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E very gust of the wind is a demon's maw, a great fanged orifice shredding the night into bits of sinew, each a scarlet spangle, like the spray of a capillary.
Liane Martel sits alone in her house, the darkness of night settling over the town. Every creak of the old wooden house, every gust of wind that carries with it the scent of the nearby ocean, causes her spine to straighten.
She has reason to be afraid of the night. Emporia, a once-quaint beach town, is now a house of horrors plagued by violent murders that know no end. Though the killings haven't touched her own neighborhood, they occurred close enough. She needs no reminder that danger lurks in every shadow.
Outside, the storm rages on, the thunderclaps shaking the walls and the lightning like spotlights searching for targets. With every crash and boom, Liane finds herself jumping and her pulse thrumming in her ears.
Yet there is something else in the night, something that sets her on edge and makes her eye the phone. In between the thunder and lightning, a shape moves through the night. Muffled footsteps, coming from outside the house. It could be a neighbor, rushing to batten down the hatches before the full brunt of the storm hits. Or it could be someone else.
Liane isn't sure how to react. Inside, she's safe from the storm and whatever lurks unseen. But she needs to quiet the nightmares before they take root.
After a few moments of indecision, her curiosity gets the better of her and she decides to check the yard. Grabbing a flashlight, she pads down the hallway, light on her socked feet. Once at the front door, she peers through the peephole, her heart muscling through her chest. She confirms nothing awaits on the steps and pulls the door open. Wind-driven rain soaks her face and hair.
The beam of the flashlight reveals only the rain-drenched street and the surrounding houses, all dark and silent. As she turns away, she hears it again: the sound of footsteps stumbling along in the darkness.
Liane turns off the flashlight and edges away from the door, one eye on the phone as she searches the dark one last time. For what feels like an eternity, she waits for the footsteps to come again, but they don't.
Perhaps she didn't hear a prowler. Banging shutters, falling branches, and all manner of noises could mimic footsteps. When the sounds don’t come again, she retreats inside, alone in the house, with the darkness settling over the windows.
Still, Liane can't shake the feeling that she’s not alone. She’ll call Mr. Giraud, who is like an uncle to her. Maybe that was him she heard outside.
“No, I haven’t gone out since the rain started,” he says.
“You didn’t hear anyone in the yard?”
“Nothing at all. Could be the wind. It’s making a helluva ruckus. Tomorrow morning I’ll have to set up the patio furniture again.” His voice shifts to one of concern. “Hey, Liane, if you’re worried, I’ll come over with an umbrella and walk you back to our place. Charlotte has a pot of coffee on the stove and muffins baking. You’re more than welcome to hang out until the storm ends, and the guest bed is empty if you’re feeling tired.”
Liane wants to say yes. Oh lord, how she wishes she could agree. But she won’t risk Mr. Giraud’s life. Using an umbrella in a lightning storm carries risk. Besides, she doesn’t want him to think she’s a child who is afraid of her own shadow. She thanks Mr. Giraud and promises to contact him if the weather worsens.
The second he hangs up, she dials the police and reports an intruder in the yard. Though the dispatcher growls as if he has too many problems to deal with, he agrees to send a squad car, which arrives five minutes later.
The officer who checks on her is named Coye. White hair peaks out from beneath his cap, and the matching mustache gives him an air of experience and authority. He’s unconvinced there’s anything to worry about—these days, everyone panics at the slightest noise—but he agrees to search the property.
As he disappears into the shadows, she locks and bolts the door. Guilt squeezes her stomach. The police officer is alone and marching around in the rain and lightning, all because she’s too afraid to coexist with the storm. His flashlight beam sweeps between houses and around corners. For long periods, she loses sight of him as he walks along the fence at the rear of the yard. After what feels like an eternity, his footsteps pound up her porch steps, and the doorbell rings.
“Ms. Martel,” the officer says, “there’s nobody out there. I searched for footprints but found nothing. It’s possible you heard an animal rummaging through a garbage can.”
“Are you certain?”
“I can sweep the yard again if you want to be sure.” The grimace on his face suggests he’d rather not.
“That’s all right. Like you said, it’s probably nothing.”
“Don’t blame you for being cautious, but those murders were on the other side of town. The worst thing you can do is let your imagination run wild.”
A waterfall of rain splashes off the bill of his cap. If he stays out there a minute longer, the poor man will catch pneumonia.
“I’m sorry for the false alarm.”
“Not at all, ma’am. If you need us, just call.”
As he rushes with a lowered head to the squad car, she peeks through a crack in the blinds. The motor hums, and the vehicle pulls away.
To Liane’s dismay, the storm has knocked out the cable, and there’s nothing to occupy her mind while she fights a losing battle to relax. In the kitchen, she heats water in a kettle and dunks a bag of calming tea. The storm is letting up, the wind not as strong, and the rain reduced to a sprinkling patter against the windowpanes. With a wince, she sips the tea and hopes it takes effect soon.
Someone is on her porch. There’s no mistaking it this time. The footsteps clomp up the stairs, and she almost drops the mug in fright. The doorbell rings.
Don’t answer it.
Except it might be Mr. Giraud checking on her. He must have seen the police car.
When she peeks through the peephole, she spies Officer Coye on her doorstep. Before he presses the bell again, she opens the door.
“Officer?”
“Sorry to bother you, Ms. Martel. We just received a report of a break-in two blocks north of your house. Homeowner had cash stolen, and the thief smashed a window. Is there anyone home with you?”
“It’s only me.”
“A neighbor who can monitor the house?”
“Mr. Giraud is next door,” she said, shuffling her feet.
“Listen, the thief is probably long gone and there’s nothing to worry about, but to be safe, I recommend you lock and bolt your doors and windows.”
“Of course.”
“Predators become more daring in extreme weather. Storms mask their movement, but fortunately the rain is letting up. Until we catch the thief, don’t answer the door to anyone you don’t know.”
“I won’t.”
“And if the person outside claims to be a police officer, check before you open the door.”
She means to heed his warning. Tomorrow she will set up motion-sensing cameras to cover the yard.
After he departs for a second time, he pauses inside his car. She sees the radio held before his mouth, and for a heartbeat she doesn’t think he means to leave. Then the police car pulls off the curb and shoots down the road with the flashers swirling.
Liane checks the locks on the windows and doors before returning to the kitchen. The clock reads nine.
Sipping the tea, which has cooled to lukewarm, she climbs the stairs, ignoring that biting sensation that something is wrong. Very wrong. The police officer had acted kindly, but if a thief had struck two blocks from here, why hadn’t she heard sirens?
Her eyes dart around the dark corners of the hallway, as if they know a secret she doesn't. White knuckles grip the banister, her breath unsteady. When she turns the corner, she sees it.
At the top of the stairs, red paint—dripping and smudged like someone scrawled it with a hurried hand—covers her bedroom door. A demented smiley face grins back at her.
Liane stares at the painting, unable to move her legs. Behind her, the floorboards creak.
Her head whips around, but there’s no one there. She takes a step towards the bedroom door, not wanting to turn her back. A rustle in the shadows paralyzes her. The sound comes again, this time closer than before. A shuffling of feet against carpet.
The screech of a maniac echoes off the walls as a hand grabs her from behind. The club falls upon her head, turning her legs into brittle eggshells that collapse under their own weight.
Liane pitches forward and crashes against the floor. Each blow from the club makes her body twitch and spasm. A scarlet river drools from her lips. Again and again, the blows pound her flesh. The psychotic screeching makes her hair stand on end, even as the blunt force pushes her toward a coma.
As her eyes flutter shut for the last time, the killer’s breath shrills over her. And then she hears nothing at all.
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D arcy Haines opens her eyes to the sweet song of morning birds, the ocean breeze against her skin and the warmth of the sun’s rays peeking through her bedroom window. She lies still for a few moments, feeling the peace of her surroundings.
Genoa Cove, North Carolina, is an idyllic sleepy town bordered by the Atlantic Ocean. Darcy remembers when she first relocated here after retiring from the FBI. The neighborhood had considered Darcy the scourge of the earth after murder followed her to their little town. After capturing and killing the Full Moon Killer, who had terrorized the East Coast, Darcy became a local celebrity—the town’s protector. But as the months passed, adulation gave way to a kind of shame for Darcy Haines: the shame one feels for someone who composed beautiful music but is now confined to a mental institution, where the memories of ballads haunt the halls like ghosts who are heard but never seen.
Darcy sighs, the weight of the world coming down on her shoulders. Her husband Julian has been on travel for training, her son Hunter is away at college, and her daughter Jennifer, a girl who outgrew her fifteen years and longs to be twenty-one, is staying with her cousin Laurie in Georgia. But even with her family far away, Darcy remains useful by offering her services as a private investigator.
The cases begin to look the same now. Marriage infidelity, corporate greed, the occasional burglary. Yet she takes solace in the everyday, for mundane tasks don’t taint her dreams the way Michael Rivers, the Full Moon Killer did.
She learned a lot during her time as an FBI profiler and maintains contacts with a handful of former coworkers in the department, yet there is only one who remains in her mind at all hours of the day.
Eric Hensel.
For years, she looked up to the senior agent, who served as her partner and mentor, pulling her through the dark moments after she stepped into a heinous murderer’s mind, teaching her to compartmentalize. Then he died, saving her family from Rivers. She misses him and wishes she could turn back time. He deserved better than to perish before his fiftieth birthday. There was a time when it seemed inevitable that Hensel and Darcy would form a romantic partnership, but fate intervened. This is a secret she withholds from Julian. Not that she loves Julian less than she did Hensel—she doesn’t—but romanticizing lost love is the way to madness.
Right now, she needs a break. She is tired of the constant hustle and needs time to decompress. The empty house lends her the perfect opportunity, as does the peaceful quiet of life in Genoa Cove. Her neighbors have acted welcoming these past few weeks, and although Darcy always senses the pity behind their smiles, it is nice to connect and engage.
She stretches her limbs and rolls out of bed, the plush carpet beneath her feet. With a yawn, she collects her coffee mug from the nightstand and heads for the kitchen.
The smell of coffee beans wafts through the air, and Darcy fills her mug and takes a sip. She hesitates for a moment, then adds a dollop of cream. Cream makes her coffee decadent, but she knows it’s a luxury that she can’t afford if she wants to stay in shape. She sighs and indulges. Just this once.
From the countertop, she snags a bagel and slathers it with strawberry jam before plopping on the couch. Coffee in one hand and breakfast in the other, she flips on the television.
The news is on, and it’s all bad. Wars, murders, corruption, robberies—it all seems so foreign to Darcy. Beyond this little slice of paradise, the world is falling apart.
She closes her eyes and takes a breath, and despite the restful night of sleep, she drifts off with the television playing in the background. The dreams take her to the days when Hensel was still alive. She finds herself in the same room of their last FBI case together, three years before he died for her. He looks so different—so peaceful—and he flashes her a knowing smile. For a second, she’s embarrassed; why would Hensel be here now?
He moves closer and takes her hands in his own. His touch is gentle but firm, as though he needs her to understand.
“Darcy,” he breathes, his voice an echo in the chasm of her dream, “beware of yourself—do not pursue justice too recklessly, or you will fall victim to your own ambition.”
He squeezes her hands before releasing them and steps into the shadows of the room. Darcy stands still for what seems like an eternity until he disappears from sight.
She awakens with a start. The dream felt so real that for a moment she forgot where she was; it appeared Hensel had been standing in front of her rather than residing in her mind.
Reality crashes down on Darcy. He is gone forever. All that remains is the memory of his warm embrace and kind words of caution ringing in her ears like music from another world.
She turns off the television and returns to her computer to investigate a pending infidelity case, but the work is heartless and unfulfilling. Lately, it has all become too much like a job—a job with rules and regulations instead of an adventure.
Removing her glasses, Darcy places them on the desk before rubbing her eyes. She recalls stories of investigators who lost themselves in their work—staying up late into the night poring over evidence, seeking leads that weren't there. The burnout rate is high among private investigators; many give up and leave the business in search of something less demanding.
If she wishes to stay on top of her game and live up to Hensel's legacy, she needs to focus.
“Here we are again,” she says to the empty room, and clicks into her latest case file.
The client—a woman who suspects her husband is unfaithful—has called for three days, demanding an update. Darcy compiles information on his probable mistress from social media accounts and surveillance footage from public spaces around town. After hours of digging through data, Darcy is almost ready for action; but not just yet. She needs to be certain. Accusing a spouse of infidelity is serious business. Faulty evidence can wreck a marriage without just cause.
The plan is almost formulated when the phone rings. She draws a breath when the caller announces who he is. Agent Duncan Parham with the Behavioral Analysis Unit of the FBI, her former employer. Agent Parham informs Darcy he needs her help in pursuing a serial killer in California; he wants her to act as a consultant for the FBI.
“We’re prepared to pay double the usual consultant fee,” Parham says.
The urgency of his request is clear from his tone, but Darcy hesitates. This is a black hole she cannot climb down again. It does her family no good if she saves a life and unravels her own.
“I’m not interested, Agent Parham. I put that life behind me years ago, and I don’t intend to open myself up to another murderer.”
“You’re our first choice, Ms. Gellar.”
He uses her former name, the one she used after her first husband died from an aneurysm. She never believed she would find love again until she met Officer Julian Haines.
“It’s Mrs. Haines now. I remarried.”
She’s certain he knows her new name. He assumes calling her Gellar will remind her of who she was.
“My apologies. Please consider what I have to say. There is no one more qualified to profile this murderer than you.”
“I have responsibilities to my clients, Agent Parham. I can’t turn my back on them. If you prefer, I’m happy to refer you to another—”
“No, it must be you,” and this time the frantic tenor of his voice leaves her speechless. After exhaling, he continues. “There is no one you can refer who knows this killer the way you do.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
“Don’t you watch the news? Surely you’ve seen what’s happening in California.”
“I watch the news, sir, but only for a few minutes at a time. One cannot swallow that ocean of negativity.”
“Mrs. Haines, if you will allow me to—”
“I wish you luck in solving this case, Agent Parham, but I can’t accept your offer.”
He’s still pleading when she ends the call. Thoughts of Hensel's words echo through her mind. Was it love or justice that drove her friend towards death? Did his ambition become an enemy instead of a friend? She shakes away these memories and turns back to her work; there are cases waiting for answers, lives that need closure.
In this moment of conflict and confusion, that's all she can do for them.
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I n the light of day, when the sun’s glow burns away the fog of nightmares and regret, Darcy sits on the back deck with an iced tea in her hand, her feet propped on the rail, and the laptop balanced on her lap. She directs the umbrella to block the light, but it interferes with the screen and forces her to squint.
The open file tells the tale of a corporate fraud investigation. It's tedious work, but she does it with diligence. The company’s existence hangs in the balance, as do the paychecks of hundreds of workers who will be left to paddle to shore should the corporate ship sink. She pores over every document and checks financial records until her eyes hurt from the strain. Despite her focus, her mind keeps wandering back to this morning, to Agent Parham's phone call.
On some level she wants to help; no FBI profiler has her experience hunting the deadliest of murderers. But the thought of opening that door turns her bones to rubber. Once the door opens, there is no closing it. She remembers those days when justice was all that kept her alive, and the darkness that followed wanted to steal her life. It's been years since she suffered under the critical eye of the FBI, yet here he was asking her to leap into the abyss.
The phone rings, startling Darcy out of her trancelike state and back into the present moment. She answers it on autopilot while continuing to review documents related to the corporate case, barely registering what's being said on the other end of the line.
It's her cousin Laurie, calling to tell Darcy that Jennifer is doing fine and making friends in the neighborhood. Darcy chides herself for focusing on the case and not being one hundred percent present for a family member. She recalls all too well what Jennifer went through during their last stay with Laurie: a killer kidnapped Jennifer and murdered a girl in front of her. It was only by some miracle that Jennifer's life was spared and she emerged from the trauma with her sanity. Remembering sends chills down Darcy's spine and brings back an avalanche of complicated feelings: relief mixed with guilt and regret, gratitude tinged with sadness. Jennifer lived, but another girl her age died at the hands of a madman. The victim had a family too.
Laurie updates her on all the ways Jennifer is thriving—the new hobbies she’s taken up, the friends she’s hanging out with in town.
“Before you ask, I’m keeping track of her,” Laurie says. “I remember.”
“I trust your judgment, Laurie. These kids she friended, do you know them?”
“I know a few of the parents, and they are trustworthy people. Don’t worry. There won’t be any underage drinking on my watch.”
But that’s the least of Darcy’s concerns. Firming her back, she’s inspired to make a joke.
“Unlike when we were Jennifer’s age.”
That causes Laurie to chuckle. “Oh, the trouble we caused when we were teens.”
“Don’t you dare repeat those stories to my daughter. There’s no reason to encourage her.”
“I won’t.” A sound pulls Laurie away from the conversation. In the background, a door opens, and Darcy wants to scream at Laurie to run. Darcy’s nerves unravel. Old ghosts die hard. “That’s Jennifer now. Do you want to say hello?”
“Sure. Put her on.”
A loud rustling makes Darcy pull the phone away as Laurie hands the call off to Jennifer.
“Hey, Mom.”
“Jennifer. Cousin Laurie tells me you made new friends.”
“You’re not gonna give me the third degree, are you?”
“No, but you could tell me their names.”
“So you can look them up online and see if they’re safe for me to be around?”
Jennifer is only half joking.
“Am I that bad?”
“I’m only kidding. You’re the best mom in the world.” She’s three-quarters joking this time. “Have you heard from Julian?”
“Not since yesterday,” Darcy says. “Training keeps him busy. They have the officers working from dawn until dusk.”
“Well, when you do, tell him I say hey.”
“I will, honey. And Jennifer?”
The teenager groans. “Yes, Mom, I’ll be careful.”
After they hang up, Darcy wonders if Jennifer is being truthful. She has never been one to exercise caution. The sun tracks westward as she turns off her laptop and stretches out on the deck chair. She looks up at a sky streaked with contrails—a reminder that a whole other world exists outside Genoa Cove. In a few hours, an airplane will take her anywhere she desires in the country.
Even California.
She pushes the thought away. To this point, she hasn’t read about the murders Agent Parham spoke about, nor does she wish to. She isn’t an FBI agent anymore. Let his team deal with the crisis.
Unlike the contrail-creating airliners, the internet will take her anywhere in the world in the blink of an eye. The information superhighway beckons. In seconds, she can learn everything there is to know about the serial killer. It’s like placing a bottle of scotch in front of a recovering alcoholic.
Not today. Never. She snaps the laptop shut and carries it inside, where she recharges the battery and changes into running shorts. Then it’s off to the beach, slipping down the palm-lined pathway to the paradise of Darkwater Cove.
The cove gets its name from the black shadows that pool over it when the cliffs block the westering sun. It is then that the talons of darkness extend over the dead current, choking off the light. For now, the sun remains high enough in the sky to bathe the gentle waters in tropical blues. With an Iron Maiden song pumping in her ears, she jogs along the shore to outrun her past, her fears, her boredom.
When Darcy reaches the end of the cove, she stops and surveys the panorama. A white beach stretches out in a crescent that forms a natural breakwater. Offshore, shimmering against the horizon, are two small islands where seabirds nest and feed. Closer lies a shallow pool filled with anemones and starfish that glimmer like jewels when illuminated by sunlight.
The farther she goes, the more the temperature rises until it seems to radiate off her body like heat waves from asphalt on a summer day. She looks at the water and decides that taking a dip is too enticing to resist. She sheds her running shoes and sprints into the shallows, allowing herself to be taken up in its warm embrace.
As she bends her head back and closes her eyes, the water washes away her worries. It cascades over her body like liquid silk. Fish dart around her feet in silver flashes of light, as if playing tag with each other. This brings a smile to her face, something that has been missing for so long. She dives beneath the surface, letting herself drift downwards until she can no longer see above as darkness engulfs her. It is then that she feels alive again—free of boundaries and restrictions. Nothing matters but the here and now; nothing exists beyond what lies within these waters surrounding her fragile frame.
After she dunks her head under the water again, she surfaces to rustling trees, as if something watches just out of sight.
“Anyone there?” she asks.
Darcy’s paranoia snuffs out the tranquility that had quieted her. She glances left and right, seeing only open beach and the trees beyond. It’s quiet now. No boats, no birds, no people. Just the sound of the ocean and the lingering wind. Yet she senses eyes watching. Something has infiltrated Darkwater Cove, something with fangs.
Whatever was here is gone. At least for now. But it will come again.
And she should know, for she has lived this nightmare a thousand times.
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E mporia is gray and bleak, with fog-covered streets and a still harbor. The buildings lean like tall, narrow, desiccated bodies, each more dilapidated than the previous one. Cramped houses vie for position, the windows shuttered and dark. Rain streaks the paint down their sides in uneven wash lines so that every house seems to have incurred injury, perhaps a long time ago, when the adults were still children and the water was fresh and joined the rivers, lakes, and oceans; a time before nature decried, and the great oceans gave up their dead.
Salt and seaweed weigh on the air, and the bleak gray sky hangs low as Judy Hargrove races against the clock. She has lived in Emporia for the last year and is still getting used to the small-town atmosphere. This morning, like most mornings, she takes her time getting ready. She showers, puts on some make-up, then chooses a comfortable outfit for the day ahead. Something loose that doesn’t bind or show her curves in front of the men. At twenty-two, she’s the youngest accountant at the local firm by thirty years, and male-female relations there have yet to advance out of the Stone Age.
She finishes dressing and assesses her reflection in the mirror one last time. Running a hand through her short, dark hair, she smiles. Life in Emporia is far from glamorous, but she is making it work for herself. A few more years until she’s eligible for a promotion, then she’ll feed her mutual fund account until she has enough savings to live off her investments. By forty-five, she hopes. Dad worked until fifty-seven, always worried the money would run out, and died three years after retiring. Heart attack. She won’t give her life to a soulless employer like Dad did.
Satisfied with her appearance, she turns away from the mirror. Her handbag hits the floor with a clunk as her breathing quickens. A distinct knocking sound comes from outside her bedroom window, each beat carrying an urgency and purpose, like a ghost trying to get in.
