end, charting courses through alien territories. 
Krueger31 possessed intelligence. Like Valerie, he never posted revealing information. No clues which gave away his age or where he lived. He played the role of a cipher, the infamous serial killer trope from the seventies and eighties. A man who murdered without motivation.
Except a secret motivation ruled his actions. She felt sure of it.
“Serena, why don’t you sleep at my place,” Mom said, placing a hand on Serena’s leg.
Serena gasped and lifted her head.
“Sorry. I drifted off.”
“Take my keys. I’ll text you when Scout catches the bad guy.” Naomi narrowed her eyes at Scout. “And she’d better catch the bad guy before ten o’clock, because it’s almost past her bedtime.”
“Come on, Mom. I’m not nine anymore.”
Serena climbed off the couch and stretched her arms with a yawn.
“Appreciate the offer, but I think I’ll drive home.”
Naomi rose from the chair.
“You sure? We have an extra bed.”
Serena patted Scout’s shoulder.
“As much as I want to see the conclusion, I hear my bed calling. Besides, my daughter will be home soon. I don’t want to worry her.”
“Please let me know when you arrive home.”
Jack followed as Naomi walked Serena to the door. While Naomi cleaned up at the counter, Scout rubbed her eyes. The long day had worn her down. Though she’d tracked Valerie Leonard, she felt no closer to protecting the local internet celebrity. The girl would remain in danger until Scout caught Krueger31. 
The concern was evident on her mother’s face when she returned to the room.
“Call it a night. You can pick up the hunt tomorrow morning.”
Scout twisted her hair around her finger.
“Mom, can I talk to you?”
“Of course. I’m always here for you.”
Shutting down the monitor, Scout wheeled herself around to face her mother. Wind whistled against the house and rattled the door, causing Jack to lift his head and growl.
“Earlier today, before you came home, Dad knocked on our door.”
Naomi blinked.
“Your father was here?”
“At our house, yes.”
“What did he want?”
Scout exhaled.
“I called to him, but I doubt he heard me over the wind. I tried to catch up, but he drove off before I reached the driveway.”
Naomi glanced away.
“He should have told us he’d planned to stop by. Regardless, your father knows I work weekdays and you’re in school. Why would he visit on a weekday?”
“That’s what I wondered. Should we call him?”
Naomi crossed one leg over the other and clasped her hands over her knee.
“Let me contact him first. Something is up with your father.”
A hopeful butterfly winged through Scout’s chest.
“Do you think he wants to join the family again?”
Naomi bit her lip.
“I’ll speak to him. Why don’t you shut the computer down and go back to the house? Jack can hang out with us until Thomas returns.”
Scout pushed the mouse back and forth. 
“I guess so.”
“You did an outstanding job today, hon. Because of you, the sheriff’s department linked Valerie Leonard to the Violet Lyon podcast.”
“What good did that do?”
“Someone murdered her friend, so your discovery is a big deal.”
“Until I find the killer, Thomas can’t protect her.”
Naomi held Scout’s hand.
“Thomas Shepherd is a smart man. Let his department find the killer. Don’t place the responsibility on your shoulders.”
“You’re probably right. It’s just that—”
Scout’s brow narrowed.
“What’s wrong?”
“The killer. He lives in Barton Falls with Valerie, right? The creep might even be a friend.” 
“That’s a frightening thought. Have you checked Valerie Leonard’s social media accounts?”
“She doesn’t have a social media account. Which is weird. Anyone who spends as much time on internet forums as Valerie should have a Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter account.” Scout drummed her fingers on the desk. “Usually, when a girl who’s active on the internet shuts down her social media accounts, she’s avoiding someone.”
“Like an overbearing guy.”
“Could be.”
Scout flicked the monitor on and chose an application from the Windows menu.
“Now what are you doing?”
“Facial recognition software. Remember last spring when I taught Thomas how to find similar images on the internet?”
“That’s how you traced Jeremy Hyde’s accounts.”
“I can use the same technology to catalog every picture of Valerie Leonard in the Barton Falls yearbook. Watch this.”
Scout called up Valerie’s yearbook photograph and drew a box around the girl’s face. Next, she dragged the cropped image into the application and searched for similar images in the yearbook. Dozens of photographs filled the screen.
Naomi slid into a chair beside Scout and scanned the monitor.
“These are all pictures of Valerie.”
“Right.”
“How does that help us?”
“We’re not interested in Valerie. We’re interested in who her friends are.”
Scout examined the media club photograph. Nobody in the picture jumped out at her. Sifting through candids, she stopped on a picture of Valerie with several friends in the library. She recognized one boy—Derek Jordan, the teenager on the news. But it was the boy standing off to the side, almost as if the others didn’t want him in the photograph, that drew Scout’s eyes. Her heart quickened. While everybody else in the picture smiled at the camera, this boy stared at Valerie. Scout’s eyes dropped to the boy’s T-shirt. Freddy Krueger with knives for fingers.
“Krueger31,” Scout muttered.
Naomi straightened her back.
“You found him?”
Though the application had pulled images of Valerie Leonard, it didn’t include captions. Scout needed to sift through the entire yearbook again. Her hand trembled on the mouse as she raced against time. Halfway through the yearbook, she located the library picture. 
“Gardner Raimi,” Scout said, reading the names. “Can you give me my phone, Mom? It’s on the card table.”
Naomi covered her mouth.
“He’s the boy stalking Valerie on the internet?”
“It has to be him.”
Naomi removed her phone from her pocket.
“I’ll call Thomas.”
Scout chewed a nail.
“Hurry, Mom. I think he plans to kill Valerie tonight.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
 
October 31st
9:10 p.m.
 
 
“Raven, are you home?”