Stories of the murders rush back to her. There have been four since she arrived last year, each more violent than the last. People in Emporia fear unexplained noises, and she’s no exception.
Judy tiptoes toward the bedroom and peers around the corner. A lone tree branch blowing in the wind taps its bony fingers against the pane. Feeling duped and stupid, she turns away from the window and tries to remember what she was doing before the sound came. Ah, yes. She was leaving.
But as she retrieves the fallen handbag, the phone rings. She removes it from the bag and studies the screen, expecting a scam alert message. Unknown caller.
“Yes?” she says, switching the phone to her opposite ear while she adjusts the strap over her shoulder.
Someone breathes on the other end, slowly and deeply, like a baby trying to fall asleep.
“Who is this?”
Whispers come across the line. Words she can't make out. Then they’re gone, leaving only silence again.
Sweat breaks out on her palms. It was a simple prank call, the kind she’s received dozens of times, yet this one leaves her unsteady and wishing she didn’t live alone.
The commute takes five minutes and deposits her in the belly of Emporia. The firm of Fernwick and Barnes sits in a two-story building on Main Street. Its white walls and bay windows let light into a substantial lobby. Inside, desks are organized in neat rows, each with its own computer and printer. Filing cabinets line the walls, and cubicles are divided by thin fabric partitions. The air smells of coffee, ink, and gossip.
As Judy crosses the lobby, Constance, the receptionist, rushes over.
“You won’t believe what happened to me last night,” she says without taking a breath. “I went out to that club on Pacific Ave. I got so drunk, but it was so much fun. And I hooked up with a Navy guy on leave. It was wild.”
Judy smiles, trying to look sympathetic as she listens to Constance’s story. She hears stories like this all too often; the secretary has a reputation for booze and men. Still, it makes her happy someone was having fun while she huddled under a blanket and watched Netflix on the couch.
The office door bangs open and the manager steps out, followed by Mr. Barnes himself. He strides past them without acknowledging their presence, not even sparing them a glance. Judy's stomach clenches as he walks away, his dismissive attitude reminding her of her mother’s aloofness. Constance shakes her head in disgust as soon as he is out of earshot. An apologetic smile forms on her lips.
“Sorry about that. Management issued a memo ordering all employees to cut down on the fraternizing, and here I am yapping my gums when Mr. Barnes walks by. Don't worry, they'll blame me, not you.”
“You don't have to apologize. I'm sure Fernwick and Barnes won't reprimand employees for sharing a few words on the way into the office.”
“Yeah, you're probably right,” Constance says, unconvinced. “I'd better let you get to work.”
As always, Judy's first stop is the kitchen, where the gourmet coffee maker sits on a marble counter. There are a few benefits to working at the firm, and the coffee is one. While she pours, two senior members enter the room, one looking worse for wear and a little seasick. She minds her own business while she waits for the coffee to finish, but she can't help but overhear the conversation.
“I told you I'd hit the hot girl,” the sick-looking man says, holding out his palm. It’s Osmond. “Fifty dollars. Pay up.”
His partner Stan shakes his head in disbelief.
“How in the hell did you get her in bed?”
A snort.
“Told the ditz I was on break from the Navy. She was so drunk she didn't even recognize—”
Stan taps him on the shoulder and nods at Judy's back. They hadn't noticed her until now. Osmond clears his throat and they wander away, though she catches their middle-school snickers echoing from the corridor.
Those bastards. She feels sick for Constance. This isn't something she can hide. Her coworker took advantage of her, and he'll do it again. Or someone else will once word gets around that she only needs a few drinks to give herself up. For now, Judy swallows her words and carries the hot mug to her desk.
As she settles into her chair at her desk, with the mug of coffee in her hand, the shrill ringing of the desk phone makes her jiggle the cup and spill the hot brew on her wrist. Cursing, she wipes up the spill. The caller ID is blocked.
“Hello?” she answers, her voice a notch above a whisper.
No response, only heavy breathing on the other end. Judy's stomach turns. It’s happening again, just like this morning.
She hangs up and glances around. The other workers stay busy with tasks. On the second floor, the two senior members from the kitchen share another laugh. Are they behind this? Another elaborate prank to spook the pretty girl?
The two men vanish inside an office, and ten seconds later the phone rings again. Judy takes a breath before picking it up. Her voice quavers when she speaks.
“Who is this? What do you want?”
There is a pause before a male voice issues a baby’s wail, loud enough to make her wince. She holds the phone away from her face, as if a cobra slithered between her fingers. Slowly, she returns to the line.
“I’m warning you. I’ll call the police.”
“Pretty pie.” The voice is that of a child now, though the falsetto babble carries the bass undertone of a grown man. “Pretty pretty pie. Pluck your pretty pie.”
“Tell me your name.”
“Little pretty pretty pie.”
“Damn you. I’ll trace the—”
The line goes dead with a click. Judy drops the receiver on its cradle with a trembling hand. She sits in silence for what feels like hours while claustrophobia gnaws at every corner of her being.
It seems everyone in the building is staring at her.
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D arcy hurries up the pathway and makes her way home, feeling a weight on her shoulders that hadn't been there before. With each step, dread ebbs and flows like the tide in Darkwater Cove. When she finally arrives at her doorstep, a wave of relief washes over her as she opens the sliding glass door and steps inside.
After she locks the door, she stands in the sunlight beaming through the glass. It comforts her. The kitchen is as she left it—half a pot of coffee awaits on the counter, the cutting board needs cleaning, and a stack of letters sits on the table.
Nightmares flood back to her. A dead woman found in the cove, then Amy Yang’s murder. During those dark days, her paranoia grew until she suspected the Full Moon Killer had escaped prison, though the FBI assured her he was behind bars. The town blamed Hunter, then blamed her. Genoa Cove wanted the Gellars gone. Marrying Detective Julian Haines went a long way toward changing opinions about her family, but those wounds ran deep.
She turns on the news, and a female reporter’s voice speaks over a picture of a murdered woman.
“Police confirm this is the fifth homicide in the tiny fishing town of Emporia, California. The latest victim is—”
Darcy presses the remote and turns off the television. She doesn’t want the specifics, nor can she stomach those blank-eyed faces or listen to the grief-stricken families begging for answers. It reminds her too much of what happened years ago. Nowhere is safe. Evil knows no bounds.
Still shaken by what she experienced at the cove, Darcy takes solace in familiar chores around the house. She reorganizes her bookshelves, cleans out cupboards, dusts furniture—anything that will distract a mind that refuses to rest.
She makes use of modern technology to make this space a haven against fear, with safeguards built into every nook and cranny so nothing can enter this house without permission. Cameras cover the front and back of the house, and the feeds play live on her laptop and desktop computers. A state-of-the-art security system sounds an alarm if anyone enters the house. Unlike most systems, this one covers every window, including the attic. She won’t put her children at risk. Never again.
It’s possible her nerves made her imagine the danger at the cove, and if that’s the case, it wouldn’t be the first time. Ever vigilant, she sets up traps around the house. Motion-activated floodlights light up the grounds at night; trip wires and sensors throughout her property alert her to any suspicious activity. All these safeguards seem like plugging a volcano with a pebble. You can’t keep the devil out of your house forever.
Though the work doesn't take away Darcy's worries, it brings enough peace so that when night falls, these four walls become both sanctuary and fortress, while outside innocents remain ignorant of whatever monsters lurk within.
As she begins to feel comfortable in her home, the phone rings. Julian is calling from the police training academy. His voice brings a sense of relief, and a happy snake coils around her heart as he updates her on his recent training exercises.
“Hey, hon,” he says. “I miss you.”
“I miss you too. How is the training?”
He feeds her tale after tale of physical tests and guest lectures on criminal justice theory.
A scream makes her skin ripple with goosebumps. With the phone glued to her ear, she peeks between the curtains and breathes again. Children are playing tag in the street.
“Are you all right, Darcy? You seem like you’re wound tight.”
“I guess I’m a little jumpy.”
“You have nothing to worry about. Genoa Cove is on your side, and the village is safe again, thanks to you.”
How about all the lives lost because she failed to act in time? A chill runs down her spine as she remembers the murders. So many lives could have been spared. She doesn't tell Julian this part; he doesn't need to know how deep her guilt runs. Instead, they talk about his progress in training and how hard he's working toward his goal of becoming an exemplary detective. Every other day, the officers convene for conferences featuring guest lecturers. She does her best to play along, but he can sense her anxiousness.
“Tell me the truth,” he says. “You’ve been watching the news.”
She plays dumb.
“What news?”
“Emporia, California. The murders. Don’t tell me you haven’t heard.”
“Only in passing. I avoid the news most of the time. All it does is bring me down.”
Is he buying it? Doubtful. He’s a detective with the Genoa Cove PD, and he knows her better than anyone.
He pauses for a moment. Then he asks, “How are the kids?”
“Hunter says he’ll make dean’s list this semester.”
“Smart kid.”
“And Jennifer is being Jennifer. She’s running wild at Laurie’s house and hanging out with kids from town.”
“Do they know about the abduction?”
“I don’t think they’ve figured out she’s the girl the killer kidnapped, and I’m sure she won’t volunteer the information.”
“You sound uncomfortable with the arrangement.”
“How should I feel? Jennifer almost died in that town, and now she’s back and unsupervised. I love Laurie, but she’s not fit to be a parent.”
“Jennifer is becoming a young adult, Darcy. Give her space. Would you rather she crawl into a shell and hide in Laurie’s house?”
“I’d sleep better at night if she did.”
“Darcy.”
“I’m kidding,” she says. “But she has a habit of running into trouble.”
“None of what happened was her fault.”
“I understand, but mothers worry.”
“So do stepdads, and I want her to enjoy her time away from home.”
“So do I.”
The conversation drifts into different subjects, and she can feel his protective love no matter how far apart they are in miles and time zones. He reminds her that whatever storms erupt beyond these walls will never touch her as long as she remains vigilant and strong.
“Tell me about the speakers. Anyone interesting?” she asks.
“As a matter of fact, we had a real-life FBI profiler speak to our class this morning.” Her skin prickles. Memories flutter back to her, like ghosts writhing on the winds of a dark night.
“An old acquaintance, perhaps?”
“Neil Gardy.”
“Wow, they really brought out the big guns for your class. I remember Gardy. He was one of the top profilers in the FBI while I was there. I always thought he would end up running the BAU. Did he bring his partner with him?”
“He came alone. If he has a partner, he made no mention of him.”
Actually, his partner was female, but Darcy doesn’t say this to Julian.
“What did he have to say?”
“Your name came up.”
Her heart beats a little faster. “He spoke about the Full Moon Killer, didn’t he?”
When Julian replies, she hears the regret in his voice. “I shouldn’t have mentioned Agent Gardy. Yes, he spoke about the Full Moon Killer, but he spent more time teaching the class how you tracked him.”
Except while she tracked him, he was stalking her. They never came face to face until the madman decided it must be so. And that almost got her killed.
“Oh, Julian. Please tell me you didn’t mention my name to Agent Gardy.”
“I didn’t have to. Half the class knows I married a celebrity. There was no way to stop them from filling Gardy in. He sought me out after the speech and mentioned how much he enjoyed working with you. He asked how you are doing.”
“And what did you tell him?”
“The truth. I said you are doing well and running a private investigation business to keep yourself busy. He wondered if you were still tracking killers, and I told him you left that life behind you after Michael Rivers died.”
Darcy wonders how much her old workmates talk about her now that she is gone. A celebrity? Is that how Julian’s classmates view her? Had they lived her nightmare, they wouldn’t see so much glory in being a profiler. He tells her about the restaurants they visit near the facility and the contacts he’s making with the law enforcement community. She worries someone will tempt him to apply for a prestigious position in a big city like New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago. She doesn’t know if she can handle living around that much activity. Here, she can hide in plain sight, though the village residents will never forget the two murderers who followed her to Genoa Cove.
She almost asked him about Agent Parham and if his name came up in the discussion as well. Parham was only a junior agent while Darcy worked at the BAU. At the time, she barely knew the man. She assumes he’s moved up in status since then, though she doubts he will ever reach Neil Gardy’s level.
The banal topics they discuss fill her mind like buzzing bees, occupying her thoughts and taking her worries away from the incidents at Darkwater Cove. But it’s always in the back of her mind.
That stalking, leering unknown that forever haunts her.
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I n the staid, respectable halls of Fernwick and Barnes, one does not speak out of place. And she is but a junior member of the firm, someone whose opinions won’t be listened to for years. Like children, she is better seen than heard. And amid the old boys’ network which defines Fernwick and Barnes, she feels their stares every day.
At her desk, Judy fiddles with a pen before shoving it back in the holder. She rubs her eyes and glances up at the second level, where these senior firm members congregate. It is no coincidence that Fernwick and Barnes houses its executive members above the first floor, causing all to look up in reverie at those who are deemed superior. Should she make the hard choice of bringing her concerns about Constance to the senior staff, she risks putting a target on her back. Not that she isn’t young enough for a career change or to work at another firm, but the job market is competitive, and there is no guarantee that she will find a paycheck waiting for her outside these walls. The possibility also exists that the powerful names of Fernwick and Barnes will blacklist her, forever crippling her ability to move ahead in life.
Yet she cannot let this go. Though she doesn’t consider herself a snitch, someone must step forward and tell the senior members what is happening behind their backs. She doesn’t accept the cliché that boys must be boys. Not in the modern world.
Mr. Barnes won’t meet with anyone of her level, but she believes Fernwick will. The question is how should she approach the man, and is it safe to allude to the guilty party’s identities without naming names? It makes her belly roil that Osmond and Stan should be so callous. Constance is a human being. She deserves respect. The idea that Osmond waited until Constance was drunk, too inebriated to recognize him, before he slept with her makes Judy sick. And if that isn’t bad enough, they speak about it as if it’s a joke. How many others have they told? When Constance enters the building, do the senior members snicker and point, or do they speak about her behind closed doors, as if she is nothing more than a piece of meat?
The phones shrill at neighboring desks, but it is quiet at hers for now. If she doesn’t act, she will lose her nerve. Without saying a word to anyone, Judy rises to her feet and hurries to the lobby, where she presses the button for the elevator.
Though the single-floor ride never takes long, it passes in the blink of an eye this time. Then the doors open to a corridor that looks down on her desk and others. As she steps out of the elevator, she searches for Osmond and Stan, concerned they will see her and cause trouble. Is this a wise move? She’s defending her friend and putting her career at risk. Even if she doesn’t lose her job, the others can make life difficult for her. Very difficult. Before she talks herself out of it, she marches down the hall toward Fernwick’s office. As she passes a potted palm, she glances down at the first floor and blushes, realizing she can see straight down Constance’s shirt. Is this what Stan and Osmond do in their free time? Gawk at the pretty receptionist?
Like Mr. Barnes, Fernwick employs a female administrative assistant—and like the firm’s receptionist, this woman is buxom, with penetrating eyes. The woman only wears skirts, never pants, and Judy wonders if this is one of Fernwick’s rules. Maybe she should turn around and return to her desk. The administrative assistant tells her everything she needs to know about Fernwick. Before she can retreat, the woman motions Judy to sit down.
“Here to see Mr. Fernwick?”
“Yes, but if he’s busy, I can come back another time. It’s not important.”
“He’s on a conference call right now, but he can meet with you in fifteen minutes. Are you willing to wait?”
“Fifteen minutes is fine.”
“What may I tell Mr. Fernwick this is about?”
Judy squirms in her chair and crosses one leg over the other. Adjusting her skirt, she says, “I’d rather not. It’s a personal matter.”
The secretary eyes Judy for a moment before returning to her work. She types something at her terminal, probably altering Fernwick’s schedule. The next fifteen minutes are painfully long. Now and then, the woman glances at Judy over her bifocals, which are designer-made and appear worth more than Judy’s car. She can’t help but get the sensation that the secretary is sizing her up. There is a knowing smile behind the woman’s eyes, as if she’s in league with the gossipers. Not all women stick together, even at a firm like Fernwick and Barnes where unity means survival.
Judy is about to check her phone when the secretary glances up and tells her the man will see her now. With no mirror available, Judy combs her hair with her fingernails and instantly chides herself for trying to look her best. Even she is playing the game.
Fernwick’s desk is made of shining mahogany. Framed awards adorn the walls, along with multiple degrees from Ivy League universities. The man is busy scribbling a note when she enters his office and doesn’t bother to look up until he’s finished. Uncomfortable on her feet, she takes a seat and waits. His work takes forever, but he finally sets the pen aside and gives her a painted-on smile.
“Why, Judy, I didn’t expect to see your lovely face today.”
She doesn’t mention that they twice passed in the lobby, and he grinned at her both times. She is an insignificant part of the firm and his work life. If she had a fatal heart attack at her desk, she doubts the man would remember her name the next day.
“I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Fernwick, but I am concerned about something that’s occurring in the firm.”
He raises an eyebrow, interested now. “Go on.”
“It came to my attention that a firm member followed another to a club and waited until she was drunk enough that she didn’t recognize him. This man took the woman home, had sex with her, and has been bragging about it to the others.”
“What goes on outside the office isn’t my concern. While I don’t condone such behavior, I can’t control what people do in their free time. You understand, yes?”
It’s obvious the man doesn’t care. Perhaps she needs to speak in terms that he will appreciate.
“We are all adults, but I worry the woman in question will find out about the talk. Not only will she feel ostracized, but if she becomes angry enough, I fear she will scream sexual harassment or sue the firm.”
Fernwick, who was sitting casually in his chair, straightens his back. She can tell he assumes she is the woman in question.
“Has it really gone that far? Before anyone levies a serious complaint, especially one over such a sensitive matter, they should come to me or Mr. Barnes to voice their concerns.”
“At least two firm members are involved. The more they gossip, sir, the greater the risk for scrutiny should word travel past these doors. I know Fernwick and Barnes values its image. This isn’t something we want to go public.”
She purposely says we, trying to persuade the man that she is looking out for the firm’s best interests. Whether or not he buys it, he scratches his chin pensively and nods.
“I value nothing more than this firm’s image, and I know Mr. Barnes feels the same. We won’t stand for this. I shall pen a note to the staff and ensure nothing like this happens again. Fraternization within these walls is strictly prohibited, and any which takes place during our workers’ free time requires great care and respect. As you say, nobody wishes this to blow back on the firm. Does that meet your requirements, Judy?”
“Yes, sir. It most certainly does. I won’t take up another moment of your time. You’re very busy.”
She pushes down her skirt as she rises, but as she turns, she notices him staring at her legs. The sick bastard. Will he really follow through and send the memo? And will the letter have teeth, or will it seem like an unimportant topic, something Osmond and Stan need not worry about? Judy hurries from the office and passes the secretary’s desk without saying goodbye.
But as she turns into the corridor, she spots Osmond staring at her through a cracked-open doorway.
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U nder the relentless North Carolina sun, Darcy walks through the village, past cafes, clothing shops, and restaurants, trying to escape her memories. It wasn’t long ago that she shared a table in the square with Agent Hensel. That was before her relationship with Julian burgeoned, yet she feels guilt over thinking of her former partner. With a bag dangling from her hand, she feels safe for the first time since the incident at the cove. The darkness can’t touch her here. There are too many people around to witness, and the bustling commerce builds a wall between her and the shadows.
Unwilling to go back to her empty house, she stops in the park and sits on a wooden bench while three children play under their mother’s gaze on a white gazebo. She wonders how Jennifer is doing in Georgia, yet she doesn’t wish to pry. Her daughter is growing up and needs space. Darcy can’t always look over Jennifer’s shoulder. Yet it curdles her stomach to think that the girl is running loose with friends she barely knows in a small Georgia town where she was kidnapped. If anyone has an excuse for night terrors, it’s Jennifer.
Rather than bother her daughter, Darcy phones Laurie. She should be home now, and Darcy’s memory tells her there isn’t much to do in the Georgia countryside. The phone rings once before Laurie picks up. She sounds harried and out of breath, and this awakens the butterflies in Darcy’s chest. Is something wrong? Did anything happen to her daughter?
“Darcy, you caught me at a busy moment.”
She hears a man’s voice in the background and wonders if she interrupted her cousin’s love making. That thought vanishes when Laurie addresses the man as deputy before the door closes.
“What was that about?”
“It’s nothing, Darcy. You don’t need to worry.”
She’ll be damned if she doesn’t have a reason for concern. She almost died in that Georgia town, and she almost lost Jennifer too.
“A deputy was at your house and you don’t want me to worry?”
“It was nothing. While Jennifer was out with her friends and I was at the grocery store, someone broke into the house.”
The terrors from those sleepless Georgian nights rush back at Darcy. A break in. Isn’t that how the madness started last time?
“Laurie, you had better take this seriously. Grab Jennifer and stay in a hotel for a few nights, at least until the Sheriff’s Department figures out what’s happening.”
Laurie sighs. “I don’t need a hotel.”
“It will be safer, and I’ll feel better if you do. Don’t worry about money. I’ll send you enough to pay for as many nights as you need.”
“I don’t want your money, Darcy. And I don’t think it’s a wise idea to stick Jennifer in a hotel. She shows remarkable resiliency by making friends in a town that once terrified her. If we blow this out of proportion, she’ll regress, and you’ll regret sending her here.”
Darcy is taken aback by Laurie’s logic. Never before has she considered her cousin a capable parent. Sure, she’s a competent guardian, and Darcy trusts her enough to watch her children for days at a time, but this level of responsibility knocks Darcy back on her heels. Still, it’s risky to assume there is nothing to fear. Though she doesn’t believe in her heart of hearts that the Georgia nightmare is beginning anew, there is still the danger of future break-ins. If a criminal strikes once, what’s stopping him from hitting Laurie’s house again?
“I don’t know, Laurie. What you say is true, and Jennifer deserves to have a life outside of Genoa Cove, but I have to think about her safety first; that’s my priority. I’d like you to reconsider my offer and spend a few days in a hotel. At least for tonight. Let the sheriff’s department determine who hit your house before you signal the all clear.”
“I’ll give it some consideration. But I think you’re making a huge mistake, Darcy. You and Jennifer have a beautiful relationship, much stronger than it was two years ago. If you press her too hard, she’ll break.”