Serena yawned into her hand as sleep hung heavy on her shoulders. She hadn’t noticed her daughter’s Rogue in the driveway. Then again, she’d been too tired to search for the vehicle. A light shone over the kitchen counter. Otherwise, the house was as dark as a tomb. She pressed the wall switch and flooded the living room with light. Some kid had plastered the window with eggs. Probably a disgruntled trick-or-treater. Serena snickered to herself, remembering Halloween mischief from her teenage years. Tomorrow, she’d clean the window before the yolk solidified.
She plopped her bag on the end table and shuffled to the couch. Recalling Naomi’s request for Serena to call, she dialed her friend’s phone. Strange. Serena dropped into Naomi’s voice-mail. Figuring Naomi must be on the phone, Serena left a message and promised to check in tomorrow morning. 
Aiming the remote at the television, she scowled at the horror movie. Too much blood and gore. If she watched a scary movie, she’d be up all night. With a moan, she turned off the television and padded to the kitchen. As tired as she was, she craved a snack before bed. After popping a slice of bread into the toaster, she leaned against the counter and checked her messages. Raven had written a half-hour ago to check on her. LeVar wrote ten minutes later. Neither expected to finish work before sunrise. Guess she had the house to herself tonight.
Serena set the phone on the kitchen table and sifted through the mail while she waited for the bread to toast. Nothing but junk mail and bills. She jumped when the bread popped up. After she plucked the snack out of the toaster, she wandered in an exhausted daze toward the bedroom, wondering how Scout’s investigation was going. How that girl worked all day and night without adequate sleep boggled Serena’s mind. 
As she opened the bedroom door, gravel crunched in the driveway. Someone was outside.
She set the toast on the nightstand and listened. It might be a last-second trick-or-treater. Nobody rang the doorbell. Buck, the jerk who lived down the road, came to mind. He flew a confederate flag on his truck and blasted his music at all hours of the night. But he never bothered Serena and Raven, and Serena saw no reason for Buck to harass her tonight. 
The night turned quiet again, except for the infernal wind whipping the lake into a frenzy. Serena swallowed the rest of her snack and pulled the sheets back. She kept a Kindle beside the bed, and a mystery novel awaited her. The moment after she opened the Kindle and turned off the bedside lamp, the front door opened. 
Something tightened in her chest. Her heart closing into a fist.
As she lay paralyzed, praying LeVar or Raven had stopped home, the floorboards groaned in the living room.
Serena swung her legs off the bed and shut down the Kindle. She sat in complete darkness, as a sliver of light burned beneath the door. Footsteps trailed through the house. Searching. Hunting.
She reached for her phone and remembered she’d left it on the kitchen table. Now what? She couldn’t give herself away and alert the intruder she was inside the house. 
No weapon, no means to defend herself.
The footsteps drew closer. As she crept toward the door, a shadow interrupted the light spilling beneath the threshold. He was outside her bedroom door. She knew it was Mark Benson, the escaped convict. Raven had warned her, and Serena hadn’t listened. If he twisted the doorknob, he’d find her alone in the bedroom. 
The shadow loomed outside her door. Patient. Listening. The bedroom door had a twist lock that guaranteed privacy, but wouldn’t stop a grown man from breaking inside. She didn’t dare engage the lock with Benson in the hallway.
When she was certain he’d open the door and catch her, he stepped down the hallway. Heading toward Raven’s bedroom.
Serena whirled around and considered her options. The window was painted shut. No chance she could open the pane without drawing Benson’s attention. 
The crawlspace.
Her bedroom closet included a panel in the ceiling. The panel opened to an attic crawlspace.
She still couldn’t see inside the bedroom. With her heart in her throat, Serena rounded the bed and swiped the curtains aside on the window. Moonlight revealed the desk and chair across the room. Down the hall, Raven’s door creaked open. Serena thanked God her daughter wasn’t home.
As Benson crept through the house, Serena carried the chair to the closet. She gritted her teeth when the chair leg banged against the jamb. Sudden quiet enveloped the house. Benson must have heard. 
Pulling the chair inside the closet, she edged the door shut and stood upon the seat. Cautious footsteps approached through the hallway. Then Serena’s door opened, inviting ambient light from the kitchen into the bedroom. She’d turned down the sheets and crawled into bed a moment before Benson broke into the house. Would he notice the bed sheets? 
Blind inside the closet, she stood on tiptoe and moved her hands over the ceiling. Where was the panel? 
The floor moaned outside the closet. She froze and held her breath. The knob turned.
Crawling off the chair, Serena ducked into the corner and hid behind three dresses dangling off hangers. A whoosh of air touched her bare feet when the closet door opened. He breathed in the doorway, knowing someone was inside the house with him. Reaching up, she snatched a loose coat hanger and clutched it against her chest. Straightening the tip, she fashioned a weapon. It wasn’t much. But if he drew the dresses aside and discovered her, she’d jam the tip into his eye.
Each second lasted a lifetime. She sensed his presence towering above her. At any moment, he’d grab her by the neck. 
Then the door eased shut. He gave up and left to search the rest of the house.
Or had he?
She imagined him standing in the darkness, inches from her. Holding his breath to fool her. A Cheshire cat’s grin on his face. 
Serena held her breath too. Working up the courage, she parted the dresses and stared into infinite blackness. Benson might be looming over her with a knife. She couldn’t see.
Poking her foot out, she swept it across the floor and hissed when she struck a solid object. A shoe rack in the corner.
She breathed again. A moment later, another door opened inside the house. 
This was her chance. She pulled herself up and stood on the chair. Then she groped at the ceiling, feeling for the panel. She found it. 
Pushing the panel aside, she gripped the cold, splintered floor of the crawlspace. Winter’s breath poured through the opening and rippled her skin with goosebumps. With a grunt, she hauled herself into the crawlspace, careful not to bang her head on the low ceiling. Nails jutted from the woodwork like deadly stalactites. 
On her hands and knees, Serena set the panel in place and walled herself off from humanity. She might have crouched within a black hole in outer space, she felt so disconnected from the house. The ghostly wind keened over her, the joists creaking with each gust. 
Serena didn’t know how long she hid inside the crawlspace. Minutes, hours. Time held no meaning inside that frigid nothingness. 
When she finally crept down, her lips were blue, body trembling, fingers and toes numb. She listened at the closet door before pushing it open.
Benson had left the house to stalk Raven.
Serena needed to warn her daughter.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
 
October 31st
9:15 p.m.
 
 
Thomas leaned over Detective Presley’s shoulder and scanned her computer monitor. The Facebook profile for Gardner Raimi filled the screen. The teenage boy hadn’t posted in nine months, not since the messy breakup with Valerie Leonard. Pictures of Valerie and Gardner dominated his profile. Friends wished him well and urged him to move on. Gardner responded, “We’re friends now. It’s all good.”
Presley crossed her arms.
“This isn’t much to go on. I can’t move Gardner Raimi to the top of my suspect list because Valerie broke up with him last January.”
“Yet he had motivation and opportunity.”
“This teenage girl, Scout. I appreciate she’s your friend and neighbor. But why would you seek her advice during a murder investigation?”
“Because I know her, and she’s stayed two steps ahead of us all day. The geolocation tags prove the killer lives in Barton Falls.”
Presley waved her hands.
“No, it suggests a poster named Krueger31 lives in Barton Falls. We can’t prove he’s a killer.”
“We have a photograph of Gardner Raimi wearing a Nightmare on Elm Street T-shirt. It appears he’s obsessed with Freddy Krueger's character. And we found his Facebook profile. He dated Valerie Leonard and suffered through the breakup. I admit, the evidence is circumstantial. But it all adds up.”
“Still, I can’t alter the trajectory of our investigation based on a teenage girl I’ve never met.”
“I’ll vouch for Scout. She helped me catch Jeremy Hyde.”
Presley dropped her face into her hands and clutched her hair. Beyond the bullpen’s windows, Theo Pierpoint slumped in a chair inside the conference room with a blanket wrapped around his body. He’d given a second interview to Officer Stanton, and a psychologist was en route to evaluate Pierpoint. As far as Thomas could determine, Derek Jordan’s death had caused Pierpoint to have a nervous breakdown. Was he a danger to himself? Or was the teacher a wolf in sheep’s clothing?
“This is crazy,” Presley said, pulling Thomas out of his thoughts. “Gardner Raimi is still friends with Valerie Leonard and Leland Trivett.”
“Gardner wanted more than a friendship with Valerie,” Thomas said. “We should have interviewed Gardner after we met with Leland.”
“We didn’t have a reason to suspect Gardner this afternoon.” Presley tossed a pen across her desk in frustration. “If I go out on a limb for you, and the investigation goes south, it will be my ass on the line.”
“I’ll take full responsibility. If the chief asks why we suspected Gardner Raimi, I’ll tell him I strong-armed you.”
“I don’t know about this.”
“Trust me, Detective. Scout never steered me in the wrong direction.”
Presley rolled the cruiser’s keys in her palm.
“What do you suggest?”
“I say we drive to the Raimi residence and knock on the door. At least determine if the kid has alibis for the attacks on Derek Jordan and Leland Trivett.”
Presley chewed on the suggestion.
“All right. But I’m keeping Valerie Leonard on my suspect list. Between the sick infatuation with gory movies and the murder—which mimicked the legend she created—it’s possible she’s our killer.” Thomas turned his head away to hide his frustration. “What if Raimi has alibis?”
“Then I’ll admit I’m wrong, and we’ll turn the spotlight on Derek Jordan’s stepfather, Valerie Leonard, and Valerie’s father.”
Thomas rode shotgun in Presley’s cruiser. During the drive into Barton Falls, he wished he’d driven his own vehicle. He couldn’t lead the investigation as a passenger, and he feared Detective Presley’s insistence that Valerie Leonard was the killer would derail the case. She refused to speak until they reached the town’s outskirts. Her jaw set with indignation, Presley pulled to the curb outside the Raimi residence.
Gardner Raimi lived with his parents on Baldwin Street in a two-story Cape Cod with beige siding. Decorative spiderwebs trailed along the porch, and a candle burned inside a pumpkin on the top step. The lights were out inside the house, while a television flickered from the living room. 
Presley hopped out of the cruiser and marched toward the steps. Thomas grabbed the detective’s arm and pulled her back.
“What?”
“Something is wrong,” he said, drawing a confused glare from the detective. 
Thomas removed the gun from his holster. Her eyes widened.
“Is that necessary?”
He moved in front of Presley and ascended the steps. The front door stood open to the screen, allowing the October chill to flow unimpeded through the downstairs. Papers flitted back and forth over the hardwood floor.
“The door is open,” he said.
“Might be because a kid just knocked, begging for candy. God, I hate this stupid holiday.”
But Thomas didn’t see a bowl of candy inside the doorway. And nobody in their right mind would leave the door open on a night this cold. With the gun at his side, he rapped his knuckles against the screen door. It sounded like someone banged on a snare drum.
“Mr. and Mrs. Raimi? Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department.”
No answer. A scream came from inside the living room. Presley met his eyes.
“Tell me that was the television.”
“If they’re expecting trick-or-treaters, why haven’t they answered?”
A vein pulsed in the detective’s neck as her hand drifted toward her weapon. The wind abated, and Thomas caught scent of the metallic, coppery stench rolling through the screen. His eyes swung toward the source. A heeled foot poked out from behind the sofa as blood seeped into the hardwood.
Thomas yanked the screen door open and led Presley into the entryway. He swung his weapon around the corner.
“Clear.”
His voice knocked Presley out of her daze. She covered his back as Thomas hurried to aid the victim. 