Though Jennifer has proven herself resilient more times than Darcy can count, she fears what will happen if her daughter stops listening to reason. Satisfied that Laurie will take her advice and get a hotel for the night, Darcy ends the call and sits alone with her thoughts. Using an app on her phone, she sends her cousin enough money to cover the cost of three nights in a hotel. Laurie will balk. Too bad. All that matters is keeping the family safe.
Only, the bustle of the village isn’t enough to shield Darcy from her thoughts. She feels a need to go home and get away from so many people. The first idea that pops into her mind is a walk along the beach, but then she remembers the cove and isn’t so sure. Perhaps it is better to exercise in her own neighborhood, where she feels comfortable. Unlike after a Michael Rivers’ copycat stalked her in Genoa Cove, people look out for her now and consider her a respectable member of the community. Even a hero. She doesn’t desire this label, but she’ll take it over being hated and having her family blamed for crimes they didn’t commit. During the drive home, Darcy recalls the friends and neighbors she lost because of the Full Moon Killer. She isn’t the only one who experienced grief because of the madman. Too many others will forever live with the reality of lost loved ones, and she will always blame herself for this.
She pulls into the driveway, parks, and changes into her running shorts and sneakers. A little exercise under the blue sky will reset her mind. She fills a water bottle and places it on the counter, then gathers the ingredients she’ll use to make a smoothie after her training session is complete. Something tells her to call Hunter and check in. Jennifer respects her brother’s opinion, and even if the girl won’t listen to Darcy, she might to Hunter. But if she places that call, she’ll have to explain to Hunter why she wants Jennifer and Laurie to stay in a hotel. Hunter lives with his own demons, and the boy has enough on his plate at college. Why worry him? No good can come from that.
As Darcy crosses the living room, her phone rings. She expects Julian is calling back, or Laurie wants to complain about the amount of money she sent, but when she eyes the screen, she recognizes the number of Agent Parham. She knows what he’ll ask of her. The thought of flying across the country to hunt a deranged killer makes Darcy sick to her stomach. Certainly, the BAU can handle this situation. Agent Gardy, to whom Julian spoke, is eminently qualified to profile and catch the Emporia murderer. Why is it so important that the FBI bring in Darcy? Is there something about the murders that makes her more likely to zero in on the unsub? She can think of only one reason this might be true.
Is this related to Michael Rivers? In his death, the killer continues to haunt her. But she’s jumping to conclusions. Darcy worked as a consultant with the FBI after retiring, and if they’re dealing with a hiring freeze, it would make sense for them to reach out to Darcy. She wants to believe this is the reason, yet her instinct whispers otherwise.
She can’t bring herself to answer the call. Agent Parham should have wound up in her voicemail by now, but the phone continues to ring and ring and ring until she wants to rip out her hair by the roots. At last, he gives up. Darcy, who usually listens to music through her phone while she runs, decides she will do without communication with the outside world. Leaving her phone on the living room table, she jogs into the sunlight.
The first five minutes of running bring the usual shortness of breath before her endurance kicks in and she coasts. With a steadier heart comes soundness of mind. It doesn’t take long before she forgets Agent Parham’s persistence. She runs faster, pushing herself harder than she has in weeks. This draws attention from the neighbors, some of which are outside washing cars, planting gardens, and not pushing themselves to the brink of exhaustion. They don’t understand. There are things she will never outrun. Yet she needs to try.
After a half hour, she returns to the house, drinks her smoothie, and showers off the sweat and fatigue. Her body buzzes with positive energy, more than she has experienced in days. In this moment, she knows Jennifer is all right, and there is no reason to worry.
When Darcy returns to the living room, she flips on the television and avoids the news channels. It would be just her luck if they were talking about the Emporia murders. With the afternoon sunlight streaming through the open curtains, she places the laptop beside her, checks the security feed, then dives into open investigations. Never in her life did she believe she would find so much solace in identifying corporate fraud and fraudulent workers’ compensation claims. She avoids missing persons cases because those are too close to the evil that drove her from the FBI. It’s easy to assume that many of these people left their previous lives behind to escape unpleasant situations, yet her imagination conjures images of grizzly deaths, abductions, and murders.
Opening a separate window, she balances her financial statement in a spreadsheet. Like all independent business owners, she must track her profit-and-loss column and pay her taxes on time. It’s mindless work, and she’s grateful for it.
She sets her feet on an ottoman and crosses her ankles. As she hums to herself, the phone rings again. She doesn’t need to look at the screen to know Agent Parham is calling.
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T he workday is almost over, and Judy has avoided Constance for much of the afternoon. With each passing moment, she regrets her actions. Osmond and Stan retaliating against her seems an inevitability. Furthermore, now the firm’s management will view her in a different light. No doubt Mr. Fernwick believes Judy was the one who’d gotten drunk at a club and slept with a coworker. How can she convince upper management that this isn’t the case without throwing her friend under the bus?
If Constance finds out Judy complained to their boss, she will be horrified. And the woman will never forgive her. Not that she blames Constance; she can’t imagine the humiliation of every worker at the firm knowing she’s been taken advantage of. To make matters worse, it was Osmond. The jerk looks down on the junior firm members and considers himself too good to speak to them. They are nothing more than pieces of meat to him. No surprise he stoops to such a low level.
The clock ticks toward closing time, and Judy finishes a document before searching for Constance at her desk. The receptionist has her legs crossed and is filing her nails. Not that Constance doesn’t work hard, but if no one is visiting the firm, there is little for her to do in the last hour of work. Now is the best time to speak.
Stealing her nerves, Judy crosses the floor without looking at the other workers and takes the quickest path to Constance’s desk.
“Hey, can I talk to you about something?”
A tinge of worry colors Constance’s eyes. Though she has worked for the firm for much longer than Judy, she is only a receptionist, and thus stands below the junior firm members.
“I didn’t do anything wrong, did I?”
“Not at all. Is there somewhere private we can talk? Maybe the conference room? It isn’t being used.”
Constance eyes Judy with wariness as she places the nail file in her drawer and slips her heels on. It isn’t until then that Judy realizes she has been barefoot. Rising from the chair, Constance adjusts her skirt, which is much too short given the circumstances in the office. She doesn’t say a word as she follows Judy to the conference room. Judy closes the door and flicks the lock, but not before searching for Osmond and Stan. Neither is looking for her now, but both must know she spoke to Fernwick about this situation.
Constance folds her arms over her chest.
“What’s this about?”
“Constance, we’ve been friends for a while, correct?”
With a defensive tone in her voice, Constance says, “We have.”
There’s something in the reply that suggests they won’t be friends for much longer if Constance doesn’t like what Judy has to say. But this isn’t about soothing hurt feelings. The predatory attitudes that the males of the executive team display toward the firm’s female members has to stop.
“I’m concerned about what you told me. Do you realize what could have happened? You were so drunk that you let some man you didn’t even recognize take you to bed. What if he had been some sicko, like that crazy man killing people in Emporia?”
Constance rolls her eyes and waves away Judy’s concern. “Is that all this is about? I doubt psychopaths hang out in trendy clubs.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Either way, people talk. You don’t want word getting around about what happened. What if that guy knows your name and blabs to his friends about his little conquest?”
“Please. You sound like my mother.”
Judy sits on the edge of the table and pauses when two senior members of the executive team pass by. The men glance inside, and Judy holds her breath until they continue. Do they know about the meeting with Fernwick?
“At least cut down on the drinking.” When Constance opens her mouth to argue, Judy continues. “I’m not saying I think you have a problem. It’s just that we all make questionable decisions under the influence of alcohol. Tell me the truth. Would you have gone to bed with a total stranger had you been sober?”
Constance glances down at the floor. That’s all the answer Judy needs.
“Please take it easy for a while. This is a small town and people talk. You don’t want word to travel.”
When Constance raises her eyes, they hold inquisitiveness. “There’s more to this story that you aren’t telling me, isn’t there? Damn it, Judy. Do people at the firm know about what happened?”
Judy isn’t expecting this reverse interrogation and doesn’t know how to respond. Constance isn’t aware that the stranger she slept with was none other than Osmond. How drunk did she have to be to not even recognize a senior member of Fernwick and Barnes? If she tells Constance the truth, it will break her. She won’t be able to bear the embarrassment and will need to quit her job, if the senior members don’t figure out it was her and fire her first. That would be just like them.
“There has been talk around the office,” Judy says with a sigh.
A combination of horror and sadness fills the woman’s eyes. “How? Don’t tell me someone from the office was at the club that night? My God, did they see me? Do they know who I left with?”
“I can’t answer that.”
“Can’t or won’t? You’re holding back, Judy. Tell me what you know.”
“You seem worried about the man you slept with. Did he hurt you? You described it as a wonderful experience when we first spoke, but now I’m not so sure. What happened to you?”
Constance walks to the window and draws the blinds so no one can look in. She sits beside Judy on the edge of the desk and picks at invisible lint on her skirt.
“He bruised me.”
Osmond hurt Constance? Now Judy’s fury knows no bounds. “Define ‘bruised’ you.”
Sheepish and afraid, Constance eyes the blinds as though she suspects an unseen figure lurks outside the room, listening in.
“When I awoke, I found a ring around each ankle.”
“A ring?”
“Kind of like a burn or a bruise. It makes me think the guy tied me up.” She lifts her chin. “And don’t think I’m into that. Even drunk, I wouldn’t screw around with that S&M stuff. That’s not my vibe.”
So not only did Osmond wait until Constance was too drunk to recognize him, but he also tied her up against her will and had sex with the woman, probably while she was asleep. That constitutes rape. Given Osmond’s stature in the firm and the high-priced lawyers he can afford, there is no guarantee Constance could sue him successfully. Even if she does, she guarantees the incident will become a point of gossip in Emporia. Knowing Osmond is sick enough to hurt a defenseless woman, Judy thinks of the harassing phone calls.
“Since this occurred, have you gotten any prank phone calls?”
“Well, I suppose.” Constance pauses. “I mean, it’s just kids screwing around. I get the calls here and on my cell.”
A wave of nauseous fright skitters through Judy’s belly. “Tell me about the calls. What does the man say?”
Constance lifts a shoulder. “Not much. Usually, it’s silent on the other end. But sometimes he says weird stuff.”
“What kind of weird stuff?”
“I don’t want to discuss it. Judy, I don’t think this has anything to do with the guy who slept with me. It’s probably just some insecure teenager who gets off on harassing others. We are the largest firm in the county, so we invite these kinds of things. The calls don’t bother me.”
“Please tell me you’ll heed my advice and stay in for a week or two. At least until the police catch this sicko killing women.”
“Is that really necessary?”
“Some guy who wasn’t decent enough to leave you his name and phone number tied you up against your will and had sex with you. You’re receiving harassing phone calls, and there’s a crazy guy loose in Emporia. Don’t you think it’s wise you stay in for a while?”
“I’ll take a week off.” A smirk forms on Constance’s lips. “But I won’t like it. You’re killing my mojo.”
Judy isn’t convinced her words hit home, but she’s satisfied that Constance will stay out of the clubs for the next several days. The women return to their desks. Only ten minutes remain before the day ends.
Hoping to get a head start on her exit, Judy gathers her belongings, closes documents, and logs off from her workstation. As she searches for her bag under the chair, two hands slap down on the desk. She looks up in alarm and finds Osmond glaring down at her with murder on his face.
“You told Fernwick, didn’t you? Why would you rat out a fellow employee?”
Judy wants to tell him exactly why, but she’s never seen him like this, and her mouth freezes open.
“You made a grave mistake, newbie. You’re nothing to this firm. I’ll ruin you.”
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T he garden behind Darcy’s house provides a small bounty of lettuce, peas, tomatoes, and more cucumbers than she can eat in a year. Getting her fingers dirty in the soil makes her feel connected to a greater purpose. Her time in the garden is another sanctuary, much like running or spending time beside the cove. She doesn’t know why the distraction is so vital to her these last twenty-four hours, but she feels something on the horizon, like a storm building just beyond sight.
From the garage, Darcy moves a bucket and carries it to the compost heap at the back of the yard. She fills the bucket with humus, then carries it to the garden, where she fertilizes the tomato plants around the stocks. She repeats the process for the other plants, making several trips to and from the compost bin. When she finishes with the vegetable garden, she still has enough finished compost to cover the flower gardens out front. Another sixty or ninety minutes remain before sunset, and a deep golden glow shines between the houses and basks her face in warmth. On aching knees, she kneels in the front yard and spreads compost around the rose bushes.
Though the bushes produce striking flowers, she must be wary of the thorns, which cut and tear flesh if she isn’t paying attention to where her hands move. She snips off the wilted heads and places them in a second bucket, which she will add to the compost pile.
While she works with care around the thorny prickers, movement in the street draws her eyes. It’s Mrs. Schroeder and her sister. The two women powerwalk through the neighborhood. When they pass Darcy’s house, she catches them staring at her, then whispering back and forth, as if they know something that she doesn’t. Neighbors gossip, so she brushes off their glares and waits until they vanish down the street. Odd. Over the last year, she has forged better relationships with her neighbors. She thought they were past all the gossip. Does this have something to do with the Emporia murders? Why would it? She’s letting her paranoia get to her.
Yet something tells her the constant news coverage from California has something to do with the way the Schroeder sisters studied her. Again she thinks back to Agent Parham’s persistence. The terror that the murderers have something to do with Darcy’s past only grows as the quiet moments allow her imagination to wander unhindered.
She dusts off her hands and rises, wincing when her knees pop. She returns the buckets to the garage and aims the remote control. The door grinds lower and closes. Darcy eyes the front door and experiences the strange sensation that she is in a race against time; she must beat the setting sun indoors or put herself at risk.
The phone buzzes in her pocket. Since the multiple calls from Agent Parham, she’s set the ringer on silence so as not to be bothered. Yet someone is calling again. She pulls the phone from her pocket, ready to give the FBI agent a piece of her mind, when she spots Jennifer’s name on the screen. She answers at once and glances down the street, as if she expects the Schroeder sisters to return and eavesdrop on the conversation.
“Hey, Mom. Guess what I’m doing?”
Darcy hopes it doesn’t involve partying or hanging out with boys she barely knows. It’s after seven o’clock on the East Coast, and Darcy hopes Laurie heeded her advice and booked the hotel for her and Jennifer.
“Hopefully taking it easy. Laurie tells me you’ve been all over town meeting people.”
“I’m taking it easy, all right. I just finished twenty minutes in the sauna, and now I’m thinking about a dip in the heated pool.”
As Darcy steps inside the house, she feels relief. Laurie listened this time, and Jennifer is enjoying the amenities offered by the hotel.
“Sounds like you’re having fun. Where’s Laurie?”
“Watching me from the other side of the pool. She’s waving now. Should I say hello for you?”
Darcy hears Laurie’s voice calling from inside the poolroom. Her voice is distorted by reverb, as if she were calling to Darcy from a hall with a domed ceiling.
“So how is the hotel?
“It’s the bomb. You know, Mom, I’m really impressed that you didn’t freak out over things. It sounds like you are taking everything in stride.”
Is she? The break-in leaves Darcy on edge, especially because Laurie couldn’t find anything stolen. It reminds her too much of their previous trip to Georgia.
“Thank you for giving me credit.”
“You totally deserve it. It’s one thing that you were cool about the break-in and put us up in this fancy hotel, but I figured you’d have me on the first plane ride back home after you heard about the smiley face.”
Ice forms inside Darcy’s veins. She almost drops the phone.
“What do you mean about the smiley face?”
“The practical joke. Laurie told you, right? Some jerks painted that red dripping smiley face on a barn down the road so it was facing Laurie’s house.”
The room spins, and Darcy grabs the kitchen counter to keep from falling. No, Laurie never mentioned the Full Moon Killer’s sign. Jennifer is correct. Had she known, she would have demanded Laurie bring Jennifer to the airport at once and fly her home.
“Put Laurie on the phone.”
Darcy’s words come out clipped, and Jennifer protests. The girl urges her mother to exercise restraint and not jump off the deep end. But Darcy is trembling so hard she can barely stand upright. It’s all happening again. This is no joke; the painted face has something to do with the murders in Emporia. The Schroeder sisters know, Parham knows, and she is the only one left in the dark.
Taking a breath, Darcy quiets her nerves, if only for a moment. She needs to keep her head. Laurie and Jennifer are safe as long as they stay in the hotel. She’ll pay whatever it costs to ensure they remain in the resort until she gets answers.
After warning Jennifer to stay put and not venture beyond Laurie’s sight, she ends the conversation with a promise to call back after she decides what to do next. Only one option makes sense to Darcy. She knows what she must do.
She opens her call history and phones Agent Parham.
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“I ’ve been expecting your call.”
This is how Agent Parham greets Darcy after she phones his number. Her heart pounds in her throat, and now he is no longer pursuing her; she needs him.
“Agent Parham, I just heard from my daughter in Georgia. It seems—”
“I’m aware, Mrs. Haines.”
Her head spins. How could Parham know about the Full Moon Killer’s sign painted on a rural barn in the middle of nowhere?
“But how?”
“The wounds run deep in Georgia. Anything that has to do with Michael Rivers will earn the FBI a call from the local police or sheriff departments. I fear the community is taking it as nothing more than a joke, but the events in California suggest otherwise.”
“Tell me the truth. Is this another copycat? Is someone else murdering in the Full Moon Killer’s name?”
“It seems to be the case. After the murders in Emporia, local police discovered the red painted face beside the victim. At first, the police thought the killer was just trying to throw them off. But his insistence in leaving the sign tells us this man believes he is the Full Moon Killer’s prodigy.”
The next question is one Darcy needs to ask, though she wishes she didn’t have to. “Is the person who painted the face on the barn the same psycho who is murdering women in California?”
“Calm down, Darcy. We have no reason to believe it’s the same person. Chances are some kid saw the news and decided it would be funny to spray paint the face next door to your cousin’s house. That was guaranteed to get a reaction.”
Darcy releases a breath. She wants to believe Parham is correct. His words ring true, and it would be like a teenager to raise a stir in the law enforcement community while taking advantage of the hysteria across the country. Perhaps it is even one of Jennifer’s friends, someone who knows every detail of what she went through and thinks it’s funny. But this is no laughing matter. While she trusts Laurie to keep Jennifer safe in the hotel, Darcy needs to be sure. And that means taking Parham up on his offer, no matter the blowback she’ll receive from Julian. He’ll be furious if he learns she is investigating a murder case without his support. That means she can’t tell her family what she intends.
Parham’s voice lowers to a serious tone. “How soon can you get to California?”
She doesn’t need him to tell her how close they are to the next full moon. Michael Rivers always murdered his victims in the seven-day window surrounding the full moon, hence the name with which the media labeled him. She knows if she checks the media sites, she will find the Emporia murders occurred within the same window. No doubt there has been a brief lull while the new moon grew. It’s just a matter of time before the madman strikes again.
“There’s nothing tying me to Genoa Cove. I can purchase a plane ticket and arrive within twenty-four hours. Is that soon enough?”
“That’s fine, but we’ll want to hit the ground running as soon as your plane lands. We only have a few days until the window opens.” She knows he is referring to the seven days around the full moon. “We’ll investigate the victims and identify commonalities. This guy won’t wait long to strike again. He has a taste for murder. Like Rivers, he enjoys what he does.”
Darcy pushes the hair off her forehead and glances around the downstairs. Her private investigation business doesn’t require her to travel, so she no longer keeps a go bag ready. She doesn’t think she’ll need to pack much. A week’s worth of clothes, toiletries, a few necessities, and she’ll be ready. But what will she find waiting for her in California?
“There are some things you need to know, Darcy. Had you accepted our offer when I first called, I might have been able to pull strings and compensate you for the plane ticket.”
“That’s not important; all that matters is stopping this man before he kills again. I can buy my own ticket.”
“Thank you for being understanding. The budget isn’t what it used to be at the FBI, especially for consultants. But we have a larger problem. After the second murder, the BAU contacted the Emporia police department and offered to take charge of the investigation. Unfortunately, the new deputy director doesn’t play well with others. He pissed off the police chief, and Emporia PD refused our help. I fear they don’t want us to there.”
“Are you suggesting we work without the police’s knowledge?”
“It won’t be that bad. I have two contacts within the department who are aware of my presence. They’re willing to work with us and feed information to the FBI. If they keep our presence secret, we shouldn’t have a problem.”
Darcy isn’t comfortable with the arrangements, but if Parham has contacts on the inside, she shouldn’t have to worry about running afoul of the chief of police.
“Perhaps I can help in that regard.”
“Oh?”
“I’m sure you already know everything about me, Agent Parham, so you realize I’m a private investigator in Genoa Cove. Because I’m licensed to operate in multiple states, it’s conceivable a victim’s family in Emporia could have hired me.”
“I like where you’re going with this. If you approach the police as a private investigator hired to research the murders, they should work with you.”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking. We’ll gather information together, and what you can’t glean from your contacts in these departments, I’ll get from the chief of police. Do you know anything about the chief? Besides the fact that he banned the FBI from the investigation, is he willing to work with people outside his department?”
She pictures Parham mulling over the question as he holds the phone to his ear. “Having not met the man, I can’t vouch for his character, but he’s well liked in the community. As I said, he would have been willing to work with the FBI had our deputy director not burned that bridge.”
The call ends and leaves Darcy alone with her thoughts. She’s taking a humongous risk by flying to California and working with an FBI agent she only vaguely remembers from her time at the BAU. The sun is down now, and darkness pauses at the windows, searching for a way inside. She busies herself with packing. It takes only five minutes to find a flight into LAX tomorrow morning. From there, it’s a two-hour drive up the coast to reach Emporia. By this time tomorrow, she’ll be knee-deep in the investigation, and searching the shadows for a deranged murderer.
All efforts to sleep fail her, so she rises at midnight and spends the next hour packing and repacking, thinking of every conceivable item she’ll need during her trip. She wants the sun to rise so she can get this over with. After two in the morning, her body finally succumbs to exhaustion, and she falls asleep, only to be awoken by the alarm at six.
On four hours’ sleep, she drives bleary eyed to Durham and boards the flight to California. There is one layover, and she arrives at LAX shortly past noon Pacific Time. After renting a car, she escapes the city and travels along the ocean, wishing she were here with Julian and the kids, not risking her life to save others. Duty demands she answer this call. Because of her, so many died, including people she cared deeply about. She owes the world; she owes them.