He rounded the couch and pulled up, one hand over his mouth, holding back a wretch. Mrs. Raimi lay beside her husband, her throat slit ear-to-ear. A waterfall of lifeblood soaked her clothes, pooling into a macabre lake on the floor. Stab wounds punctured the father’s chest, a carbon copy of Derek Jordan’s murder. And blood continued to drip…drip…drip through the floor slats.
“Jesus,” Presley said behind him, drawing a breath.
She radioed for an ambulance as Thomas checked each victim for a pulse. Nothing.
“No heartbeats.”
With backup on the way, Presley checked the downstairs while Thomas raced up the staircase. The first bedroom belonged to the parents. The room at the end of the hallway stood open. Thomas swung around the doorway and froze. 
The Halloween Man glared from the far corner. The figure stood over six feet tall, a butcher’s knife clutched in one hand. A pumpkin mask concealed his face. Thomas fixed his weapon on the mythical serial killer before he realized it was a dummy. Gardner Raimi’s obsession seemed boundless. On the desk, the teenager had written the names of his parents, Derek Jordan, Leland Trivett, and Valerie Leonard on a sheet of paper. All but the last were crossed out.
The hairs stood on the back of his neck when Thomas passed the mannequin. Reaching for the closet door, he pulled it open and swept the gun into the shadowed corners. After searching the upstairs, he met Presley on the lower landing.
“There’s a BOLO out on Gardner Raimi,” she said, holstering her gun. “What kind of psychopath murders his parents?”
“He’s recreating Valerie’s story about the Halloween Man.”
“You think he’ll go after Valerie next?”
“He has to. She’s the last target on his list.”
As backup arrived to secure the house, Thomas and Presley bounded down the steps. They needed to reach the Leonard residence before Gardner claimed his last victim.
 
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
 
October 31st
10:05 p.m.
 
 
Raven wore a hole in the floor as she paced back and forth in the living room. LeVar leaned against the wall with his arms folded, stewing, the muscles in his arms twitching with unspent fury. She should have assumed Mark Benson would break inside her home. But they couldn’t cover the county, even with the sheriff’s department on the case. After they took away Benson’s hiding places—the farmhouse and the gymnasium—and saved Ellie Fisher from another abduction attempt, the convict chose his last option. Attack Raven in her own home.
For months, Raven had feared he’d break out of prison and attack her while she slept. Now she tamped down the terror and replaced it with an unwavering desire for vengeance. Benson had violated her home and threatened their mother. She had to catch him before the night ended.
While Darren spoke on the phone with Thomas, Deputy Lambert interviewed Serena, who huddled on the couch beneath a blanket, a mug of hot chocolate in her hands. During the interview, Aguilar searched the house and dusted for evidence. She pulled prints off the front door, the doorknobs to the bedrooms, even the closet inside Serena’s room. Benson hadn’t bothered to wear gloves. With nothing left to lose, the psychopath wasn’t taking precautions. 
After Lambert finished, LeVar and Raven flanked Serena on the couch and kept her company.
“One of us will stay with you until sunrise,” Raven said, wrapping her mother in a hug.
Serena shook her head.
“You can’t be in two places at once. Catch this bastard and put him away. For good this time.”
“We’re not leaving you alone,” LeVar protested.
Serena lifted her chin.
“You won’t have to. I’m coming with you.”
Raven glanced at her brother.
“That’s a bad idea,” Raven said. “You’re not qualified to chase escaped convicts.”
“So I’ll stay in the Rogue and let you handle the hard part. I’m a big girl, and I can take care of myself. Besides, I want to be there when you take the scumbag down.”
“What do you think?” LeVar asked, raising an eyebrow.
“This seems unnecessarily risky,” Raven said. “Then again, we need as many eyes as possible watching the bus terminal when Benson arrives, and Mom can’t be alone until we capture him.”
LeVar turned to Serena.
“I’ll pack a blanket and pillow. There’s a lot of sitting and waiting during an investigation. You can rest while we work.”
Serena rolled her eyes.
“LeVar, how much sleep do you figure I’ll get after this evening? No, I’ll stay awake until this is over. I can’t wait to see Benson’s face when you bring him down.”
Aguilar returned from the bedroom as Lambert slipped his notes inside his pocket.
“You convinced Chelsey to take the night off?” Aguilar asked LeVar.
“She fought me every step of the way until she hit the couch. Then she was out like a light.”
“She’s a stubborn one.”
“Tell me about it.”
The muscular deputy set her hands on her hips.
“Speaking of stubborn, I don’t suppose I can convince your team to stay home while we track Benson.”
LeVar moved his gaze to Raven and Darren. Raven rose from the couch with determination burning in her eyes.
“There’s your answer, Deputy,” LeVar said.
“If that’s the way it has to be, you’ll play by our rules tonight. We’ll spread out and monitor the bus terminal from multiple angles. I’ll wear plain clothes and sit in the waiting area. The second you see anything, you tell us. And none of you engage Benson. The professionals will make the arrest.”
“Agreed,” said Raven, checking her gun. “I’ll ensure my team follows orders. But if Benson gets past you, he’s all mine.”
 
* * *
 
Thomas crouched between two trees behind the Leonard residence. Wind lashed his face and drove him deeper into hiding. After alerting the Leonard family, Detective Presley had traded her cruiser for an unmarked SUV. Slumped inside the vehicle, the detective watched the house from the curb, while Thomas insisted on covering the rear of the house, worried Gardner Raimi would break inside from the backyard. 
The upstairs was dark, the lower floor lit like a landing strip. The moon painted sharp silhouettes across the grass and fallen leaves. A rickety wooden fence groaned and rocked behind him, like old bones in a cemetery.
“Anything?”
Presley’s voice.
“All clear,” he said, holding the radio. 
“Maybe we’re off the mark on Raimi’s next target.”
“No, he’ll go after Valerie next. We just need to wait.”
As if the girl heard his voice, Valerie appeared at the bedroom window with a kitten clutched in her arms. The teenager gave him a tentative wave, and he waved back. Gesturing at Valerie to move away from the window, Thomas waited until the girl drew the curtains and disappeared inside her room. 