When her phone rings, she’s almost in Emporia. It’s Hunter.
“Is everything OK at college?”
If her son tells her someone painted a red dripping smiley face at the university, she’ll lose her mind.
“Everything is fine here, but Jennifer told me about Georgia. Someone painted one of those faces on the neighbor’s barn?”
“I talked to an old friend at the FBI, and he believes as I do that it’s nothing more than a prank.”
“Even after what’s happened in California? Don’t think I haven’t seen the news, Mom. It’s someone who thinks he’s Michael Rivers, right?”
“That seems to be the case, but that doesn’t mean the painting in Georgia is anything to worry about.”
“You don’t sound like yourself. I know how you think. Has the FBI asked you to profile the Emporia killer?”
She hates lying to her family, and Hunter deserves better. But if she tells him the truth, he will only worry. Worse yet, he’ll contact Julian and let him know what she’s up to.
“If the FBI calls, I’ll tell them I’m too busy with my own investigations.”
“Do you swear you’re not on your way to California? The FBI can solve the murders. They don’t need you to solve their problems.”
Darcy grits her teeth. Guilt will follow her for the rest of the day, but better that than forcing her child to worry about her.
“I promise.”
The lie tastes like blood on her tongue.
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T he further Darcy travels along the coast, the more her mood darkens. After landing under the smoggy blue skies of Los Angeles, she motors toward Emporia in her rental. She can’t stop thinking about Jennifer and Laurie in Georgia. Since Darcy learned the truth, Laurie has avoided her, returning texts but not picking up phone calls. Darcy trusts Laurie to keep Jennifer safe, but she needs to speak to her cousin and get answers. The face painted on the barn is nothing to take lightly; Laurie never should have hidden the truth from her.
After two hours in the car, Darcy spots the exit for Emporia and leaves the highway. The sky reflects Darcy’s somberness. A suffocating gray has replaced the blue, and a relentless wind carries the tang of motion and salt. It’s cool enough to lower the windows, but she keeps them raised. There’s something unseen that lurks within this fishing town. It hides in every shadow and thrives within the boarded-up buildings of failed businesses. She expects more vehicles, more shoppers on the streets, yet this strikes her as a ghost town.
Darcy follows the directions given by her GPS and locates the hotel she’s reserved before flying out of North Carolina. Though she didn’t expect a resort on the level of the one she rented for Laurie and Jennifer, seeing the Emporia Inn makes her cough into her hand. This isn’t so much a hotel as a no-tell motel. Hers is the only vehicle in the parking lot, evidence that the locals know better than to stay here. She has no choice. This is the only hotel in Emporia. Either she accepts her accommodations or she sleeps in the car.
The elderly woman behind the desk is kind and has trusting eyes. She hands Darcy the room key and confirms the credit card on file. The woman’s eyes hold a haunting, as if she has experienced a life of horror.
Darcy unlocks the door and is pleased that the room is free of bugs. A poor patching job mars the plaster wall, and one of the three LED lights in the ceiling is dead to the world. She sets her bag on the bed and moves with weariness to the bathroom. There’s a rust stain in the toilet, but the shower looks clean enough. Still, she is in no rush to wash herself at the Emporia Inn.
She checks her phone and is relieved to find no waiting messages from Hunter or Julian. Hunter suspects she’s being untruthful, and though he values her privacy, he won’t hesitate to contact his stepfather if he believes she’s putting herself in danger.
One message awaits from Agent Parham. He wants to meet for coffee downtown in one hour. He asks if that is too soon, and she replies that she’ll be there. Used to the heat of the Carolinas, she expected the sun of Los Angeles to follow her to Emporia. Despite the calendar, it’s chilly enough to pull a sweatshirt over her head before she leaves the motel. With forty-five minutes to waste before she meets Parham, she travels through neighborhoods and gains a sense for the town. A permanent cloud hangs over Emporia. She suspects it will remain long after the killer is gone.
A check of her phone verifies where she can find the police department. She isn’t prepared to introduce herself yet and will need to think long and hard about her story. She has private investigator credentials, but for whom should she claim she’s working? She passes an elementary school, and the high school stands up the road. Nobody plays in the athletic fields or runs on the track.
She turns the corner and finds the wide-mouth beast of the Pacific waiting for her. Waves crash against the shore and froth. The gulls squawk and circle, picking at the carcasses of sea creatures washed ashore. The ocean smashes against a stack of obsidian rocks. Two cliffs loom over the water, and between them, the ocean ends in a cove. It reminds her so much of Darkwater Cove that it takes her breath away. Here the waters are black and still. Not placid, but silent and predatory.
Darcy wants nothing more than to get as far away from this cove as possible. She reverses course and heads toward the center of town. When she arrives, a few shoppers emerge from a corner grocery store. She parks along the curb and reaches into her pocket to feed the meter, but the sign tells her parking is now free. With the lack of people taking advantage of the shopping district, Emporia needs to encourage its citizens to return to town.
She spots the café and opens the door, prepared to wait until Parham arrives. But the FBI agent is already here. She notices him at a table in the back, sipping from a mug. When he sees her, he stands and waits for her to arrive. There is a brief, stilted embrace before she sits across from him.
“Darcy, it’s been a long time.”
“It’s good to see you again, Agent Parham. How are things at the BAU?”
He raises one shoulder. “Except for the new deputy director and the budget cuts, it’s probably the same as you remember it. How are you, Darcy?”
“I’m all right. My private investigation business keeps me busy. I remarried, and I have my children.”
“That sounds like something you would put on a resume. Tell me how you’re really doing. I’m aware of what you went through, Darcy. We all are. Agent Hensel was your mentor and friend.”
The memory squeezes Darcy’s heart.
“I put the past behind me. That’s why I don’t profile murderers anymore.”
Parham nods as if he understands, but how can he? He hasn’t seen the things she’s seen, nor has he lost people close to him. Until he walks in that darkness, he can’t empathize. She hopes he never experiences such grief.
“For some people, the past never dies.”
“You’re talking about the Emporia murderer, aren’t you? Is this another Michael Rivers?”
Parham’s steely eyes look back at Darcy. “There will never be another Michael Rivers.”
She’s confused. Everything he has told her so far suggests the Emporia killer is following in Rivers’ footsteps.
“What can you tell me about the murderer? I realize the police shut you out, but you must have learned something.”
He nods. “There is one suspect. A guy named Jason McCaffrey. He lives in Brierton, about a twenty-minute drive from here.”
“What makes you think this McCaffrey fellow killed those women?”
“The police were sure McCaffrey was their man. He raped and murdered a woman in Brierton two months ago, but he got off on a technicality. He should be behind bars.”
“Did McCaffrey murder this woman around the time of the full moon?”
“You know it. He has a history of violence. The guy raped a girl in high school and spent time in juvenile detention. Classic escalation. He graduated from rape to murder.”
“And became a fan of Michael Rivers? How does that fit the puzzle?” she asks.
Parham leans back in his seat and scratches his chin. “Who can explain the motivations of the demented mind?”
“Sounds like you don’t need me. Why call me out here to profile a murderer when you already know it’s McCaffrey?”
“He got away once, but we can’t let it happen again. I need your profiling skills, Darcy. Get inside this guy’s head and tell me who he’ll target next.”
Diving into the murky depths of a killer’s mind is the pathway to insanity. But she’ll do it.
When the killer strikes again, she’ll be there to stop him.
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T he nothingness of night is so dark it surrounds her like an undulating blanket of velvet, seeping into her soul and smothering her body with its insidious tendrils. Nothing, yet something. It’s an oppressive force that suffocates her in the room’s stillness.
The crash rips the darkness in half and causes Judy to bolt upright in bed. What was that? Her eyes swim and swim, struggling toward the surface, but the ocean of black conceals all. The clock beside the nightstand reads midnight. Is someone in her house?
With care, she dresses and hurries to the door, where she peeks into the hallway. Silent and still. Too many shadows.
Yet there was something. The noise wasn’t part of her dream, and she’s not losing her mind. She’s terrified of guns and would never keep one in the house, though her father has warned her many times that a young woman is a target when living in an unfamiliar town. Her breath forms a block of ice in her chest. Creeping around the corner, she flips on the light switch in the kitchen. No one here. She isn’t insane. There was a smashing sound that seemed to come from right outside her door, yet the kitchen is free of shattered glass and broken objects. In each room, she flips on more lights to ward off the evil. An empty living room greets her. She checks the closets, the dining room, the spare room, but can’t bring herself to venture into the basement alone. Not at night.
She’s about to chalk up the crash as a part of a forgotten nightmare when her eye catches something on the porch.
As she opens the door, a clay pot lies broken on the concrete in a sea of dark soil and potting mix. The soil has spread in all directions, covering the pathway with a blanket of particles. Trails of dirt line the edges of the walkway. Shards of clay and bits of green leaves lie scattered around the entrance, as if a surprise wind has blown up from nowhere.
The mailbox hangs askew, evidence someone has brushed against it. Why would somebody smash her plants and risk waking half the neighborhood in the dead of night?
Then her thoughts land on Osmond and Stan, and the terror turns to burning anger. It must be them. Who else would it be? Somehow, Osmond learned about her meeting with the boss and told Stan. Now they mean to have their revenge. Are they trying to scare her? Do they think they can force her to quit her job?
If so, they’re in for a surprise. She doesn’t give up so easily, and if they want a war, it’s a war they will get.
For the rest of the night, sleep refuses to come to Judy. She tosses and turns, twisting herself in the blankets, seething over the two senior firm members who believe they can push her around. Wasn’t it enough that they humiliated Constance? Didn’t Osmond’s conquest satiate his hunger? Now she’s next in their crosshairs. But she doesn’t need a gun to fire back.
The night can't end soon enough. Before the first gray of morning slips over the horizon, Judy rises and hurries to the shower. She scrubs away the memories and fantasizes over catching Osmond and Stan in the act next time. She pictures their faces as the police haul them off for vandalism. By all rights, Osmond should do time for rape. If only Constance knew the truth. But Judy won’t humiliate her friend just to see Osmond hang.
After a quick breakfast, Judy brushes her teeth and fills her mug with coffee. During the ride to the office, her anger only grows. This weekend, she’ll stop at the home improvement store and purchase a security system. Oh, how she’d love to capture Osmond and Stan on camera.
Arriving at work, she walks toward Constance. Constance’s desk is large and rectangular, covered with neat stacks of paper, pens, and a sleek computer monitor. She is an organized person who takes pride in her work, and she quickly looks away from Judy when she enters the room, her expression stoic and professional. She focuses on her tasks, her fingers flying across the keyboard.
It’s obvious the woman isn’t ready to talk, and Judy realizes she needs space. She goes straight to her own desk and slams her bag on the table. The boyish junior firm member at the next desk raises his eyebrows and averts his gaze. Nobody has ever seen Judy angry at work. To them, she’s a positive, jovial member of the firm.
As she sifts through the cases that require her attention, her eyes keep darting to the second level, where the royal family rules over its peasants. Mr. Barnes is a tall man with light brown hair and a matching mustache, wearing a navy suit. He pauses before shutting the door, taking one last look across the corridor. Osmond and Stan sit at a table in the break room. They chat over a cup of coffee.
Suddenly the vitriol which had imbued her with courage wars with reality. Osmond said he could ruin her. Both hold the power to see her replaced. She can’t allow her nerves to get the better of her. Firming her shoulders, she pushes the chair away from the desk and strides to the break room, intent on encountering the two men before her backbone turns to jelly.
She can hear their laughter from the room before she sees them conferring conspiratorially beside the coffeemaker. Scumbags. Rapists.
She closes the door and turns the lock. Their eyes jump up in surprise, and for the first time, she senses concern.
“Good morning, Judy,” says Stan.
Not so friendly, Osmond only glares with hatred.
“Don’t give me that crap. What are you, a couple of children? I know it was you who smashed the plant on my porch.”
Osmond crinkles his forehead in mock confusion while Stan folds his arms and leans against the counter.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Osmond says, “but accusing someone of vandalism and harassment is serious business. You’d better be sure of yourself before you throw around those kinds of claims.”
“You told me yesterday that you would ruin me. Then last night, you came to my house.”
“Prove it.”
“I will. When the police see the security camera footage of you and Stan smashing my plants, they’ll nail you for vandalism.”
Wariness falls over Stan’s face.
“You’re bluffing,” Osmond says.
“Whoever you saw on camera,” says Stan, “it wasn’t us. I was sound asleep beside my wife all night, and if you don’t believe me, you can ask her yourself.”
Osmond steps closer and stares down at Judy. Hatred boils in his eyes.
“Better yet, why don’t we take this to Mr. Barnes? You say you have proof. Who better than the most powerful attorneys in the county to take your case? Or are you lying about this supposed video footage?” Osmond closes the space between them so she can’t breathe. “Not very talkative suddenly, are you? Unlock the damn door and go back to your desk, Judy. I’ll forget this indiscretion, but if you cross me again, you’d better be ready for a fight.”
Refusing to back down, Judy holds Osmond’s eyes. “Stay the hell away from Constance. And enough with the juvenile phone calls. They’re not funny.”
Judy senses their stares as she leaves.
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A fter Darcy leaves the café, she sits in her rental car across the street and mulls over her next move. Parham thinks she should flash her private investigator credentials when she visits the Emporia PD. But there is no reason for a private investigator to fly across the country and research a Full Moon Killer copycat. If she claims a victim’s family hired her, the lead investigator will want to know who. The truth will set her free, and the irony that she is hiding her activities from Julian and the kids isn’t lost on her. The FBI is bringing her in as a consultant, and that’s how she should introduce herself. Perhaps the chief of police will cast a more favorable light on her since she’s not a full-time agent. She doesn’t know who the new deputy director of the BAU is, but he’s already created headaches for her.
The first thing she must do is contact Laurie. The silent treatment can’t last forever. Eventually Laurie must face the music and tell Darcy why she hid the truth from her. Is this a life and death situation? She doesn’t believe so, but the past teaches her to take nothing for granted. She dials Laurie’s phone and goes straight into her cousin’s voicemail. Instead of leaving a message, she immediately calls back. This time Laurie answers, and the quaver in her voice suggests the woman isn’t looking forward to a confrontation with Darcy.
“So you’re finally answering my phone calls. How long did you intend to avoid me?”
“Oh, Darcy. I didn’t want things to be this way. You know how long I’ve wanted to spend time with Jennifer, just the two of us. We are bonding. She’s having a wonderful time. And I didn’t want to ruin things by unnecessarily upsetting you.”
Darcy can’t believe what she’s hearing. “Upsetting me unnecessarily? You know what that symbol means, Laurie. We went through that nightmare together. Did you honestly believe concealing the truth from me was a wise idea?”
“Look, I went straight to the sheriff’s department after I saw the face. They’re checking around, and they believe it was only a prank. You know, because of what’s happening in California. Some jerk wants to scare us, and they thought the best way to do that was by painting the face on the neighbor’s barn.”
Darcy massages her temple. At least the sheriff’s department is looking into the situation.
“Any leads into the person who broke into your house?”
“None.”
“And this thief stole nothing?”
Laurie releases a tired breath. “Not that I know of, but then again, I don’t have too many valuables worth stealing. I’d taken my wallet out with me, and unless this guy wanted to steal a secondhand lamp or a couch with holes in the cushions, there wasn’t much point to the break-in.”
“Listen to me, Laurie. I love you and I trust you, but you need to keep me in the loop when something like this happens. I won’t go off the deep end and rip Jennifer away from you in a panic. I can compartmentalize. But understand this: I don’t want Jennifer leaving that hotel. If the two of you need food, you go out together. Should Jennifer wish to hang out with her new friends, they can come to the hotel.”
“I’m sure the resort won’t take kindly to a dozen local teens jumping into the pool. But I understand where you’re coming from. I love Jennifer and won’t allow anything to happen to her.”
Darcy changes the subject and engages in banal talk. Doing so calms her nerves and rebuilds the bridge between her and her cousin. When the conversation ends, she realizes the decision is at hand. She must choose how to approach the chief of police. As before, she feels the truth is best.
Reaching into her wallet, she locates the FBI consultant ID that the agency gave her while she searched for a serial killer who had abducted a girl with Down’s Syndrome. Because the BAU wants to keep communication lines open with Darcy, they renew the identification whenever the expiration date approaches. This is an official ID that will either win the chief’s trust or get her thrown out on her ear.
These two possibilities play in her head as she travels across town to the police department. The man at the front desk appears disinterested until she flashes the identification. Five minutes later, she’s seated in the conference room and awaiting the chief. He arrives moments later and introduces himself as Chief Gilberto Davila. They shake hands. So far, so good. Davila hasn’t screamed at Darcy or demanded she leave Emporia.
“An FBI consultant. I must say this is a surprise. You’re obviously here about the murders.”
Darcy’s legs bounce under the table. She’s sure of what she can offer, yet she remains nervous. Given the way Agent Parham was treated, it shocks her that Davila seems interested.
“Yes, I’m here about the murders. I assume you’re aware that the face left at the crime scenes carries historical significance.”
The chief’s brow narrows, and he shifts his jaw nervously. “The Full Moon Killer, Michael Rivers.” His eyes suddenly light with understanding. “You’re Darcy Gellar. I knew I recognized your face.”
Darcy swallows. “I’m Darcy Haines now. I recently remarried.”
“I followed your story, and I made your research into Michael Rivers required reading for our entire staff. Do you really believe this killer is a copycat?”
“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”
Davila folds his arms and leans back in the chair. “The FBI never told me you were coming. Not that I’m complaining. We could use your experience.”
So Davila is willing to work with her. That comes as an immense relief.
“I understand you have a suspect. A man named Jason McCaffrey. He went free on a technicality?”
Davila appears nauseous before responding. “That was embarrassing for the entire department. But I should say McCaffrey is a suspect for murder, but not for the cases you’re investigating.”
Darcy wasn’t expecting this answer. It takes her a moment to gather her thoughts before she responds.
“It was my understanding the police were sure Jason McCaffrey was the copycat killer.”
“It would be foolish to remove him as a suspect for the murders, but it doesn’t add up. McCaffrey has a history of violence. He raped a girl in high school, and we’re certain he raped and killed that woman. But he didn’t leave the Full Moon Killer’s signature near the victim. That only began in recent months.”
Now Darcy isn’t convinced McCaffrey is the killer either. But there may be a logic behind his madness.
“Perhaps he changed his signature to throw off the police. He wouldn’t be the first murderer to do so.”
“I’ve certainly considered the possibility. Yet Jason McCaffrey isn’t the brightest bulb in the chandelier. I have a hard time believing he could pull off this many murders and get away with them. Were it not for an officer botching evidence, he’d be in prison for rape and murder now.”
“This certainly changes my thesis. If you’re willing, Chief Davila, I would like to assist you in this investigation. I would act strictly as a consultant. The investigation and glory are yours, and I don’t want to step on toes. But as you may understand, these murders are personal to me.”
To Darcy’s surprise, Davila doesn’t need to think the matter over. “I’d be honored to work with you, Darcy Gellar. Excuse me, Darcy Haines. I’m certain you can help us find the man responsible for these horrors.”
And she will. If she has to, she will devote her life to stopping anyone who keeps the Full Moon Killer’s memory alive.
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L iving in an unfamiliar location can be unsettling. To survive without friends is a near impossibility.
Since yesterday’s talk in the conference room, Constance has avoided Judy. She never meant to appear as a stern parent to the receptionist, but she worries. How many women must die in Emporia before Constance takes the danger seriously?
On the way back to her desk, Judy passes the reception area and glances at Constance. When she attempts to start a conversation, the receptionist waves her away with a promise that they will talk later. She’s too busy now.
Darcy knows Constance is angry and avoiding her. She wishes there was a way to tell the woman the truth. If Constance realized a coworker had taken advantage of her, perhaps she’d pull back on the drinking and partying.
When Judy arrives at her desk, she finds an e-mail from Fernwick waiting on her screen. She inhales, worried that she’s already in trouble. Then she notices the e-mail is addressed to the entire staff. It seems he finally made good on his promise.
The e-mail reads paper thin. It’s full of coulds and shoulds and vague suggestions of punishment if anyone breaks protocol. There’s nothing to suggest what Osmond and Stan did is punishable. It reads more like a helpful warning addressed to preschoolers than to adults who should know better.
Judy considers deleting the e-mail and instead saves it in a folder which she labels harassment. Should what happened here come to light, she wants a digital paper trail of how the firm failed to handle the situation. No sooner does she close the folder than she notices Osmond and Stan on the second level. Both shoot her death glares as they march toward the open door of Stan’s office. A few of her fellow plebeians look up. Then the door closes.
As before, they’re trying to intimidate her. Osmond isn’t satisfied with his threats, and they want to hurt her more than by smashing a potted plant on her porch. She knows they will be back. They called her bluff regarding the security system, and neither believe she intends to install one. But they’re wrong. Before the weekend arrives, she’ll pick out a model so she can purchase it on her days off. The next time they pull one of their stunts, she’ll catch them on camera. Let them try to talk their way out of it when their faces are clear to the police.
The two executive members are locked in Stan’s office. Judy knows they went straight to the boardroom to plot her destruction.
Sitting down at her desk, she recalls the feeling of dread and helplessness upon hearing someone outside her house in the dead of night. She resolves to not let them win. She will not go back to being a scared little girl, not this time.
As if on cue, her computer screen lights up with a notification. Fernwick sent another email, this time addressed to the staff. Her heart sinks at the contents of the message. Not only is he continuing to deny the sexual harassment allegations, he threatens legal action against anyone who speaks out against the firm.
"Any member who wrongly accuses another of harassment will answer to the firm's lawyers,” the message reads.
This is a blatant double standard, a way of silencing the victims who should receive protection. Upper management's care is not about the victims, only their pristine image.
Judy finds new determination as she stares into the lit screen. She won’t allow them to intimidate her. It is time to take a stand. As she types at rapid speed, she knows she is doing the right thing. Once her letter of resignation reaches Fernwick and the board, they will know the game is over. No more pretending nothing ever happened. Her words will reach ears, and they will answer for their actions. Taking a stand against bullying won't be easy, but she won't put up with this. It's time to speak up.
Judy needs to breathe. The stifling environment of the firm suffocates her. When she rises, the boyish man at the neighboring desk stares. For a moment, she thinks he’s looking at her backside. But when she reaches her hand around the back of her skirt, her palm comes away blue and black. Ink. A puddle of ink covers the seat of her chair, yet she never noticed it before sitting.
She checks for an exploded pen in her pocket and knows she won’t find one. Nor does a pen lie beneath the chair or desk. Someone dumped the ink here. It doesn’t take much imagination to figure out who is responsible.
“Did any of you see someone hanging around my desk?”
They all shake their heads or look away. Had they seen the culprit, would they reveal what they knew? The junior firm members live in fear. No one wants retribution, even if it comes from two childish executives.
When she glances up, she catches Osmond glaring at her, his arms resting on the rail. The corner of his mouth quirks into a smile. He did this. Osmond and Stan. If she goes to upper management and complains, she’ll lose her job. Fernwick’s threat rings in her ears. Anyone who makes unfounded claims of harassment will find themselves without a job.
She wants to confront Osmond, but he’s gone now, and the door to Stan’s office is closed.
Frustrated, she turns to head for the bathroom so she can treat the stain. The phone rings before she can leave. With a groan, she reaches for the receiver.
“Fernwick and Barnes. This is Judy. How may I help you?”
Silence on the other end. She taps the receiver, thinking there might be a problem with the equipment, and the man speaks.
“Pretty pie. Pretty little pie. I want it; give it to me.”
“Osmond? Stan? I know it’s you. It’s not funny.”
“Little pretty pie. I can smell it, Judy. Judy, Judy, Judy. Pretty little Judy’s pie. I will have it.”
“You disgust me. You think I don’t know it’s you?”
“I want it. Give me Constance and Judy. I am hungry. Feed it to me.”
“Listen, asshole. I can trace your calls. Do you think I can’t prove it’s you?”
They’re all staring at her now, some with their jaws touching the floor.
“Pretty pink pie.”
“Stop with the phone calls and stay the hell away from me and Constance.”
Before the creep can respond, she slams the phone down with ear-splitting thunder. The others turn away, yet she sees one face watching in horror. Constance. Good God, she knows the truth.
“Constance, wait. I can explain.”
But Constance doesn’t wait. She runs to the women’s restroom and shuts the door. Judy starts after her and stops when the lock snaps shut. She leans against the wall and closes her eyes. She can’t imagine the humiliation Constance feels. The mysterious stranger she’d slept with was Osmond, and now everyone in the office knows. There is no way to make this up to her. She expects Constance will turn in her resignation within the month, and Judy will soon follow. To think she accepted the firm’s offer over five other jobs. Will they blacklist her on her way out the door?
At her desk, the phone begins to ring.
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H er soul quivers at the thought of this place, not from fear of what lurks in the shadows, but from its mournful stillness. For within this somber darkness lies the secrets of her innermost thoughts. As Darcy ventures deeper, she feels the walls constrict, as if something unknown and unseen embraced her from the blackness.
It says I missed you. It says welcome home.
Darcy never asked the chief for permission to perform a walkthrough of the most recent murder house. She didn’t need to. The Emporia police department wants her here. They tasked her with finding the answers which have escaped them, so here she is in the infinite darkness with only Agent Parham to keep her company.
“I usually do these things on my own,” she says.
“As do I. Do you want me to leave?”
“That’s unnecessary. I’ll give you my thoughts, but I’ll want to hear yours as well.”
“We’ll split up. I’ll take the downstairs and the basement. You investigate the second floor. That’s where he found her. That’s where the killer caught Lianne Mosley.”
His footsteps fade away into the dark, and she’s left on her own. He shines a flashlight as he moves from room to room. She doesn’t. Darcy needs to see the home as the killer did. Where did he hide? For how long did he watch his victim before striking? These thoughts slide through her skull as she climbs the staircase. The steps groan under her weight. There’s a chill to the upstairs that shouldn’t be here, as if winter bled down from the attic. After sunset, the second floor is pitch black. She makes out only shapes—a banister; something in the corner which appears to be a table with a lamp on top. She takes careful steps as she moves.
According to the police reports, this is where the psychopath attacked the homeowner. Blinking, she pictures the woman’s face. At the Emporia Police Department, she viewed photographs of the deceased. Young, long black hair, and an athletic physique. With her hands outstretched so she doesn’t collide with anything, Darcy paces forward. The bedroom door lies ahead, and she knows what she’ll find there. The same sickening painted face that has haunted her since the first days of the Full Moon Killer. She can’t see the painting yet, though she feels its presence in the darkness. Downstairs, drawers open and close, footsteps thud across the floor, and for a brief second, the water runs in the kitchen sink. Parham does not move in silence as Darcy does. She wonders how many walkthroughs he has performed.
Below, the basement door opens, and his footsteps descend beneath the ground. She takes that as her cue to face her fears. Two steps toward the bedroom door, and the face appears. It’s looking at her. That face wonders where she’s been these past few years.
A discoloration on the floorboards marks where the victim bled out. The madman stabbed her more than a dozen times. She is still sickened by the crime scene photos. The man’s rage is boundless, and it frightens her to think that he’s doing it in the Full Moon Killer’s name. The nightmare has begun anew, but she won’t let this one last.
After taking a deep breath, she raises the phone and closes her eyes before the flash lights the corridor. Wanting her eyes to remain acclimated to the dark, she doesn’t study the picture for long.
“How does it make you feel?”
Darcy spins toward the sound and raises her gun. But it isn’t the Full Moon Killer’s prodigy returning to the scene of his crime. Parham smiles. He deserves more credit than she gave him. When he wants to move in silence, he can.
“How does what make me feel?”
“The face. That somebody is keeping Michael Rivers’ legend alive. If I were you, I don’t know if I would be furious or terrified.”
“It’s a little of both. Did you find anything downstairs?”
He shrugs. “Nothing that tells me much about our unsub. I still say the police were right about Jason McCaffrey.”
Darcy chews her lip before responding. “You’re aware the Emporia PD is backing off? They’re sure McCaffrey raped and murdered a woman, but they don’t believe he’s responsible for the latest murders.”
“Have they lost their minds? McCaffrey raped a girl in high school, raped another as an adult, and when that didn’t quench his thirst, he murdered her. It’s straight out of the profiling textbooks. If we dig deeper into his past, we’ll find he tortured and killed animals.”
Not every serial killer cut his teeth by murdering animals, but she doesn’t tell him this. He’s certain McCaffrey is the unsub. Though it has been a long time since she shared office space with the agent, she expects he’s learned a great deal about profiling murderers during the interim. She needs to respect his intelligence and experience. If he says McCaffrey is the unsub, she must consider the possibility. The Emporia PD already screwed up once; it shouldn’t surprise her if they’re wrong about McCaffrey.
“The chief tells me McCaffrey didn’t paint the Full Moon Killer’s face after he raped and murdered that woman.”
“Think about what you’re saying, Darcy. Put yourself in McCaffrey’s shoes. He’s raped before, but never killed someone. He may have dreamed of this moment, but until he faces the reality of the situation, he can’t predict how he will react. He panics. All that matters is escaping before the police catch him. No time to paint symbols.”
“But the next time he strikes, he’s used to it. Instead of running, he paints the symbol. Now he has a taste for killing.”
“Exactly. Makes sense, doesn’t it? We all must learn to do the uncomfortable. It was the same for McCaffrey. He’s our killer, Darcy. The police don't see it, but you and I have more experience diving into the minds of killers.”
He's right. Chief Davila hasn’t tracked killers throughout his career. She has. And so has the agent in front of her.
“I need a few minutes alone. Can you give me that?”
Despite the darkness, she can see him grinning in approval. Without another word, he descends the steps to the lower floor and begins his search anew. Alone with her thoughts, Darcy sees what her mind has struggled to block until this point.
The victim scrambles up the stairs. Darcy sees her through the murderer’s eyes. He entered the house before the woman arrived, then waited until the time was right. Darcy will need to ask Parham if he found signs of a break-in downstairs or in the cellar. The police hadn’t, but the best detectives miss obvious clues sometimes.
The monster stalks forward, emboldened by the screams of terror. It’s not enough to kill this woman. He hates her. He hates everything she stands for. She is the enemy and must die.
The knife rises and plunges down in rage. Torrents of blood explode in the air and leak into the floorboards. When the woman collapses, he sprawls on top of her and continues to stab and stab. Did he paint the face before or after?
That question rings inside Darcy’s head. Before. She’s sure of it.
He wanted her to see the face and gauge her reaction. It’s not enough to kill; He must invoke terror.
And Darcy knows he will kill soon. The full moon approaches.
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W hen Darcy exits the murder house, the wind shifts and carries the scent of the Pacific to her nose. It isn’t until she is alone and standing on the porch that she realizes how close she is to the cove. The victim had an unobstructed view of the black waters between two houses.
Is this a piece of critical information? She fears it is. Someone has done their homework and is recreating the Darkwater Cove murders. The killer wants her here. He set out the breadcrumbs, and she stupidly sniffed her way to his lair.
Agent Parham exits the house behind her after ensuring the door is locked. He hands her the key, which she’ll return to the Emporia Police Department. She isn’t certain of what she learned about the unsub, but it’s becoming clear that he’s intent on unearthing nightmares she buried.
“The investigation was shoddy. I don’t trust the Emporia PD.”
She wonders if he’s only angry because they locked him out of the investigation but not her. She hasn’t told him she approached the chief as an FBI consultant and flashed her identification. Parham doesn’t need to know. He’ll only ask questions and wonder why she receives preferential treatment while he must snoop around and contact officers on the inside.
“They searched for fingerprints. McCaffrey left them at the scene of the rape and murder, but not in the house. Are you sure he’s our man?”
“All that tells me is he’s getting smarter. He learned how to hide his identity, and he didn’t rape this one. But he’s still killing women in the area, and if you compare photographs of Lianne Moseley with his first victim, you’ll find more than a few similarities.”
“Same age, looks, and build.”
“That’s the idea.” Parham checks his watch. “It’s getting late. I’d better let you get back to your motel. We’ll meet again tomorrow.”
As he clomps down the steps, she asks, “Where are you going now?”
“To check around. Our unsub is learning, but not quickly enough. Emporia PD didn’t find evidence in the surrounding neighborhood, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t out there. If he stashed the murder weapon, I’ll find it.”
Before he leaves, she calls him back.
“I think I know where he would stash a murder weapon.” Parham raises his eyebrows in question. “See the water? That’s Emporia Cove. Look familiar to you?”
“I never saw Darkwater Cove in person, but I’ve seen pictures. You really think he’s killing people near the cove like before?”
“It’s just a hunch. If I were you, I’d check the dumpsters, the thickets, anywhere he could have stashed evidence while still feeling close to the water.”
Parham appears doubtful as he nods. When the agent drives off, Darcy looks back at the house. Neither she nor the FBI agent found evidence with the killer breaking in. Did he have a key? Or did the victim make a mistake and leave a door unlocked?
The house's proximity to the cove unsettles Darcy even more. Every scrape of rock against wood drives her further into the depths of paranoia. She remembers the eerie stillness of the town, as if everyone vanished in the dark of night. People were warned to lock their doors and report strangers, but few heeded the advice.
Standing alone in the darkness won’t reveal the answers, but it makes her think about Lianne Martel, a young woman with her life ahead of her. She imagines the terror that consumed Lianne, knowing the Emporia murderer was inside her house. He’d wanted the woman to see the face. And for Darcy to find it next.
Darcy shivers in the chilly night air, feeling scared for herself and all of Emporia's women who could be at risk of becoming this maniac's next target. Looking around, she wonders how often or how long he might have been watching Lianne before striking, learning her routines and movements so that he could creep up on her unaware and unsuspected. All too often, these predators already know their victims when they strike; it's almost as if the killer is taunting them with his power to attack whenever and wherever he pleases, no one ever realizing it until it’s too late.
Darcy returns to the hotel and sets her belongings on the nightstand beside the bed. The room seems impossibly empty, and again she wishes she was sharing a resort with Julian and the kids and not staying at a creepy motel near the site of multiple murders. Outside, the wind croons over the motel and whistles a mournful dirge. She can’t get warm. There’s a clammy chill to the air which doesn’t feel like summer. It pervades the motel room, the town, and even seeps into her rental car.
She slips under the covers fully clothed, too chilled and unnerved to remove her pants and shirt. She doesn’t expect she’ll fall asleep for a long time, but her body gives out the second her head hits the pillow. Rest doesn’t last long. An hour later, the cell phone shrills on the nightstand, and she glances at it through blurry eyes and sees it’s not yet midnight. She hopes it’s Julian. Even if he found out about her lies, she longs to hear his voice.
But it’s not. She recognizes Parham’s number and answers.
“I woke you. Sorry about that.”
“You don’t need to apologize,” she says, rubbing her eyes. “Did you find something?”
“I took your advice and checked down by the cove. It took some searching, but I located a phone tossed between two dumpsters. Darcy, I found a droplet of blood on the case.”
A tremor rolls through her body. That doesn’t prove the blood belonged to the killer or the victim. Anyone could have tossed the phone away and not realized it landed between two dumpsters. Yet her pounding heart tells her otherwise.
“What else?”
“I found a record of eight phone calls made to the same number. I called the BAU and confirmed the number belongs to a woman in Emporia. Constance Monet. Does that name mean anything to you?”
“No, should it?”
“Constance Monet was easy to find. She’s all over social media. The woman works for an attorney firm in Emporia called Fernwick and Barnes. I checked her background and discovered she’s a receptionist at the firm.”
“Anything else? That hardly proves the person who phoned her is a murderer.”
“I’m sending her photo. I copied it off Facebook. Similar age to the other victims, curly black hair past the shoulders, youthful expression. Can’t tell from the picture if she’s athletic, but she belongs to a gym in town and frequently posts pictures while she trains.”
This isn’t a coincidence.
“Darcy, I think the killer calls his victims before he strikes.”
“Like Michael Rivers.”
“That was my thought as well. I wore gloves while I handled the phone. Since you have a connection inside the Emporia PD, let’s say you found it. I’ll show you where it was.”
Darcy doesn’t wish to tie herself up in more lies, but it seems like the only viable option. Parham agrees to meet with Darcy tomorrow after breakfast. A second later, his message arrives with a photograph of Constance Monet.
The woman looks just like Darcy did ten years ago.
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D arcy spends the next day following Constance Monet from home to work, then comparing her findings with Agent Parham’s. He believes McCaffrey placed the phone calls, but he won’t disclose his reasoning.
The sun looms low in the sky, releasing its last rays of warmth before nightfall. Darcy stops the rental in front of McCaffrey’s house on the outskirts of Emporia. It’s a two-story colonial with white siding and black shutters. The lawn appears trimmed, but the flowerbed contains nothing but wilted stalks and dried husks. There’s an eerie stillness to the place that sends chills up her spine.
Darcy inhales the ocean air, which follows her from the hotel. Stepping out of the car, she moves across the lawn and inspects McCaffrey’s property. The windows are dark, and there’s no sign of movement inside or out.
A knock brings no one to the door. In back, she locates a downstairs bedroom with parted curtains. Why is Parham so convinced the rapist is their unsub?
News clippings cover the wall. Of the murders?
Worse.
Darcy’s breath catches in her throat when she spots the articles about Michael Rivers. He’s a fan. Parham was right about McCaffrey. He’s obsessed with the Full Moon Killer.
She circles the house, where she finds an unlocked side door and enters, knowing she’s breaking the law and overstepping her bounds. Rules don’t matter anymore.
Inside, it feels like stepping into another world, one filled with darkness and death. There are clippings of Rivers everywhere, along with a sink full of dirty knives. On the far wall is a whiteboard surrounded by photos from his victims' funerals, as well as newspaper articles written about Rivers’ crimes after they were discovered years later.
The room seems to close in on Darcy as she realizes that the rapist must have been recreating Rivers’ every move, though the infamous serial killer was behind bars during the Darkwater Cove killing spree.
She turns away from the disturbing scene when she hears something coming from upstairs. Footsteps? Darcy freezes for several seconds. McCaffrey might have been upstairs and napping when she knocked. The sound comes again. Rhythmic and inviting.
Darcy peers up the staircase with gun in hand. A shadow darts from left to right whenever the noise comes. It’s a loose shutter banging against the house.
The tension melts from her shoulders. She returns to the downstairs bedroom and turns in a circle, staring at the news stories. The articles contain pictures of Rivers, and some show dead bodies covered by white sheets as emergency workers carry the deceased from homes.
Removing her phone, she snaps pictures of the display. The flash ignites the room like lightning.
Outside, a motor rumbles to a stop along the curb. McCaffrey? She hurries for the door and hides along the home. Footsteps move along the sidewalk and stop.
It’s getting darker. The setting sun casts a golden glow over the lawn as Darcy retreats. She’s almost to the car when someone grabs her from behind, spinning her around and pushing her back against the hood of the rental vehicle. Before she can react, the assailant pulls her hair and whips her against the car, where she slumps in agony.
"What are you doing here?" The voice is low and menacing.
Darcy looks up into icy blue eyes that belong to a statuesque woman with dark hair, dressed in jeans and an old t-shirt.
“I’m a private investigator.”
“You’re a cop.”
The woman kicks Darcy in the ribs. She doubles over and sucks air into her lungs.
“I’m not a cop. My name is Darcy Haines, and I’m a private investigator.”
The assailant hauls Darcy to her feet and slaps her across the face, knocking her against the vehicle.
"Where is he? What have you done with him?" The woman snarls at Darcy as she presses a powerful arm against her throat.
"I don't know what you're talking about," Darcy says, trying to maintain a calm facade, though terror creeps through her body like an icy wind. This woman means to kill her.
“You’re either spying on Jason or sleeping with him. Either way, you’re dead.”
“You’ve got it wrong. Who are you?”
“Morgan. I’m Jason’s girlfriend. We’ve gone together for ten years, and I just watched you come out of his house. Explain that to me.”
“All right, I’m looking into your boyfriend. That woman the police say he raped and killed—her family hired me to prove he did it.”
Morgan gives a humorless laugh and tightens her grip on Darcy’s neck. “That was the wrong answer. Jason never raped or murdered anyone.”
Her voice carries an edge of desperation that makes Darcy uneasy. Morgan will kill to prove her point.
“Tell me why you’re sure he didn’t do it, and I’ll back off.”
“I shouldn’t have to tell you anything, but Jason was in San Francisco visiting his dying mother. He’s driving back and forth three times a week, and now the police are trying to pin these other murders on him.”
Morgan releases her grip but doesn't take her eyes off Darcy as she moves away several steps.
“Does Jason ever mention a man named Michael Rivers?”
“Who?”
“The Full Moon Killer?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s all gibberish to me.”
If Morgan enters the house, she’ll see the articles on the wall and know Darcy is right.
“Leave him alone,” Morgan pleads before turning and walking away into the shadows of dusk. “He’s innocent and never hurt those women. Give him a break. His mother won’t last much longer. Besides me, she’s all he has left.”
“Your boyfriend isn’t who he says he is. I’m trying to help you. Stay away from him. He’s dangerous.”
Darkness cloaks Morgan’s face as she stands in front of her car.
“It’s you who should be afraid. If I ever catch you snooping around Jason’s house again, I’ll kill you.”
The long talons of shadows lengthen as Darcy drives away from the encounter with Morgan. As the sky darkens and the streets become deserted, an ominous feeling washes over Darcy. She glances in her rearview mirror and spots a vehicle that has been trailing her since she left Jason’s house.
She speeds up, hoping to lose the car in the unfamiliar surroundings. But it stays with her every move like a shadow, gaining when she accelerates and slowing when she does. Just before she reaches the heart of Emporia, the car veers off and disappears into traffic.
Darcy takes a few turns down side streets to shake off the pursuit. The vehicle is gone now. As she pulls into the parking lot fronting the Emporia Inn, a figure standing before the office door darts around the corner. She spots the silhouette of a man wearing a hoodie.
She dials Parham’s number and waits as the phone rings and rings.
“Darcy? Is something wrong?”
“Someone is following me. I think it might be Jason McCaffrey.”
“Where are you?”
“The Emporia Inn.”
“Get inside your room, lock the door, and wait until I arrive.”
Her heart pounds through her throat as she awaits the FBI agent’s arrival. Peeking through the window, she searches for the stranger and sees an empty parking lot.
But he’s out there. She can feel his presence.
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J udy pulls into the driveway, her headlights casting pale yellow beams onto the walkway in front of the house. The porch light is off, and in the deepening darkness, nothing stirs. She bristles whenever she remembers the phone call. The prankster has to be Osmond or Stan. They’re having fun at her expense, torturing her until she gives up and quits the firm. But she doesn’t know the meaning of surrender.
Her anger soon dissipates as she steps out of the car and looks up at her home. In the twilight, the shabby exterior is sinister and foreboding. She can almost feel something breathing within its walls.
Specks of soil dot the walkway. She did her best to clean the smashed pot, but she finds broken chunks of clay in the lawn. She’ll need to remove these before she mows.
Judy climbs the stairs to the front door and scrapes her key against the lock before peeking inside. As expected, darkness awaits on the other side.
Though it's been a while since she last went inside after sunset, Judy still remembers how to navigate through the unfamiliar shadows: feel for wall switches with one hand while keeping her other hand by her side, ready to defend herself if need be.
She makes it to the living room and lets out a deep breath when she flips on the lights. Then something catches Judy’s eye: an article taped to a far wall—one she hadn't noticed earlier in her haste to leave—about Jason McCaffrey’s alleged involvement in a rape and murder investigation. She’d heard about the case on the news. But why is the article taped to the wall?
Judy stares at it for a long time before finally tearing it down. Her hands are shaking as she reads the story. Crumpling it up, she hurls it into the wastebasket. She knows what this is about. The childish pranksters at the office want to scare her, so they slipped inside and fixed the story to the wall. They want her to worry over McCaffrey being free and targeting her next.
Judy's phone buzzes in her pocket. She stops and fumbles for it. It's Mr. Fernwick calling, the last thing she expects.