“We should switch in a few minutes, so you don’t freeze to death.”
“I’ll survive,” he said, forcing his teeth not to chatter. “It won’t be much longer.”
Radio silence resumed. Thomas peered between two needled boughs, the pine scent cloying. At least the tree added a few degrees of warmth as he huddled in the darkness. Inside the house, a heavyset man passed through the kitchen, stopped at the window, and glared into the night with his hands cupped around his eyes. Ed Leonard. Thomas felt his blood boil. He wanted to drag Ed Leonard from the house and drop him off at the Kane Grove jail. When they’d arrived, Charisse Leonard nursed a purple bruise on her cheek in the shape of a hand. There was no greater coward than a man who struck his wife, and Ed Leonard outweighed Charisse by one hundred pounds. Charisse claimed she’d fallen. Unless she pressed charges, Thomas couldn’t arrest the bully.
Ed Leonard returned to the living room. Cocking his neck around the branches, Thomas spied the parents—Ed taking up the couch with his meaty hand wrapped around a beer, Charisse in the lounge chair with a book, giving her husband distance. The television reflected in her reading glasses.
Thomas checked the time. It was after ten, and nobody had seen Gardner Raimi since school released.
No one except his parents. And they hadn’t survived the encounter. 
Reports filtered back from the Raimi residence. Virgil Harbough, the Nightshade County Medical Examiner, arrived with his assistant, Claire Brookins, to lead the CSI team. An officer noted Gardner Raimi’s bed sheet was missing. Thomas wasn’t sure what to make of the discovery. Did he plan to strangle Valerie with the sheet? Or twirl the sheet into a rope and climb through a window?
 Charisse crawled off the lounge chair and left the book face down and open on the floor. Ed Leonard didn’t even look up as she waddled up the stairs. On the second floor, Mrs. Leonard’s shadow passed over the drawn blinds that covered the hallway window. The door to the master bedroom opened and closed. Thomas settled back into hiding as he raised the collar on his jacket. 
A second shadow passed over the blinds. Thomas shot to his feet. His gaze flew to Valerie’s bedroom. He saw the girl’s silhouette in front of the computer. Then his eyes dropped to the living room. Ed Leonard hadn’t budged from the couch. Thomas grabbed his radio.
“I’ve got movement inside the house. Second floor.”
While Presley advanced on the house, Thomas jogged to the back door. A scream from upstairs sent the sheriff into a full sprint. He threw the back door open and hurried through the kitchen, almost colliding with Ed Leonard after the husband rumbled out of the living room.
“What’s happening?” the man asked, his eyes as large as saucers.
“Stand back,” Thomas said as he circled Leonard and angled toward the staircase.
Another scream sounded from the upper landing. Then a thud as a body hit the floor. 
The front door flew open as Presley rushed inside. Gun in hand, Thomas ascended the stairs. 
The scene played out before him in slow motion. Valerie’s bedroom door slamming shut. The lock twisting as the girl cried out to her fallen mother. The ghost crossing the landing with its arms extended like some nightmare creature from a horror movie. A kick drove Valerie’s door inward and shattered the lock. A hand reached out and strangled Valerie’s throat as the attacker drove the girl to the floor.
“Sheriff’s department. Freeze!”
The ghost whirled on Thomas. Beneath the bed sheet, Gardner snarled. The butcher’s knife ripped toward the sheriff’s face. Thomas leaned back, the air whooshing past his eyes as the blade scraped his face.
As Gardner’s hand arced lower, Thomas drove the butt end of the gun against the boy’s head. Gardner wobbled and crashed against the wall. Two framed photos tumbled and smashed against the floor. 
“Put down the knife, Gardner. It’s over.”
As Thomas trained the gun on the boy, Gardner leaped off the wall with an inhuman screech. The collision sent Thomas and Gardner into the hallway. Behind them, Valerie crawled to her knees and gagged, clutching her throat. Gardner lunged with the knife, the blade pointed at the sheriff’s stomach. Thomas spun and drove his palm against the boy’s arm. Thomas didn’t want to pull the trigger, but the boy wouldn’t quit. The killer leaped at Thomas as Valerie stood in the doorway, crying for Gardner to stop.
Thomas dodged the bull rush and threw the boy aside. Before the sheriff could catch the teenager, he lost his footing and pinwheeled off the top step. The knife flew from Gardner’s hand as he tumbled forward and struck his head against the stairs. The boy’s body went slack and somersaulted down the staircase. 
Presley threw herself atop the teenager. She held him in place, the sheet discarded on the stairs. With the detective’s help, Thomas steadied the boy. The whites of Gardner’s eyes stared up at them. The boy’s neck lolled sideways.
“He’s breathing,” Thomas said, bending over the boy’s face. 
“The ambulance is on the way,” Presley said.
A bellow spun Thomas around. Ed Leonard thundered at the fallen killer with a baseball bat over his head. Presley had just enough time to grab the man’s arms as Thomas tackled Leonard to the floor. The bat swung forward with malevolence and splintered the stairs, missing Gardner’s head by a fraction of an inch.
“Drop the bat, Mr. Leonard. Get yourself under control.”
The father thrashed beneath the sheriff. Thomas wrestled the bat from Leonard’s grip and twisted the bully’s hands behind his back. After Thomas locked the handcuffs, Presley stared wide-eyed at Thomas and brushed the hair from her face.
“That was close.”
Atop the staircase, Valerie held the banister like a lifeline as she stared at her father. The girl wavered, close to fainting. Presley sprinted up the stairs to catch her.
Thomas pressed Ed Leonard’s face against the floor.
“Stop fighting. You don’t want to give me an excuse.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 
 
November 1st
4:55 a.m.