“Hello, Judy,” he greets her, his voice curt and brisk on the other end of the line. “I'm calling to let you know it would be best if you stayed home tomorrow.”
Judy presses her hand against her forehead. His words feel like a punch to the gut, and she can't help but blurt out: “Are you firing me?”
There is silence on the other end of the line before Fernwick responds. “No, I’m not firing you,” he assures her. “But Mr. Barnes and I don't want troublemakers, and it seems drama follows you.”
Judy tries to talk about the harassing phone calls and how they could be related to someone from work, but he quickly shuts her down with a dismissive hum before saying goodbye and hanging up.
She stares at the phone in shock before slipping it into her pocket and trudging to the kitchen. She rarely drinks, but tonight seems like the perfect time to start. From the counter, she uncorks a bottle of red wine and pours herself a glass.
Let Fernwick believe what he wishes to. Osmond and Stan are the two members of the firm causing trouble. One of these days, they’ll go too far and harass someone, then the office will fall under public scrutiny and legal recourse. They’re both ticking time bombs. Why the bosses don’t see this, she’ll never understand.
Staring at the phone again, Judy contemplates whether to call Constance. She needs to repair the bonds she broke. Is it too soon? After the warning from Fernwick, she wants Constance to understand that they can’t depend on management to treat them fairly.
She dials the number and feels surprised when Constance answers.
“I’m so sorry about what happened at work.”
“You knew Osmond was the guy I met, and you never told me?”
“I tried, but I didn’t want to embarrass you.”
Constance sniffs. “So instead you blurted it out in front of everyone.”
“All I told the caller was to stay away from you. I never said you’d slept together.”
“Judy, everyone connected the dots. How can I return to the office now that they all know what happened?”
Judy closes her eyes and takes another gulp of wine. “The only person who should be ashamed is Osmond. He knew what he was doing. The scumbag waited until you were too drunk to recognize him before he made his move. Who does something like that?”
“Don’t worry, Judy. Osmond will get his. But I think it’s time I found a different job.”
“Constance, you can’t let them drive you away.” Judy is so angry she wants to scream. Instead, she waits for the eruption to pass and maintains her calm. “Fernwick called me just now. He told me to stay home tomorrow.”
“What? He’s blaming you for the ordeal?”
“Just like he did in the email. If he admits his executive team members are in the wrong, then he paints himself in an unflattering light. He needs to deflect and make it seem like I’m crying wolf and seeing harassment where none exists. And get this: I came home and found an article about a rapist taped to my living room wall.”
“Someone broke into your house?”
“The same idiots who smashed my favorite plant last night. Osmond and Stan.”
“Can you prove it?”
Judy curses at herself for not installing the security camera. “Not yet, but I will.”
A giggle escapes Constance’s throat. “You know what? We both should quit. Do it at the same time and make them scramble to find replacements.”
“As much as I’d love to stick it to Fernwick and Barnes, me quitting won’t hurt them. With the economy in rough shape, there are a million people who’d kill for my position.”
“I guess my resignation wouldn’t cause a stir. It’s not like receptionists aren’t a dime a dozen.”
“You’re great at your job, Constance. They’ll be sorry if they lose you.”
“We can’t let Osmond and Stan get away with this.”
A smile creeps up Judy’s face. “Now you’re talking. They deserve all they have coming to them.”
“I can’t get over Osmond taking advantage of me like that. Too bad he’s not married like Stan. I’d love to show up on his doorstep and tell his wife that her husband raped me.”
“That’s it, Constance,” Judy says, her eyes snapping open. “Get Osmond to admit he took you to bed when you were unconscious, and you can press charges. Forget harassment. Charge him with rape.”
“I don’t know, Judy. That seems awfully risky. You know Fernwick and Barnes will roll out the big guns to defend Osmond.” A doorbell rings in the background. “Hold on. Someone is at the door.”
A jolt of unexplainable terror lances through Judy’s chest. “Constance, don’t answer.”
“Don’t be silly. It’s probably just my neighbor.”
Before Judy can stop Constance, her friend sets the phone aside and walks to the door. She hears the lock snap and the door open, then nothing.
“Constance! Constance!”
Quiet seeps back to the phone. It’s as if her friend fell off the side of the earth.
Footsteps approach, and Judy braces herself for the prank caller to speak.
“Like I said, it was my neighbor. You worry too much, Judy. Those phone calls really have you unsettled.”
“I wish you’d be more careful.”
“Hey, I’m being a good girl and obeying your edict to cut down on the partying. What more do you want?”
The black ocean of night pours against the windows. Is Jason McCaffrey out there?
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T he light outside the motel room door flickers and buzzes every time a moth flies to its death. The illumination casts an eerie yellow glow over the concrete, and Darcy can’t shake the feeling that something is watching her.
A vehicle stops in front of her room. It’s Parham.
“You have your weapon?” he asks as a way of greeting.
She displays the Glock. He nods in approval and says, “Stay here while I check around.”
“Alone? I should come with you.”
“Stay here, Darcy. It’s you he’s after, and he won’t expect me.”
Something is off; she can feel it in her bones. But if Jason McCaffrey is out there, waiting for her, why hasn’t he made his move?
Parham passes the office, glances inside, and rounds the building. The woman at the desk never looks up from her book or notices the agent sneaking around the motel. He’s gone for five minutes. Darcy checks the time. What’s taking him so long?
She leaps back when his face appears in the window. He gestures at the door, signaling her to let him in.
“There’s no one out there,” he says with a groan. “If it was McCaffrey, he came and left.”
Once inside, Parham scans each room while Darcy stands motionless. Nothing stirs except for Parham's shadow drifting across the floor. When he returns, he holsters his gun.
“You’re safe,” says Parham.
Wouldn’t it have made more sense for him to search the motel room before he left her alone? If McCaffrey was in the room, she would have found him already. She keeps this thought to herself, grateful that he came right away to help.
“I don’t feel right leaving you alone tonight,” he says. “If you want me to stay, just say the word. I’m happy to sleep on the floor, or if you prefer, I’ll tell the lady at the desk that I want the room next to yours. There is an adjoining door. If McCaffrey is looking for you, maybe I can scare him away.”
Guilt worms through her body. She won’t share a room with a man, especially considering Julian doesn’t realize she’s been lying to him.
“No, I think the danger has passed. I have my gun if he returns.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m positive.”
“I’m only a phone call away if you change your mind. Those news clippings prove my theory is sound. McCaffrey murdered those women and is following in the Full Moon Killer’s footsteps.”
A shiver rolls through Darcy. She was wrong to doubt the FBI agent, and the police need to focus their attention before he kills again. Yet something gnaws at her. She’s missing a puzzle piece and can’t decide why the airtight case has holes.
She waits until Parham drives off, then studies the parking lot and searches for strangers. That sixth sense about the case being more complicated than it seems makes her want to question everything. Whose phone did Parham find? She’s terrified that every victim fits a similar profile. Long black hair, similar ages, athletic physiques. The women look like her.
Remembering the information the FBI agent forwarded to her, she enters Constance’s address into her phone and slips behind the wheel of her rental car. It’s full dark now. Even with the windows up, she can hear the surf pounding the shore, inviting her, luring her to certain death.
Ten minutes later, she arrives at Constance’s house and rings the doorbell. It’s getting late, and Darcy fears the woman might be asleep already, but the lights shine downstairs. After a pause, the door cracks open, and a woman who looks too much like Darcy ten years ago peeks through the opening.
“Yes?”
“Are you Constance?”
“Who’s asking?”
Darcy removes her identification and holds it so Constance can see.
“I’m Darcy Haines; I’m a consultant with the FBI.”
The woman swallows. “What do you want from me?”
“I understand you’ve been receiving multiple calls from a prepaid phone. Is someone harassing you?”
“Harassing me? I’ve gotten a few prank phone calls, but I wouldn’t call it harassment. Just someone with too much time on his hands.”
Darcy shifts closer to the entrance. “You’re aware of the murders in Emporia?”
The woman’s face pales. “You don’t think the phone calls have anything to do with those murders, do you?”
“Any idea who is calling you?” Constance shakes her head. Darcy presses on. “Perhaps something is going on in your personal life or at work?”
Constance shuffles her feet in indecision before responding. “I’m having a problem with a coworker and his friend.”
“Tell me more.”
“It’s embarrassing.”
“I understand, but it’s important that you be truthful. Is it possible the person you are having problems with at work is the same man calling your phone?”
“The thought crossed my mind.” Constance takes a deep breath and gathers her thoughts. The truth comes rushing out. “I was at a club last week and got a little drunk. Well, a lot drunk. Someone took me home, and I don’t even remember his face.”
Darcy arches an eyebrow. “This was the coworker? That sounds predatory.”
“His name is Osmond. The crazy part is he’s not even that great-looking. It’s my fault for getting drunk and letting him take advantage of me.”
“You mentioned a second man. Osmond’s friend?”
“I don’t worry so much about Stan. Osmond and Stan are two peas in a pod, but Osmond is the aggressive one. Stan wouldn’t cheat on his spouse.”
“Does the name Jason McCaffrey mean anything to you?”
The question almost knocks Constance off her feet. “Why are you bringing up Jason?”
“Emporia PD suspects he raped and murdered a woman. He walked on a technicality, and there are a lot of women dead in town. If you know something about Jason McCaffrey, you need to tell me.”
“I’m aware of why the police accused him, and it scares the hell out of me that we crossed paths. It wasn’t much. I was at a restaurant with friends, and he tried to pick me up. I blew him off, and that was the last I ever heard about him until the stories hit the newspaper. Is Jason the man calling me?”
“We found a prepaid phone stashed between two dumpsters along the cove. That phone had called your number several times in the last week.”
Constance places a hand over her chest.
“Do you think it’s possible he’s stalking me?”
Darcy considers the possibility before answering. A serial killer focused on one physical type can easily move through a town undetected. “He could be. It’s safe to say this is not a coincidence. The police need to be involved.”
“I’m scared.”
“It’s understandable,” Darcy says. “I recommend you contact the Emporia Police. In the meantime, I suggest you stay with friends or family until we figure out what’s going on.”
Constance nods. Fear grips her body, and her hands tremble. “Thank you for warning me.”
“All I want is for you to protect yourself,” Darcy says.
Darcy presses her for information. Though Constance doesn’t want to, she relinquishes the truth about the workplace, Osmond, and Stan. Now Darcy has three names to investigate.
Before she leaves, Darcy exchanges numbers with Constance and urges her to call should the harassment begin again.
She returns to her rental car and places a call to the station to arrange a protection detail, but the officer in charge tells her they don’t have the bodies. All the while her mind works overtime, spinning theories, considering evidence, and revisiting the news clippings.
She may have taken a chance coming to Constance’s home, but it could be the key that unlocks the case. All the puzzle pieces fit together like a jigsaw, the answer forming before her eyes.
It can’t be a coincidence that Jason McCaffrey propositioned Constance. Is he the same sicko behind the string of murders in Emporia? She can’t ignore Constance has the same hair color and physical traits of the victims. And what of Osmond and Stan?
She hopes her warning doesn’t go unheeded. Constance’s life is on the line.





20

I t’s six in the morning when the phone rustles Darcy out of sleep. She rolls over and checks the number. It’s Chief Davila.
“Agent Haines, I need you to come to the office immediately.”
Gone is the welcoming tone the chief had displayed when Darcy first introduced herself.
“Is something wrong?”
“I’ll discuss the matter when you arrive, but you have to come at once.”
Darcy jumps in and out of the shower and grabs a health food bar on the way out the door. As she drives to the police station, dread that she’s in trouble makes her belly ache. Too many lies. It was inevitable they would catch up to her. Does Davila know she entered Jason McAffrey’s house without a warrant?
She feels nauseous when she stops her car in the parking lot. Davila is waiting for her in his office. He’s standing, not sitting, with his arms folded over his chest.
“Close the door,” he says without greeting her. She does as he requests. “I just received an alarming phone call. Do you want to tell me why you attacked Morgan Peekskill?”
Morgan. McCaffrey’s girlfriend.
“Attacked her? I never laid a hand on the woman. She jumped me outside of Jason McAffrey’s house. I didn’t even defend myself.”
“That’s not the story she told us. Peekskill says you waited beside the house and attacked her while she climbed the steps.”
Darcy can’t make sense of this. She did nothing of the sort.
“Does that sound like the truth to you? Why would I hurt a woman I don’t even know?”
“So you’re saying you never laid a hand on her?”
“Yes. She grabbed me by the hair and threw me against the car. If I wanted to fight back, I could have. I swear I never touched that woman.” Darcy yanks on the collar of her shirt, revealing a black and blue mark. “That’s what she did to me. Unless she’s covered with cuts and bruises, the evidence suggests she was the aggressor.”
Chief Davila chews on the information before nodding.
“The accusation made little sense to me too, but I have to ask. We’ll follow up, but I’m certain Peekskill will change her story once she realizes we know she’s lying. What were you doing at McCaffrey’s house?”
“Are you certain he didn’t kill those women?”
“You tell me, Agent Haines. Does it fit the profile? I don’t think McCaffrey is intelligent enough to get away with this many murders, and he didn’t paint the Full Moon Killer sign after murdering the first victim.”
The idea bothers Darcy too. Parham might be right about McCaffrey changing his methods once he got a taste for killing, but there are a few inconsistencies that she can’t accept.
“We may have another suspect. I found a discarded burner phone near the cove. I wouldn’t have thought much of it, except the Full Moon Killer often called his victims from prepaid phones before attacking. When I opened the history, I found several calls to the same number. Whoever owned that phone was calling a woman named Constance Monet. She works at Fernwick and Barnes and claims she has received harassing phone calls for the last week. In addition, I believe two firm members are harassing her.”
Darcy gives Davila the information about Osmond and Stan. He’s interested.
“Let me clear up this matter with Morgan Peekskill first. Can you meet me at Fernwick and Barnes around eleven?”
Darcy says she can. She considers contacting Parham to tell the agent they’re following up on two of Constance’s workmates. But he’s dead set on believing McCaffrey is the Full Moon Killer’s copycat. She’s already skating on thin ice with Chief Davila after Morgan’s lies. No sense in burning a bridge with the FBI.
She spends the morning running background checks on McCaffrey, Osmond, and Stan. Nothing sticks out. That doesn’t mean one of them isn’t responsible for the murders, but she’s frustrated at not having found a smoking gun. Time flies too quickly, and soon she’s seated in her rental car outside Fernwick and Barnes and waiting for the chief to arrive.
The building that houses the firm seems to stretch to the clouds, looming over Emporia like an ungracious giant. Given all the boarded-up businesses she’s passed, it’s shocking to see a company thriving so close to the poisonous waters of the cove.
Davila’s squad car pulls beside her. He steps out and motions for her to follow.
“As you expected, Morgan Peekskill changed her story. She’s no longer claiming you attacked her now that she realizes the evidence points to her assaulting you. She’s not the most intelligent woman in Emporia.”
“But she’s the most violent.”
“Wouldn’t you be if you dated Jason McCaffrey?” Davila lifts his chin at the office doors. “We’re meeting with Fernwick and Barnes themselves. Your friend Constance will join us.”
“What about Osmond and Stan?”
“Not yet. This is a fact-finding mission, and we will treat it as such. The attorneys at Fernwick and Barnes are more capable of ferreting out information than my entire department. But fair warning: They are incredibly image-conscious here. We’ll need to be careful about what we say.”
The meeting takes place in a conference room with closed blinds preventing others from peeking inside. The two firm members sit side by side and are flanked by a half dozen well-dressed attorneys. Constance sits away from the others and squirms in her chair.
It doesn’t take long before the accusers become the accused. Neither Fernwick nor Barnes accepts the possibility that harassment is occurring in their firm.
“If you release this information to the public or the media,” says Fernwick, “we’ll sue your department and the federal government.”
“I would think you would want to stop the harassment before it gets out of hand,” Davila says. “We’re trying to save you greater embarrassment in the future.”
The men aren’t impressed. Even after Constance tells her story, they’re unwilling to budge.
“We’ll speak to Osmond and ensure he understands the embarrassment he could cause the firm,” says Barnes.
“What about an internal investigation?” asks Darcy. “If Osmond is harassing—”
“Stop right there. Don’t mention harassment unless you have proof.”
Darcy suppresses a sigh. These lawyers are more concerned about protecting their image than addressing the issue at hand. As her frustration rises at the firm’s dismissive attitude, she opens her mouth to argue. Chief Davila puts a hand on her arm and stands.
“Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch if we uncover further information.”
Darcy and the chief leave with little accomplished. There’s a vague promise that the management team will speak to Osmond and punish him in the way they deem fit. But that’s all.
Darcy’s heart goes out to Constance, who slinks back to her desk, lowering her head like a child living in an abusive household. She fears the real repercussions will affect Constance, not Osmond and Stan.
“Talk about arrogance. They don’t care about their employee’s safety. They’re more concerned with saving face.”
Chief Davila sighs. “I agree it’s frustrating, but we have to play by the rules. If we don’t have enough evidence to warrant an investigation or arrest, there’s nothing we can do.”
“I know, I know. It just feels like we’re hitting dead ends all over the place.”
“Well, we still have the burner phone. That’s something.”
After parting with Davila, Darcy’s phone rings. It’s Parham.
“Did you find anything at Fernwick and Barnes?” he asks.
“Not yet,” Darcy tells him. “But I need to talk to another suspect.”
“What suspect?”
“One of Constance Monet’s coworkers. He’s been harassing her.”
“Interesting,” Parham says slowly. “But don’t get sidetracked. Remember, McCaffrey is our primary suspect.”
Darcy bites back a retort. She’s tiring of Parham’s tunnel vision.
Are the two firm members nothing more than misogynistic pranksters? Or are they bloodthirsty murderers?
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T he afternoon is growing old by the time Darcy pulls up in front of Constance’s house. A light is on in the front room, casting a warm glow. She steps out of her car and considers how to approach the receptionist, preparing herself for the conversation to come.
As she nears the door, she notices something different about Constance. Instead of feeling tense and anxious like before, she seems relaxed and at ease. The woman is smiling as Darcy enters, her guard more lowered than at work.
“Constance? Are you okay?” Darcy asks.
“Yes, I am. I feel much better now that I know someone cares about what happened to me,” Constance replies with relief evident in her voice. “Thank you for returning. It’s impossible to speak freely at the firm.”
Darcy sits next to her on the couch and asks about Osmond and Stan. Constance answers, filling in details that could be important for later in the investigation. It’s obvious the men are chauvinistic and overbearing, but that doesn’t make them killers. She also expresses gratitude towards Darcy for believing in her and helping to bring justice to those who wronged her.
From their conversation, it becomes increasingly clear that Constance sees the two firm members as nothing more than misogynistic pranksters. In her view, neither could be a murderer.
Darcy and Constance sit in silence for a few moments, the tension palpable between them. Darcy knows that, no matter what she says or does now, this conversation could be crucial to her investigation.
“Constance, I know this is hard for you to talk about, but did anything happen with Osmond that you weren’t comfortable with?”
Constance takes a deep breath before speaking. “We slept together. I didn’t know it was him because I’d been drinking. Ever since then, he walks past my desk and smiles at me like he’s in on a secret joke. Then the phone calls started. It’s him. I’m sure of it.”
Darcy nods sympathetically as Constance continues telling her story—the harassment and inappropriate behavior Osmond has inflicted on her. By the end of it all, Darcy can sense how uncomfortable the receptionist feels in her own skin. No woman should be forced to live that way.
She places a comforting hand on Constance's arm.
“What Osmond is doing is illegal. Stand up for yourself. Seek aid outside the firm if necessary. Don’t let him ruin your career.”
“As bad as it has been, Judy is getting it worse.”
“Who is Judy?” Darcy asks. “What’s she going through?”
Constance shakes her head. “Judy is a newer employee; she joined the firm this year. She's young and naïve and has been getting worse treatment. She tried to defend me, and Osmond threatened to get her fired. They’re calling her too. They seem to think we’re playthings or something.”
She pauses, looking almost embarrassed, as if ashamed to admit what was going on right under her nose and that she hadn't even known Osmond had taken advantage of her.
Darcy takes in Constance’s words, her heart sinking. She had suspected, but hearing it out loud only confirms that the two firm members have been treating their workers with disrespect.
“I'm afraid he’s taking advantage of her,” Constance continues. “I should have done something sooner, but I couldn't bring myself to say anything. Fernwick and Barnes won’t hesitate to fire me.”
Darcy reassures Constance, telling her it wasn't her fault. Then she turns her attention back to Osmond and Stan.
“Did either of them have a relationship with Judy?”
Constance shakes her head again. “No, she would never give them the time of day. There were always rumors about Osmond and Stan hitting on the new girls, but nothing concrete ever comes out. But one thing is for sure, they are controlling toward female employees.”
Darcy records Judy’s address and phone number. She reassures Constance and encourages her to call if Osmond and Stan give her any trouble. The woman agrees, though she seems doubtful it will make a difference.
Once Darcy leaves, she focuses on Osmond. A text confirms Parham is across town and looking into Morgan Peekskill. The agent has tunnel vision when it comes to Jason McCaffrey and his turbulent girlfriend. It’s important to keep an open mind and explore all possibilities, and she fears Parham will miss obvious clues.
The GPS directs her to Osmond’s address, where she parks her car beneath a tree three houses down from the suspect. The clock ticks in double time as Darcy waits in her car. She leans over the steering wheel, hoping to glimpse the man. Darkness descends, and the streetlights flicker on, giving her a better view of the front porch. There’s no movement inside.
At nine o’clock, Osmond emerges from the house. He strides to the driveway and hops into his car. Darcy trails him from a block away as he coasts through town.
It feels like an eternity has passed by before they arrive at their destination: a club on the west side of Emporia. The black ocean churns in the background.
After a half hour, she follows Osmond inside the club. The air is thick with the scent of sweat as the bass thumps through her body. A few couples are scattered around, dancing in the dimly lit room. She scans her surroundings, spotting Osmond at a corner table nursing a drink. He’s watching the dancers and paying close attention to the women.
She waits as he finishes his drink and starts on another before approaching. He looks up at her with surprise as she pulls out a chair and sits down across from him.
“What the hell are you doing here? Did you follow me?”
“I need to know why you took Constance home and slept with her,” Darcy says. “And don’t bother denying it. Everyone at the firm knows what you did.”
Osmond downs half his beer before responding. “I didn’t take advantage of her. She’s always flirting at the office, so I figured she was interested. How did I know she was too drunk to recognize me? I thought she wanted it.” He looks away, and Darcy notices his hands are shaking as he speaks, a telltale sign that he’s lying.
She stares into his eyes, trying to gauge his sincerity. He has no concept of right or wrong.
“What about Liane Martel? Did you target her at a club too? I see the way you stare at women.”
“Who the hell is Liane Martel?”
Darcy's gaze hardens as she stares down at Osmond. “Stay away from Constance and Judy. Both of them.”
Osmond scoffs, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. “What do you care? You’re just a pretend cop. And for the record, I’d never go near Judy. She probably likes women more than guys.”
“I won’t let you ruin their lives just because you have some sort of twisted idea of what's right or wrong. You’re one of those guys who thinks women were put on the earth to serve you, right?”
Osmond shakes his head and looks away. “Whatever. I never even looked at that stuck-up bitch, anyway,” he spits, referring to Judy.
“You’re on my radar, Osmond. If you think you’re powerful enough to destroy Constance’s and Judy’s careers, wait until you see what I can do to you. Get used to having a shadow. I’ll be right behind you.”
Osmond glares at her for a moment before standing and knocking over his chair. The dancing stops, and two men approach the table, as if to defend her from Osmond. He storms out of the club.
Tension hangs in the air after he's gone, and she runs a hand through her hair as she gathers her thoughts.
Darcy steps into the humid night air. Her gaze moves across the parking lot as she takes in the music from the club and the crashing surf. She tucks her hands inside her pockets as she walks, her mind still churning with thoughts about Osmond.
The hair stands on the back of her neck. She whirls around. Her eyes scan the street. All she sees is darkness. She’s sure someone is watching her.
She takes a few more steps, then stops again when a rustling noise comes from the bushes. A figure darts out and dashes away down an adjacent street. She starts after the man, but he’s fast. As she follows, he bursts through a hedge and vanishes between two houses.
Darcy pulls up and catches her breath, sensing a trap. The man wants her to follow. Somewhere in the night, a cat mewls and a garbage can rolls across the pavement.
Feeling the night closing in on her, Darcy retreats to the car.
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T he car glides through the night, its headlights cutting through the darkness like a blade dripping with blood. His heart races in anticipation as he shadows her car, maintaining a safe distance. The driver is too focused to notice, and he is happy to take advantage of her distraction.
His vehicle skims the edges of the roads, the tires barely touching the pavement. He’s mindful of each corner, every stoplight and speed limit sign. No reason to draw attention from the police.
The car pulls into a parking lot and stops in front of a rundown motel. With keen interest, he watches Darcy step out and study the parking lot before slipping inside. He waits for several minutes before pulling away.
The psychopath’s brain buzzes with excitement; Darcy’s scent still lingers on his skin. He can feel her presence wherever he goes and taste her fear each time she comes near. She will be his soon enough. Patience. He must exercise patience.
How perfect that Darcy thinks she can protect Judy and Constance. He’ll kill all three, saving the former FBI profiler for last. Let her see how powerless she is. Michael Rivers may be dead in the flesh, but the serial killer will live forever in his mind.
Remembering Judy gives him an idea. He crosses Emporia and stops outside his target’s house. The engine runs while he hides in the shadows. Her car turns into the driveway, and she steps out with two grocery bags tucked in her arms.
Excitement bubbles inside him as he focuses on her movements: each sway of her hips, the way her shoulder-length dark hair swings from side to side.
The porch light turns off when she disappears inside. He takes a deep breath, feeling his heart pound in anticipation. He waits for her to pass by the window, but all remains still.
The man steps out of the car after turning off the engine. His feet crunch quietly on the gravel drive as he edges closer to the house. He can hear faint noises filtering through the walls; Judy is taking a shower upstairs, oblivious to the evil lurking outside.
He smiles to himself, a predator closing in on its prey. His body hums with anticipation as he imagines wrapping his hands around her throat and driving the blade through her chest.
He stops mid-step when a police patrol car rolls by on its nightly rounds. Adrenaline courses through him as he ducks behind a tree, and he holds his breath until it passes.
When all is quiet again, he remains still for several minutes before rising from his hiding spot and merging with the dark night. The thrill of almost being caught has only made him more determined to continue following Judy.
He slides closer to the house, maintaining a safe distance where he can observe without being detected. He stays amid the shadows, studying Judy’s patterns. For weeks he has watched her come home from work each day, noting the routes she takes and when the neighborhood is quietest.
Tonight is especially still. No more vehicles pass as he creeps around the side of the house. He pauses at a window, gazing in at Judy as she moves through her evening routine. She cooks dinner in the kitchen before settling into a chair with a book in her lap. The killer's jaw twitches in anticipation.
He shifts his weight and continues toward the back of the house, where he stops to listen for any signs of movement inside. Silence fills his ears until a car turns onto the street. He turns away just as its headlights illuminate his form.
In his mind, he senses her fear mounting, even though she doesn't know why. Soon enough, she will understand what true terror feels like.
    
JUDY FLIPS through the pages without reading the book. She’s too distracted by today’s events. The police showed up at work and held a closed-door meeting with Constance, Fernwick, Barnes, and a small country of attorneys. It must have been about Osmond and Stan. Did her name come up?
Constance refuses to discuss the meeting, only saying that she is sworn to secrecy. The firm can sue her if she talks about what happened.
Judy finishes the chapter when a thump from behind the house startles her. She sets the book aside and rises from the sofa, her heart racing as she glances out the window and into the backyard.
The darkness outside is still and black, but there is no sign of anyone behind the house. She peers closer, trying to make sense of what she heard. Was it an animal or a branch falling? Or have Osmond and Stan returned to vandalize her property?
A chill runs down her spine. Because the lights shine in the house, she can’t see into the backyard. But anyone could be looking at her. Someone who knows she's home alone.
Steeling her nerves, she flicks off the kitchen light and waits for her eyes to adjust. Blue moonlight paints a mottled picture over the lawn. The news stories hurtle back to her. Those poor women, brutalized and murdered by an unknown assailant. Possibly a neighbor. Someone she passes every day. Osmond?
She scans the yard.
No intruders. No killers.
Judy moves from window to window, checking the locks. Her hands tremble as she slides the bolts shut.
But nothing stirs in the darkness outside. No sound reaches her ears, save for an occasional gust of wind rustling through the trees. She can almost feel a presence hovering just beyond her sight, breathing down her neck with anticipation.
The phone rings in the darkness, a trill jolting Judy from her thoughts. Her stomach clenches as she stares at the caller ID. Unknown number. The same as yesterday.
She contemplates not answering, but she can’t stop herself. Will it be Osmond on the other end this time? Or his friend?
Her fingers hover over the handset, hesitant to pick up and speak to whatever lurks on the other side. Judy forces herself to take action and brings the phone to her ear.
“Hello?” A pause, broken by ragged breathing from the line. No one speaks and there is no sound save for her own pounding heart. Judy presses her lips together, waiting for something—anything—to happen.
A voice breaks through with an eerie whisper: “I know you're alone.”
Judy's pulse quickens. Is it Osmond? She can’t tell. It's a deep, raspy whisper—unnerving and familiar.
The caller speaks again, his tone steady despite the menace in his words. “I want your pretty pie. I want to pluck it. So pretty.”
Fear grips Judy’s throat. She swallows hard. She knows what he wants—but why? An image of Osmond’s sneering face flashes through her mind, followed by Stan’s cruel laughter. Is it them calling from the shadows? Or someone else?
In a tight voice, she asks, “Osmond? I can see your number.”
The man at the other end of the line laughs, an eerie sound full of malice that sends chills down her spine.
“Pluck it. Pretty, pretty Judy. Pretty, pretty pie.”
The call ends abruptly, and she feels nauseous, wondering who this stranger is and why he's targeting her.
As she stares out the window, she can’t help but fear that he’s watching her.
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B ack in the safety of her motel room, Darcy reads a message from Agent Parham. Jason McCaffrey is back in town, ostensibly returning from visiting his mother in San Francisco, but she wonders. She can’t stop thinking about the news clippings. Though recent evidence points to Osmond and Stan as the most likely suspects, McCaffrey’s obsession with the Full Moon Killer can’t be ignored.
She recalls the encounter with Osmond. Perhaps the murders and the harassment at Fernwick and Barnes are separate cases. Yet she senses a link. The same person is responsible, and now she knows McCaffrey made a pass at Constance.
Darcy stares at her phone, willing it to vibrate with a text from Agent Parham. The last message arrived at ten p.m. It’s eleven, and no updates. She writes Parham and doesn’t get a response. Now she’s starting to worry.
It’s midnight and still nothing. Darcy bites her lip, feeling unease settle in the pit of her stomach. She scrolls through the texts again, trying to find a sign of what might have happened. Nothing new emerges from the backlog—just more messages about McCaffrey. Two hours ago, he dragged a black contractor bag outside and left it beside his truck.
The moon tracks across the horizon, and Darcy can feel herself getting more anxious by the minute. What if he got too close? What if he fell into a trap?
With no other choice, she returns to her car and starts the engine. Before she pulls out, she ensures her gun has ammunition.
The headlights cut through the darkness as she navigates the deserted streets of Emporia. The dilapidated homes and buildings give the town a feeling out of time, as if it’s stuck in a past era. Every once in a while, she notices a few people walking around, their silhouettes highlighted in her headlights like ghosts.
The closer she gets to McCaffrey’s house, the more her unease grows. It has been hours since Parham’s last message, and he hasn’t replied to any of her texts since then. That’s not like him. Her heart races at the thought of confronting a dangerous criminal without backup.
She arrives at McCaffrey’s home and pulls up outside his property. The engine ticks before she climbs out of the car and creeps behind the house. She sees the black contractor bag still sitting beside his truck, but no sign of McCaffrey or Parham.
A peek into the downstairs bedroom makes her draw a breath. The news clippings—they’re gone. A bump comes from upstairs. As she cranes her head and looks at the second-floor window, a shadow passes over the glass. Jason McCaffrey. He’s pacing back and forth, talking on the phone, though she can’t make out his words.
Darcy watches as McCaffrey descends the stairs and emerges from the back door with the phone still pressed against his ear. She ducks away and hides behind the garage. In anger, he shoves the phone inside his pocket. He heaves the bag into the back of the truck, guns the engine, and drives off.
What is he up to?
Standing on the sidewalk, she watches as McCaffrey’s truck disappears in the night. If Parham was here, she should see his vehicle along the curb. Unless McCaffrey murdered the FBI agent, chopped him up, placed the body parts in the contractor bag, and hid the car. No, she can’t jump to conclusions.
Before the psycho returns, she hurries up the steps. She walks through the front door, gun drawn. There's no sign of Parham inside. No news clippings about Michael Rivers. McCaffrey hid the evidence. Did he know she had entered his house? What did Morgan tell him?
She checks the bedroom and finds nothing unusual aside from something hastily scribbled on a notepad. Something about Morgan.
Darcy feels a need to contact the girlfriend. Morgan knows more than she’s letting on.
A motor sounds in the distance. Is McCaffrey returning already?
“Agent Parham? Are you in here?”
No reply comes. She races up the stairs and pokes her head into each room. No sign of him. There’s blood in the sink, but it’s possible McCaffrey cut himself shaving. She can’t think the worst.
The engine is getting closer. She’s trapped on the second level with no place to hide. When the truck roars into the driveway, she rushes down the staircase. If she leaves through the back door, he’ll see her.
Instead, she slips out the front. The truck door slams shut. He’s rounding the house and coming her way.
Darcy leaps over the porch rail and lands in the grass. She crouches as his footfalls pause on the steps. He’s looking toward her. She can feel his gaze. Does he sense her presence, or does her labored breathing give her away?
The door opens, and McCaffrey enters the house.
Peeking through the window, she watches as the man pushes the hair off his forehead and closes his eyes in frustration. As he removes the phone from his pocket, she backs away.
Agent Parham isn’t answering his phone.
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I n Darcy’s dream, Jason McCaffrey drags the contractor bag down the porch steps and toward the truck. He leaves a trail of blood behind. As he kneels and hauls the bag into his arms, a hand flaps out from the opening, and Darcy knows Agent Parham’s body is in the bag.
She awakens with a jolt. Heart pounding, she sits up in bed and looks at the window, where milky sunshine seeps down the glass. Dripping like blood.
With a trembling hand, she reaches for her phone. Still nothing from Parham. Is it time for her to phone the FBI and tell them she’s worried about him? Logical conclusions roll through her mind—his phone died, he lost coverage, or the agent finished his surveillance and returned to his hotel without telling her.
Going back to McCaffrey’s house doesn’t hold much appeal, not after he carried the contractor bag to the truck and dumped it somewhere. She places a call to the Emporia PD, but Chief Davila hasn’t arrived for work yet.
Opening her laptop, she types Morgan Peekskill’s name into a form. No matches return in Emporia, California. Another name catches her eye. There are two people with the last name of Peekskill living three blocks from the shore. Her parents?
After cleaning up and eating, Darcy enters the address into her GPS. Darcy travels to the home, a modest residence where an elderly couple stands in the yard, looking at her with curiosity.
She swallows hard, unsure how to start the conversation.
“Good morning. My name is Darcy Haines, and I’m a private investigator.” She displays her ID. “I’m looking into Jason McCaffrey and understand he’s dating a woman named Morgan Peekskill. Is she any relation to you?”
The woman’s face falls, and she lowers her eyes to the ground. Her husband steps forward.
“Morgan is . . . or was our daughter. We haven’t seen or heard from her in years. We don't know where she’s living. Is there something wrong? Did that McCaffrey creep hurt her?”
Darcy takes a deep breath before she responds. “I think Jason may be up to something that put Morgan in danger.” She pauses for a moment before continuing. “Is there a reason you no longer talk to your daughter?”
The couple exchanges glances, and the man reaches out to take his wife's hand. He looks back at Darcy and shakes his head. “She never listened to reason. We tried to help, but it was one problem after another. Drugs during high school. She cleaned herself up, but then she started hanging around with Jason. After that, she cut us off. We only want our daughter to be safe and happy.”
Darcy nods. McCaffrey is a cancer. He rots everything he touches.
“If you hear from your daughter, will you tell her to contact me?” Darcy hands the man a business card. “It’s important.”
“I will, but you’re wasting your time. There’s no chance she’ll reach out to us. It’s been over a decade.”
Darcy returns to the car with more questions than answers. Maybe Davila can fill in the details behind Morgan’s rift with her family.
But there’s still no word from Agent Parham.
    
DARCY CROSSES the parking lot behind the police station. Davila’s vehicle stands in a reserved spot at the front of the lot.
Inside, she finds the chief in his office going over paperwork. When he sees her, he stops what he’s doing.
“You’re here early,” he says. “But it doesn’t look like you’ve slept in days.”
"I need more information on Morgan Peekskill," Darcy replies.
Davila leans back in his chair, studying her carefully before finally speaking. “What do you want to know?”
Darcy takes a moment to collect her thoughts before explaining why she's so interested in Morgan's past. She tells him about the conversations she had with Morgan's parents and their story of how their daughter had turned away from them years ago after getting involved with Jason McCaffrey.
“I thought you were interested in those two executive firm members harassing Constance Monet at Fernwick and Barnes.”
“I am, but I’m not ready to dismiss McCaffrey as a suspect. Last night, I surveilled his house.”
Davila’s shoulders stiffen. “Go on.”
“It might be nothing, but I watched him haul a black contractor bag to his truck. He seemed agitated. Also, he removed the news clippings about Michael Rivers. I think he’s knows we’re onto him.” She wants to tell him about Parham but can’t. Darcy swore she’d keep the FBI agent’s presence in Emporia secret, and she has no proof something bad happened to him. “I want to talk to Morgan Peekskill. She’s close to McCaffrey and knows what he’s up to.”
“Is that wise? The last time you spoke to Morgan, she threw you against your car and almost ripped the hair from your scalp.”
“What’s their history?”
Davila sits forward, intertwining his fingers on the desk.
“McCaffrey and Peekskill started going together years ago. They were hot and heavy for a while, but then she fell off the face of the earth. No address, only a rare sighting now and then. She may have lived with McCaffrey for a few years, but that’s just a guess. According to Morgan’s parents, she stopped talking to them because of him. I think they tried to talk sense into her. Whatever went down between them caused the divide.”
“Do you think she knows about the woman he raped and murdered?”
Davila shrugs. “Hard to say. A lowlife like Morgan Peekskill might not care. Then again, you’d figure she’d be angry with him. In a demented way, she probably views the rape as him cheating on her.”
“Which may explain why she attacked me. She thought I was a cop, but maybe she believed I was romantically involved with her boyfriend.”
With no information to go on, Darcy puts aside her worries about Morgan.
“I spoke to Constance after she returned from work,” she continues.
“Please tell me she didn’t lose her job because of our visit.”
“Not yet, but I learned something crucial. Constance isn’t the only harassment target at Fernwick and Barnes.”
“Who else is involved?”
“A girl named Judy. She’s new to the office and friends with Constance.”
“Same phone calls?”
“Yes.”
“Did Osmond or Stan take advantage of this woman as well?”
“Not according to Constance. I’m worried. With your permission, I want to reach out to Judy and see if she’ll open up about the harassment.”
“You have my permission, but it won’t change anything. Without hard evidence, we can’t go back to the firm. They already want to sue the town.”
As Davila speaks, Darcy’s phone buzzes in her pocket. Hoping it’s Agent Parham, she peeks at the screen. A bizarre message awaits her.
Pretty little pie.
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D arcy waits outside Judy's house. It’s 5:30 p.m., a half hour past closing time at Fernwick and Barnes. The clouds are thick enough for the streetlights to flicker on. As she sits behind the wheel of the rental car, a vehicle speeds around the corner and stops in the driveway. Judy steps out of the car and looks around cautiously before heading inside.
She’s instantly struck by the sight of the woman. Judy looks like she could be Constance’s younger sister. Or Darcy’s.
The junior firm member glimpses Darcy and hurries toward the steps.
“It’s okay. Constance Monet gave me your name.”
Judy relaxes slightly as she recognizes Darcy’s face. “What are you doing here? It's late.”
“I want to talk to you about the harassment at the office.”
“You’re one of the police officers who visited the firm yesterday. I don’t want trouble.”
Darcy takes a step closer, her eyes flickering over the house. “I think I know who is behind these threats you're receiving.”
Judy tenses again, her eyes narrowing as she steps back into the safety of her doorway. "Stan and Osmond? Do you know them?"
“No, but I’m aware of the phone calls. Constance tells me you’re receiving them too.”
Judy's face pales as she runs her fingers through her hair.
“I've been receiving strange phone calls for about a week.”
Darcy’s gaze shifts to the second-floor windows. “You should take self-defense classes. You and Constance both.”
Judy eyes Darcy warily. “I don’t know; isn’t that an overreaction? Osmond threatened to ruin my career, but he’s a child. He wouldn’t attack me.”
“He was happy to sleep with your friend against her will. The classes are a great way to protect yourself and gain confidence.”
Judy softens to the idea but isn’t convinced. “I’ll think it over.”
“I hope you do. Self-defense classes helped me survive a traumatic period in my life. Let’s talk about these phone calls. Tell me about them.”
“I don’t know how to explain the calls. They’re just weird. The caller says nothing but nonsense, but the sexual innuendo is clear.
“We need to report the calls,” Darcy says gently. “Are they arriving on your cell?”
“And on my office phone.”
“He calls you there too?” If the two firm members are behind the pranks, they’re taking a tremendous risk by placing the calls from inside the office. “What does he say?”
“I really don’t want to go into it. He’s looking for sex, but it’s so juvenile. I don’t know if he’s trying to scare me or just being an idiot. It’s like he watches too many horror movies.”
“I’ll need your cell number.”
“Can you trace the calls?” Judy asks.
“I can try.”
She’d already given the phone Parham found to Chief Davila. Now she wants to see that phone again. Did the creep call Judy from the same burner?
“Judy,” Darcy says, “have you ever met Jason McCaffrey?”
Judy’s mouth falls open. “The guy the police arrested?”
“That’s right.”
“No, I’ve never met him, thank goodness. He hit on Constance once. Did she tell you?”
“Yes.”
“Something weird occurred regarding McCaffrey.”
Darcy narrows her eyes. “Tell me everything.”
“A few nights ago, I awoke in the middle of the night and found a potted plant smashed on the porch. I’m sure it was Osmond or Stan getting revenge on me because I talked to Mr. Fernwick about harassment in the office.”
“What does this have to do with McCaffrey?”
“When I came home from work, I found newspaper clippings about McCaffrey taped to my wall.”
Darcy feels lightheaded. This is too close to the Michael Rivers clippings fixed to McCaffrey’s wall. What is going on?
“Someone broke into your house?”
“Obviously.”
“Did you report the incident to the police?” Darcy asks.
“No. Like I said, I know who did it. I’ll catch them in the act. This weekend, I’m installing security cameras.”
“Don’t wait until the weekend. I’d like you to purchase cameras now, and if you’re willing, I want a police officer to check your house and dust for prints.”
Judy cups her elbows. “I guess that’s all right.”
Darcy finishes questioning Judy. It’s like staring into a mirror. Not only does the woman look like a younger version of Darcy, she’s experiencing strange phone calls and break-ins. History is repeating itself. Someone is recreating the Darkwater Cove murders.
She races back to the office and tells Davila about Judy. With his help, she retrieves the discarded cell phone from evidence.
Darcy waits anxiously as the lab tech checks the burner phone for Judy’s number. She stares out the window, remembering when the first body was found along Darkwater Cove, how scared and alone she felt.
The technician breaks the uncomfortable silence in the room.
“Well, I’ve got good news: We have a match on Judy’s cell phone number.”
The evidence is clear. The same man is tracking Constance and Judy.
“I need you to find who this phone belonged to.”