 
 
Raven turned up the heat to prevent frost from spreading across the windshield. Darren sat in the passenger seat with binoculars pressed against his eyes. While they studied the bus terminal from across the street, LeVar hid in Darren’s midnight blue Dodge Silverado at the end of the block, and Lambert’s cruiser slumbered in a parking garage with a clear view through the bus terminal’s windows. Raven couldn’t see the deputy, only the cruiser’s bumper poking out from between two vans. 
Inside the terminal, Deputy Aguilar disguised herself in everyday clothing—a Syracuse Orange sweatshirt, blue jeans, sneakers, and a Mets baseball cap pulled low on her brow. Aguilar paged through Time, her eyes darting to the door every several seconds as the clock ticked toward five in the morning. Four travelers sat in opposite corners of the waiting area, their eyes weary.
From the backseat of the Rogue, Serena leaned forward and squeezed between the front seats.
“Are you sure he’s coming?”
Raven met her mother’s eyes in the mirror.
“The clerk confirmed Benson bought a ticket, and LeVar found the itinerary inside the farmhouse. He’s coming. Go back to sleep.”
“I’m not sleeping, child. And don’t sass your mother.”
Raven gave her mother a frustrated glare and rubbed her arms. Even with the heat on, the Rogue struggled to retain heat. Frost glistened on the sidewalk. With Halloween over, the calendar had switched to November, and winter weather was fair game now. The latest forecast predicted lake effect snow showers by tomorrow.
Raven gazed up and down the sidewalk. Maybe her mother was right. The near capture at the farmhouse might have spooked Benson into skipping the trip. Except the escaped convict was running out of money, and it was only a matter of time before the local authorities caught up to him. Raven’s radio buzzed with static before Lambert’s voice came through.
“See anything from your position?”
“Negative,” Raven replied. 
“Look alive. It’s almost five o’clock.”
Outside the terminal, a mechanic checked the bus as it rumbled in the bay. A balding passenger watched the process through the plate-glass window. 
Raven sighed. 
“I have a bad feeling about this.”
“He’ll show,” Darren said. “The bus doesn’t board for another half-hour.”
As Raven adjusted the seat, the restroom door opened inside the terminal. Her stomach lurched. She swatted Darren’s arm and pointed.
“Benson is already inside the terminal.”
“What? How?”
Raven radioed Lambert. Then Aguilar shifted in her seat after the message arrived through her ear piece. 
“Mom, don’t you dare move from this vehicle.”
Without waiting for the deputies to respond, Raven shot out of the Rogue and sprinted across the street. Darren called for her to pull back as she’d hunkered beside a parked car along the curb. Cocking her head around the bumper, Raven searched the faces inside the terminal. Benson strode toward the bus with his hands stuffed inside his pockets, his head down, a hoodie concealing his face. The bulge beneath his sweatshirt screamed gun. He hadn’t noticed Aguilar yet. Raven motioned for Darren to circle left and cut Benson off if he ran through the front door.
When Benson passed the deputy, Aguilar threw the magazine aside and raised her weapon.
“Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. Drop your weapon, Benson!”
Benson snatched the passenger at the window and placed the gun against his temple.
“Back off! Don’t come any closer.”
Aguilar spoke into her radio and called for backup as Lambert’s cruiser skidded to a stop along the curb. Benson still hadn’t spied the two private investigators converging on him outside the terminal. Raven’s heart pounded, her mouth dry. Aguilar caught Raven’s eye through the window and urged her to stay back. But Raven wouldn’t allow Benson to escape again. 
From the corner of her eye, Raven spied movement between the buses. LeVar. Raven prayed her unarmed brother wouldn’t attack a man with a gun. 
Raven crept closer, moving just beyond Benson’s peripheral vision. The convict wrapped a powerful forearm around the hostage’s neck and inched him toward the boarding doors. The other passengers backed away. A woman in a business suit hurried into the women’s restroom and threw the lock. 
“You don’t want to pull the trigger, Benson,” Aguilar said, stepping closer to the convict. “Let the prisoner go.”
Benson answered by firing at Aguilar’s feet. The explosion sent screams rippling through the terminal. Aguilar flinched but refused to yield. 
“I mean it. Back away, or I’ll kill this guy. Is that what you want?”
Suddenly, Benson wheeled around and fired through the window at Darren. Glass shattered, raining down on the sidewalk. The state park ranger fell to the pavement as Raven covered her mouth. Had Benson shot him? Raven breathed again when Darren scurried behind a mailbox.
With his back to the boarding doors, Benson panicked. He smashed the gun against the hostage’s skull. The man’s legs gave out, and his head whacked the floor with a sickening crunch. Benson shoved through the doors and sprinted between the buses as Aguilar radioed Lambert to cut him off. 
But Lambert didn’t have an angle on Benson. If the convict escaped between the buses, Lambert would need to round the front of the building to catch up. Raven anticipated Benson’s escape route. As Aguilar leaped over a row of plastic seats and skidded across the mopped floor, Raven leaped out of hiding. She rushed down the sidewalk with Darren ten steps behind. 
Passengers ran into the street, desperate to escape the firefight as vehicles sped past. Sirens rose inside Kane Grove as backup rushed toward the bus terminal. Raven dodged the clerk she’d scammed yesterday afternoon. The man appeared too panicked to recognize her. Her sneakers slapped the sidewalk, arms pumping, as she searched for Benson. Where was he? 
A mechanic bolted from the garage a second before Benson burst out of hiding. The escaped convict cut across the road, blind to Raven, who converged on him like an eighteen-wheeler without brakes. His head swiveled as Raven closed in. The man’s eyes widened before Raven speared Benson, her shoulder driving into his midsection. 
Benson’s feet flew out from beneath him. Time stopped as the convict suspended in midair. 
Then gravity yanked him down. 
Benson struck the street as an SUV skidded to a halt. The former gym owner sucked air into his lungs and propped himself up on his elbows. Raven smashed a fist against his face. Benson’s eyes blurred as Raven rolled him to his stomach and wrenched his arms behind his back. She was tempted to yank Benson’s arms until his shoulders snapped. Fury burned through her body as she pictured Benson stalking her mother. With the criminal’s arms immobilized, Raven drove her knee against the back of Benson’s head and pinned his face against the blacktop.
“You looking for me, Benson? Well, you found me.”
Aguilar appeared at her side. She set a knee on Benson’s back and grabbed the man’s wrists as LeVar stood over the prone man.
“Stand down, Raven,” said Aguilar. “I’ve got him now.”
As Aguilar slapped the handcuffs on Benson, she met Raven’s eyes. Mutual respect passed between them for a heartbeat. Then the deputy cleared the area and barked orders for everyone to stand back. Raven forced herself to release her grip on Benson. She’d waited too long for this moment. When she stood, Darren was there to embrace her. 
“You’re faster than I thought,” he said, kissing her forehead.
“I’d whip you in a race.”
“Give me a few years to train, and we’ll see about that.”
 When Raven spotted Serena waddling toward them, she sighed and pulled out of Darren’s arms. Serena wore a blanket around her shoulders. It fanned out in the wind like a superhero’s cape.
“This is the creep?” Serena said, scowling down at Benson. Lambert cut Serena off. Good thing. Raven worried her mother would remove a shoe and club Benson over the head. “Take his sorry ass away before I teach him to respect his elders.”
Darren scratched his forehead.
“Isn’t Benson a few decades older than your mother?”
“Don’t stop her now,” Raven said, grinning. “She’s on a roll.”
While the looky-loos gaped from the curb, Lambert and Aguilar hauled Benson to his feet and marched him toward the cruiser. Holding the shoe, Serena berated the criminal as LeVar placed himself between his mother and Benson. Raven leaned her head against Darren’s chest and observed the chaos. A heaviness lifted from her shoulders. She hadn’t felt this free since before the kidnapping.
“I suppose the deputies will require statements,” Darren said, stroking her hair.
Raven yawned.
“They know where to find us. How about we call it a night and crash at the cabin?”
“For real?”
“Absolutely.”
“What about your mom?”
“Mom will be okay.” She nuzzled against his chest. “We all will.”
Darren nodded at LeVar and tilted his head at Serena. LeVar got the message. He’d drive his mother back to the house.
The state park ranger scanned the crowd as Aguilar slammed the door on the cruiser.
“Let’s get out of here before the press shows up.”
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
 
 
November 8th
5:10 p.m.
 
 
A pristine blanket of snow glistened in the last light of day. Standing on the front porch, Thomas blew on his hands as he held the door open for Raven and Darren. This afternoon, he wasn’t the sheriff of Nightshade County. He just wanted to be a friend to the people he cared about.
The state park ranger hauled a casserole dish into the toasty lakeside home, while Raven carried a Finger Lakes wine under her arm. 
“Watch your step,” Thomas said as Raven squeezed through the doorway.
Jack leaped off the couch and bounded over to Darren, sniffing at the green bean casserole. His tail wagged a mile per minute. 
“Easy, boy,” Darren said, balancing the casserole with one arm and petting Jack with his free hand. “This is human food. Doggies don’t like green beans.”
The loud woof told everyone Jack disagreed.
“What’s the latest on the Raimi case?” Raven asked, setting the wine on the granite.
Thomas closed the door but left it unlocked, expecting Naomi to arrive with Scout any minute. LeVar and Chelsey would swing by after they picked up Serena.
“His lawyer is entering an insanity plea.”
“And Mrs. Leonard?”
“The doctor diagnosed her with a concussion and expects she’ll make a full recovery.” Thomas nudged Raven with his elbow. “Between you and me, Charisse Leonard pressed charges against her husband.”
“Spousal abuse?”
“You bet.”
“It’s about time.”
Leland Trivett wasn’t so lucky. The teenager survived the stabbing, but he’d have a long road to recovery. Though Leland had never entered a romantic relationship with Valerie, Gardner’s insane jealousy drove him to suspect something was going on between them. The killer used the key Leland lent him to slip into the house while Leland and his mother were away. He hid inside the closet and waited in the dark until Leland was alone.
Charges were also filed against Derek’s stepfather, after Cole Holland admitted to striking his stepson during their altercation.
“Where do you want the casserole?” Darren asked from the kitchen.
Thomas jogged to the stove and pulled the door open.
“Slide it inside. I’ve got the oven set at two-hundred to keep the food warm.” Thomas lifted his tea and sipped. “Lambert and Aguilar picked up Ed Leonard at work this afternoon. Now that the county has jurisdiction on the case, let’s hope Leonard does time, and his wife and daughter find peace.”
Breakers slammed the shoreline outside the window. By January, the ice would be thick enough to walk across. Thomas remembered playing hockey on the lake during his teenage years. 
A knock on the door brought Thomas’s head around. The figure on the ramp was too large to be Naomi. He opened the door and found Sheriff Gray huddled against the cold with a pot of soup in his hands.
Thomas slapped him on the shoulder.
“I didn’t think you’d make it.”
“My calendar is permanently open these days, Thomas. Besides, I could smell the glazed ham from the other side of Wolf Lake.”
Gray shook hands with Darren and accepted a kiss on the cheek from Raven. Before the sheriff could sit, Jack brought him a squeaky toy and conned Gray into a tug of war. The house felt like the holidays by the time more guests arrived. Chelsey’s cheeks and nose were pink from the cold. LeVar played with Jack as Serena made a beeline for the fireplace to thaw out. Noticing Naomi pushing Scout up the ramp, Thomas rushed through the door and helped them over the threshold. Now that everyone had arrived, a smile formed inside his chest. It had been weeks since the weather was warm enough for outdoor barbecue parties. But the family remained committed to Saturday dinners together.
Laughter and joviality filled the downstairs. Except for Naomi, who stood apart from the others. 
“Something is bothering you,” Thomas said, pulling her aside. “Talk to me.”
“We don’t need to discuss this now. This is a happy occasion. It can wait.”
“No, it can’t. You’re upset. Maybe I can help.”
Naomi glanced at her daughter. Scout sat in the kitchen and held court with Darren. 
“My husband finally contacted me. Strike that. I didn’t hear from Glen, just his lawyer.” Naomi’s eyes glistened. “He wants a divorce.”
Thomas set a hand on her arm.
“I’m sorry, Naomi. You’ve been apart so long. Perhaps it’s for the best.”
Naomi shook her head.
“That’s not the problem. He’s filing for custody. Glen wants Scout.”
It took a moment for Thomas to digest the news. Glen and Naomi separated after the accident that left Scout paralyzed from the waist down. He couldn’t imagine any court granting Glen custody after he’d avoided his family and forced Naomi to raise Scout alone. But some legal decisions made no sense. Naomi had a right to be paranoid.
“Shepherd Systems has an excellent legal team. I’m certain they can steer you toward someone who specializes in family law.”
Naomi sniffled and looked away.
“I can’t lose my daughter. What is Glen thinking? He hasn’t outfitted his house for Scout’s wheelchair, and he won’t be around to help her on and off the bus. This is madness.”
“We’ll fight this together, Naomi. Scout isn’t going anywhere.”
“I heard my name,” Scout said, wheeling over to her mother. Scout lowered her brow when Naomi wiped her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, nothing,” Naomi said, waving the problem away. “I’ll be right in. Okay, hon?”
Scout nodded without replying. She pushed herself back to the kitchen, but not before shooting a worried glance at her mother.
Thomas tilted his head to the side.
“The bathroom is at the top of the stairs, if you need a moment.”
“No, I’m okay now.”
“You sure?”
“Let’s go. I’m here to enjoy myself.”
Naomi returned to her old self once Serena and Raven drew her into a conversation. Darren leaned against the counter with a beer and laughed with LeVar and Gray. As his friends caught up, Thomas opened the oven and checked dinner. The custody battle kept pulling his attention away from the food. For months, he’d put off calling Glen, thinking it wasn’t his place. Now he wanted to know what was going on inside the man’s head. Why would he tear his daughter away from Naomi after shirking on his parental responsibilities?
The honey-chipotle glazed ham drew rave reviews. As usual, Serena and Naomi stole the show with a cinnamon-sprinkled pecan pie. Thomas was thoroughly stuffed as conversation and laughter revolved around the table, the cozy A-frame a respite from the premature winter. He waited until the discussion ebbed. Then he collected the plates and placed them on the counter. Setting his forearms on the table, he pulled their attention.
“Why do I feel like I’m leading a discussion at the justice league?”
“Criminals aren’t safe while we’re in town,” said LeVar.
Darren sipped a beer and nodded at Thomas. 
“I’m unsure who closed more cases this year. The sheriff’s department, or Wolf Lake Consulting.”
“The private investigators won, hands down,” Chelsey said, drawing laughter.
Darren turned to Gray.
“We could use you on the team. An ex-sheriff leading the charge would take us to a whole new level.”
“Bah,” Gray said, nursing his wine. “You don’t want my tired face dragging you down. Besides, I’m enjoying retirement. It’s your turn to catch the bad guys.”
“Don’t forget the rogue Scooby Doo investigative team,” Serena added.
Thomas rolled his eyes.
“You mean the sleuths holding secret meetings inside my guest house?”
LeVar smirked.
“We’d invite you, Shep Dawg. But the card table is too small for that many egos.”
Everyone chuckled. Thomas raised his hands in defeat.
“It’s probably better I don’t know what you’re doing behind my back.”
“Making the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department look good,” Raven said, accepting a high-five from Chelsey. 
Thomas cleared his throat.
“Be that as it may, we were all fortunate to have an indispensable resource at our disposal.” The guests shared confused glances. “I’m speaking about our very own Scout Mourning, of course.”
“Here, here,” Raven said, raising a wine glass.
Scout’s face turned three shades of crimson.
“And rumor has it there are two more crime fighting superheroes helping Scout.” 
They all turned their heads toward Naomi and Serena.
“Don’t look at me,” Serena said. “Scout caught Gardner Raimi on her own.”
The chatter died down. Thomas pushed his water glass around pensively as he studied the tabletop.
“But the sailing hasn’t always been smooth. Last spring, a serial killer visited our yards after stalking Scout on the teen sleuthing forum. A gangster attacked LeVar in his own home. And Halloween night, Mark Benson broke into Raven and Serena’s house.” 
Silence flowed around the room. Thomas waited until the gravity of his words settled on them. Knocking his knuckles against the table, he swept his gaze to each guest.
“All of you mean more to me than words can express. If anything happened to you, I’d never forgive myself. You need an alternate approach.” Thomas nodded at Raven and Darren. “From now on, all amateur investigations go through me. Not because I’m on a power trip and want to micromanage your activities. I want in.”
Raven’s eyes brightened.
“You want to be part of the club?”
“I do. Strictly off the books, of course. I’ll use our research in official investigations when appropriate, but we’ll keep the entities separate.”
“Sounds agreeable,” Darren said. “As an ex-cop, I’m not always comfortable with our research. We should never go behind Thomas’s back.”
“I concur,” Naomi said. “And as a mother, I don’t want my daughter investigating murder cases without supervision.”
“Which is why everything must be above board,” Thomas said. “Scout will use the computer in the guest house for research. But only when one of us is with her.”
 He held Scout’s eyes until she swallowed her argument.
“From now on, we watch each other’s back. We’re more than friends. We’re family. And we must operate as a team if we wish to keep everyone safe. Are we in agreement?”
No one protested.
“Good. Now promise me the next case won’t leave me standing over a dead body. I need less stress in my life.”
 
* * *
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