“Unless he purchased the burner with a credit card, there’s no way, but I’ll try. It’s possible he placed other calls that will allow me to identify him.”
The technician gets to work while Darcy returns to an open desk to fill out an official report for Chief Davila. As she writes, anxiety pools in her gut; every minute that ticks by means the unsub is one step closer to killing again. Constance and Judy are the next targets. Then Darcy? She can’t ignore the similarities between the victims and the face in the mirror.
Once the report is finished, Darcy heads to Davila's office with an update on their progress. After she gives him the details, Davila thanks her. He can’t place 24-hour detail on Judy’s house, but he promises to have an officer drive by twice per night.
An hour later, a knock on the door brings her head up. The lab tech hands her a sheet of paper.
“I couldn’t find anything to identify the caller with, but here are the times he phoned Constance and Judy.”
She didn’t expect the unsub would be careless enough to lead the police to his doorstep.
“Thank you.”
She examines the times the calls were made. They come at regular intervals—every other day and all at night. He’s stalking his victims. Still, he made one mistake by throwing the phone away and missing the open dumpster.
Or maybe it wasn’t a mistake. She wonders if he wanted her to find the phone. He wants her to relive the nightmare before he goes after her.
Darcy strides through the bullpen, determined to find answers about who is behind the calls before it’s too late. Where is Agent Parham? She’s beginning to think the worst.
With her concern growing, she steps into the hallway where the officers can’t hear and places a call to the FBI. The man who answers doesn’t remember Darcy’s name. No surprise. The BAU experiences rapid turnover, and she has few friends remaining in the agency. He’s not an agent and can’t help her. She needs to speak to the new deputy director, a man named Magnus Carter, but she gets the runaround instead.
Darcy mentions the names of her contacts inside the BAU, but nobody is there to help her. She’s running out of options.
“I’m calling about Agent Parham. He’s investigating the Emporia murders in California. I’ve been helping him as a consultant, but he fell off the map and isn’t answering my calls.”
The man on the phone takes her information and promises someone will get back to her. An hour later, she still hasn’t heard from the FBI.
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C onstance paces across the living room, one step from bouncing off the walls. She can’t stop thinking about Osmond and Stan. If God exists, she’ll cross paths with them tonight and show them what a mistake they made by taking advantage of her.
On the couch, she sets her elbows on her knees and buries her face in her hands. She needs a drink. And music. This self-imposed prison sentence is ridiculous. Every moment she wastes worrying about her workmates, they win. And she can’t let them get the best of her.
Knowing that Judy will be furious if she finds out, Constance changes clothes and washes her face before applying makeup. She hums an old Ministry tune about revenge. Ten minutes later, she fires up the engine on her car and races to the club where Osmond picked her up. This is his favorite hangout. She knows the odds are long that she’ll run into him again, but she hopes she does.
Constance steps into the club. The atmosphere is dark, with a thumping bass line reverberating through the walls. She tightens the dark scarf around her neck, surveying the crowd.
Most of the patrons are in their twenties—couples dancing close, singles sitting at tables, groups of friends standing around laughing. A knot curls in her stomach as she sits near the bar.
Constance looks beautiful tonight, her black dress cut low enough to show off her curves and pale skin, her long black hair cascading down over one shoulder like obsidian liquid. She notices some guys eyeing her from across the room and instinctively tenses up. They’re just checking her out, and she’s dressed as if she wants them to, but the night with Osmond—no, let’s call it what it was. It was rape—colors her emotions in dark shades.
The bartender is a woman she recognizes. Heavy metal tattoos adorn her arms, and her orange hair drapes loose past her shoulders.
“What will you have?”
Constance orders a drink from the bar, her nerves wound tight. She takes a sip and scans the room for Osmond and Stan but spots neither.
The club is full, each single in their own world, but she can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching. Goosebumps cover her arms, and she rubs them with her hands to calm herself down. She’s determined not to let one incident ruin her life.
The bartender is talking to someone else now, leaving Constance alone with her thoughts. The music thumps away in the background as she idly swirls the alcohol in her glass. A sudden chill washes over her, and Constance looks up into the shadows of the far corner where a figure lurks in darkness, standing near the hallway to the restrooms.
Is it Osmond? She squints her eyes but can’t make out any facial features. Constance ducks her head, her heart racing. She turns back to the counter, wishing the bartender would return and give her someone to talk to. When she looks up again, the figure is gone.
She downs the rest of her drink, her hands shaking. Is she letting her nerves get the best of her? There’s no reason to believe the stranger in the back of the club was staring at her. Countless gorgeous women crowd the bar.
Then she sees him. Osmond.
He’s sitting alone at a table near the dance floor and staring at her.
She shifts her eyes away, unable to meet his gaze. He knows. He knows what happened, and he’s here to remind her of it, to make her feel the same humiliation as on that night. The knot in her stomach tightens as she looks down, wishing he would just go away.
Constance curses herself for losing her cool. All night, she’d wished for this moment. Now she wants nothing to do with Osmond and hopes he’ll leave her be.
She scans the room for Stan, but there’s no sign of him. Reminding herself that Osmond won’t do anything in public, not with so many people around, she raises the shaking glass to her lips and drinks. But the seed of fear has been planted in her mind, making it hard to concentrate on anything but the creep.
Constance drains her glass and orders another one, suddenly feeling like she needs something stronger if she is going to face this situation. As she taps the empty glass against the bar, she notices him rising from the chair. He crosses the club like a phantom floating on air. With a thunk, he sets his drink beside hers and pulls up a stool.
“So amazing to run into you again,” he says, running his eyes down her chest.
She won’t let him intimidate her. Clearing her throat, she meets his gaze.
“I think it would be best if you left, Osmond.”
Osmond laughs. “I don't think so,” he says with a smirk. “You’ve been a bad girl, and bad girls deserve punishment.”
“I don't know what you're talking about.”
Osmond's smile turns sly as he leans closer to her, brushing against Constance's arm with an electric shock that sends chills down her spine. “Let's just say I have an offer for you,” he continues in a low voice. “I'll leave if you let me drive you home, and I’ll forget about how you and your bitch friend reported me to Fernwick. What do you say? Let’s do what we do best.”
“You’re sick.”
She shakes her head in disbelief at the sheer audacity of his request. Does he really think she’ll sleep with him again? She slams the empty glass with a trembling hand and tosses money on the counter. He grabs the cash and hands it to her.
“No, let me. I’ll take care of your drinks.”
“Asshole.”
He raises his hands in mock indignation. “Is that how you treat a man who offers to pay? Women’s lib has been around for decades, but you’re taking this too far.”
Constance pokes a finger against his chest.
“Stay away from me, Osmond. We’re not at the office, and you don’t run the show here. I’m not messing around anymore.”
The smirk becomes a devilish sneer, and he removes her finger.
“You’re walking on dangerous ground, Constance.”
“Oh, what are you going to do? Threaten to get me fired like you did to Judy?”
Osmond steps toward her and leans closer. “I can hurt you a lot worse than that.”
Constance whirls around and marches out of the club. She feels his eyes following as she cuts through the crowd and makes a beeline for the parking lot. When she’s away from prying eyes, she leans over and sobs. How could he humiliate her like that? And why did she let it happen?
As she searches for her car, footsteps approach in the dark.
    
HE SMELLS her fear as he slips between a van and a truck.
Constance walks faster, searching for the safety of her vehicle, but he’s closing the distance. The man is a silhouette, a devil in the night, his features revealed only by the moonlight that glints off his blade.
She shoots a glance over her shoulder and widens her eyes in horror as his shadow slides across the pavement. The woman senses death stalking her, its icy claws ready to snatch away her life.
He darts behind a vehicle and waits until she thinks she lost him. Then he lunges forward and wraps a hand around her throat, preventing her from screaming.
His grip is like iron as he drags Constance into the darkness. She struggles against him, but he's strong and determined. He tightens his hold before slicing open her throat with one swift stroke of his blade.
Blood oozes and bubbles from her neck, pooling on the ground beneath her head. The killer watches impassively as she lies there dying. Someone might come along and spot him.
He tears the top of her dress apart and exposes her chest. Pretty, pretty Constance. His pretty little pie.
The man drops to his knees and plunges the blade into her sternum. Her eyes stare lifelessly at the moon.
Then he begins to carve.
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D arcy attempts to contact Agent Parham, but all messages and calls go unanswered. It’s black beyond the windows of her motel room, and she feels like she should do something besides wait for the FBI to get back to her. She wishes she’d maintained closer contacts with the agency. If Hensel were alive, he would know what to do.
Remembering her old partner causes the burning pain of regret to return. She misses him. He was a steadying force in her life, and because of her, he’s dead.
She falls asleep, the phone beside her. In her dreams, a storm rages through the forest outside Genoa Cove. Winds with the force of tornadoes pummel the trees, which topple like dominoes around her. She cries out for Hunter and Jennifer but can’t find them. Hensel lies in a crumpled heap, his limbs broken and pointed in the wrong direction. Blood covers his face.
When the phone rings, she sits up and touches her pounding heart. She hopes for news about Agent Parham; instead, Chief Davila’s number flashes on the screen.
“Chief?” she says, her vision blurred. The clock reads one in the morning.
“Agent Haines, there’s been another murder.”
She swings her legs off the bed.
“The Full Moon Killer copycat?”
“I’m afraid so. The body belongs to someone we know. Constance Monet.”
Standing, she grabs hold of the nightstand to prevent her knees from giving out. She knew Constance was the killer’s next target. Then Judy. Then her. She’d warned Constance to lie low, but the police couldn’t protect her with round-the-clock monitoring. Now it’s too late.
Davila gives her the location. She dresses and drives into the black night.
The alley looms before Darcy, her headlights illuminating the twisted form of Constance Monet. She takes in the scene with a sinking feeling in her stomach. The young woman is lying on her back, eyes wide and unseeing, lips parted in a silent scream. A deep gash runs across her throat, but only a tiny splotch of blood stains the ground beneath her neck.
“She was moved,” Darcy says, kneeling beside Davila.
Around them, two investigators snap photographs. A woman with the county medical examiner’s unit assesses the scene.
“From a parking lot outside a club called The Watering Hole,” Davila says. “We located her vehicle by tracking her GPS, and found blood in the parking lot and evidence of a skirmish.”
“Did anyone see the killer?”
“Negative. He moved her before anyone noticed.”
Closing her eyes, Darcy grits her teeth. Why didn’t Constance heed her warnings? The last place she needed to be was at a club after dark.
Darcy stares at the body, trying to keep her breathing steady. This wasn’t just another murder; this was personal. Constance seemed like a long-lost sister, and seeing her like this makes Darcy feel sick inside. She can tell that something about this killing is different from the others. It’s more violent. Whoever did this hated the victim and wanted to send a message.
Davila doesn’t speak until the officers finish taking pictures. He scans the area before he turns to her with an expressionless face.
“He carved something into her chest,” the chief says as he points to a grotesque incision.
The smiling face of the Full Moon Killer leers back at her.
“Oh my God.”
“Did Michael Rivers ever carve his signature into a victim’s body?”
“Never. This is new.”
The medical examiner finishes her work and stands, removing her gloves and mask. “Whoever did this hated this woman.” She wipes sweat from her forehead with an unsteady hand. “Who wanted her dead?”
“I can think of two people,” Darcy says.
Davila nods. “Osmond and Stan, our two friends from her workplace. Dammit, I wish we could prove they made those phone calls.”
Darcy turns to Davila, her voice tight with anger. “We can’t prove anything yet, but Osmond Donaldson threatened Constance. We should arrest him on suspicion of murder and see what shakes out.”
Davila disagrees. “We don’t have enough to go on yet. We need more evidence. I’ll get a search warrant for the suspect’s home, car, and office space, but that might take days, if not weeks. We have less than forty-eight hours before this case goes cold.”
Darcy straightens. “Then let’s return to the club. How long are they open?”
“Until two in the morning. We have less than an hour.”
While the ME works with the investigating officers, Darcy follows Davila to The Watering Hole. No music pours from the open windows, and most of the parking lot lies empty. She worries they’re already too late.
Two Emporia PD officers guard the pool of blood. A third officer exits the club as they arrive and briefs Davila.
“The bartender says she saw a guy speaking to Constance Monet earlier this evening,” the bearded officer says. “She left the club in a hurry and seemed upset.”
“Did the bartender recognize the man?”
“She says he’s in here often. Didn’t know his name.”
“Get us a picture of Osmond,” Darcy whispers to Davila.
The chief pulls up a recent photograph and hands his phone to Darcy.
“Will this do?”
“Perfect.”
Inside, they find a nearly vacant club. A woman with tattooed arms and orange hair is cleaning the counter with a rag and stacking dirty glasses in the sink. When she sees Darcy and the chief, she returns to the bar.
“I told the officer everything I know,” the bartender says. “Constance was arguing with this guy, but I didn’t hear what it was about.”
Davila holds up the picture of Osmond, and the bartender’s eyes widen.
“That’s him,” she says. “It was awfully loud in here, but I’m sure they were yelling at each other. I tried to step in, but Constance left in a hurry, like she couldn’t get away fast enough.”
Darcy looks at Davila. If what the bartender says is true, there might be a motive for murder.
“How often does this man visit your club?” Darcy asks.
“A few times a week. He’s kind of a creeper. I’ve had women complain about him staring at them.”
“Have you ever seen him with Constance before?” asks Davila.
“Not that I remember.”
After they finish questioning the bartender, Darcy turns to the chief.
“We need to question Osmond. This isn’t a coincidence, and the argument proves he had motive.”
“Agreed, but we don’t know what they were arguing about. Let’s go back to headquarters and coordinate. I’ll bring him in for questioning. The clock is ticking on this murder; we’re running out of time.”
They leave The Watering Hole and drive back to Emporia PD Headquarters. As they enter the station, Darcy considers telling him about Parham but doesn’t. Better to wait until the FBI returns her call. If the agent is safe and lying low, she doesn’t want to blow his cover or cause a rift between the BAU and the police. Still, while Davila sifts through the murder investigation folders, she places two more calls from the hallway. The first goes to Parham’s phone, the second to the BAU. She falls into Parham’s voicemail and leaves a message. A tired-sounding agent at the BAU promises she’ll pass her message along to Deputy Director Carter when he arrives in the morning, but the woman does nothing to help her.
She’s sure Osmond has something to do with Constance’s murder.
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I n Darcy’s nightmares, she kneels over Constance’s dead body in an alleyway strewn with garbage. She’s alone—no Davila, no medical examiner. A black bug the size of her hand crawls across the corpse, skittering over the carved face and chewing at the open wound.
When Darcy looks at Constance’s face, it changes. The woman becomes Judy, then Darcy. Then Jennifer.
Silvery light brings her awake. A mist carrying the ocean’s tang drapes over the motel, leaving nothing but indistinct shapes. It’s five in the morning, and she’s the only living being in Emporia.
The sudden urge to call Laurie and ensure everyone is safe overwhelms her. But after two calls take her to her cousin’s message, her trepidation increases. Finally, a groggy voice comes on the line.
“Laurie, it’s me, Darcy. Are you and Jennifer okay? You didn’t answer the phone.”
There is a pause on the other end of the line before Laurie speaks. “We’re both fine, but it’s early. Do you know what time it is?”
“It’s after eight your time. Where’s Jennifer?”
“In the bed next to mine.”
Darcy rubs her forehead. “Are you looking at her? Roll over and ensure she’s there.”
A heavy breath. “She’s sound asleep, Darcy. I’m looking right at her. What’s wrong with you?”
“I’m just worried. Has the sheriff gotten back to you about the break-in and the painting?”
“He didn’t find prints, and nobody is accepting blame for the smiley face. Kids did it. How about you? Anything out of the ordinary happening in Genoa Cove?”
Darcy doesn’t want to lie again.
“I’m not in North Carolina.”
“Where are you?”
“California.”
She hears the mattress squeak and imagines Laurie sitting up.
“You’re not investigating those murders, are you?”
“I’m helping the FBI.”
“God, Darcy. I thought you were through with murder cases. Have you found any leads?”
Darcy relaxes, relieved Laurie and Jennifer are safe.
“Not yet, but we're close to finding out who killed the most recent victim. I'm heading back to Emporia PD Headquarters now; we need to bring a suspect in for questioning.”
“Please tell me you’re being careful. I can’t believe you flew out there alone, Darcy. It’s too dangerous.”
Darcy hates herself for the amount of lies she’s told. “I know, but I had to come. We need to get this guy. Whoever did this might be responsible for the break-in and the painting on the barn. Plus, I'm working with the FBI and a team of police officers on the case. I'll be safe.”
“But how can this guy be in two places at once?”
“You’ve heard of airplanes, Laurie?”
“I suppose that’s possible, but you’re testing my imagination.”
“Just . . . be careful.” Darcy shifts the phone to her other ear and pulls on her slacks. “What are you and Jennifer up to today? Staying in the hotel, I hope.”
“Yes, Mother.”
“Don’t make jokes. This is serious, Laurie.”
“I understand. We only leave the hotel for food, and we go together. Jennifer is getting stir crazy, but she’s had friends over to swim. She and another girl worked out for two hours in the gym last evening, so I guess something positive is coming of this.”
“That reminds me. I’ll send you money for another three nights.”
“Three nights? Is this necessary?”
“Better to be safe than sorry.”
After the conversation ends, Darcy feels a little more at ease. Laurie and Jennifer are following instructions. Provided they remain in the hotel, they’re safe. Now to contact her son.
If she calls Hunter before nine, he’ll lose his mind. While she waits for the clock to advance, she checks her laptop for stories at his college. No vandalism or smiling faces painted on the walls. The person who targeted Laurie and Jennifer hasn’t caused issues for her son.
She grabs breakfast at a diner and phones Hunter from the car as she drives to the police station. He sounds awake when he answers. That’s a good thing. He’s the king of sleeping in and prefers to schedule his classes during the afternoon.
Darcy presses the phone to her ear, relieved to hear his voice. “How’s everything at school?”
Hunter pauses for a moment before he answers. “It’s quiet here; nothing out of the ordinary. Just keeping up with classes. I have a term paper due on Monday, and my sociology professor is a real a-hole, but everything else is cool. How about you? What’s going on in Genoa Cove?”
She clears her throat, hating to deceive him. “Nothing to report. Just another ordinary day in my life.”
Hunter can sense that something is off. It’s clear in the silence he allows to linger. He knows her as well as anyone and can sense a lie.
“You sound different, Mom, like you're hiding something. Is everything all right? You haven’t taken on a dangerous investigation, have you?”
Darcy blinks back tears as guilt washes over her. She wishes more than anything she could tell Hunter the truth, but he’d worry and call Julian.
“No dangerous PI cases. I’m neck-deep in corporate fraud and workers’ compensation claims.”
“You sound weird.”
She forces a laugh and changes the subject. “Of course I do. I'm missing you like crazy. What are your plans for tonight? Any parties?”
“Come on. All you do is warn me to stay away from drugs and booze—”
“And wild women.”
“Those too. And now you’re interested in my partying exploits?”
“Hey, I want my son to enjoy college life. As long as he doesn’t enjoy it too much.”
“I understand. No parties this week, just some studying. You know how it goes.”
Darcy smiles, thankful for the changed subject. “Yes, I do. Are you on pace to make the dean’s list again?”
“Close. If I keep my grades up during the summer session, I should be okay.”
Her throat constricts as the police station appears through her windshield.
“I need to go, Hunter. Got a client meeting in five minutes. I love you.”
“I love you too, Mom.”
“And you’ll call me if anything out of the ordinary happens at school?”
“I promise.”
The call ends, and Darcy wishes she was with her family. She hasn’t felt comfortable since Michael Rivers entered her life, but she believed the danger was over. It never ends. Helplessness washes over her. Even if she catches and stops this new murderer, how long before another picks up the torch?
Darcy stares at the police station, dread lingering in her veins. She knows the danger these cases bring into her life, and she fears that no matter how hard she works, new killers will emerge. Her investigation may bring her temporary relief, but it will never afford her peace.
No matter how much justice she serves, more blood will spill until there's nothing left of the world she loves. It's a never-ending cycle of violence and death that threatens to tear apart everything she holds dear.
Her hands shake as she puts on her mask of courage and exits the car. Davila’s silhouette passes the window.
She enters the police station in search of the truth.
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A s the day wanes, dread washes over Darcy. She can feel the sand in the hourglass slipping away, bringing her closer to some terrible demise. Where is Agent Parham? Why has he disappeared without a trace? Her questioning only deepens her fears.
She and Davila head to Osmond's house. Another cruiser with a pair of officers stops behind them. The shadows lengthen and become spindly, and the ocean air carries a humid, dead scent as they make their way toward the suspect’s address. They spot a light on in an upstairs window and stop in front of the residence.
“Looks like he's home,” Darcy says as she steps out of the car.
Davila produces his flashlight and leads them up to the front door. He knocks, but there’s no response. He checks around back, but there’s no sign that Osmond is inside.
Frustrated, Davila phones Fernwick and Barnes, waits several seconds, and shakes his head at them.
“His coworkers haven’t seen him since yesterday afternoon. Did he murder Constance and flee?”
This raises more questions than answers: Where is Osmond, and what did he and Constance argue about? What role did he play in her death?
Darcy returns to the curb with the other officers, sensing the answer lies just beyond sight. If she focuses, she’ll see the truth. With no evidence linking Osmond to Constance’s murder, they don’t know where to look for him. It seems like this investigation has hit a wall.
“Get me every relative this guy has in the state of California,” Davila tells an officer. “And I want a BOLO on Osmond Donaldson.”
Darcy lifts her brow. “I thought you said we didn’t have enough evidence.”
“I’m through screwing around with this guy. We have a dead woman, a person he harassed, and now he isn’t showing up for work anymore.”
“Where would you go if you were on the run?”
“I’d stay with a friend. Someone I trust.”
“Like Stan?”
Davila snaps his fingers. “Yeah, like Stan.”
The two cruisers drive through Emporia to their next stop. As they travel, Darcy stares out at the empty streets. A paper bag rolls past, and two beer cans in the gutter rock back and forth with each gust of wind. The lights remain on inside downtown businesses, but she doesn’t know why. Nobody is shopping, not after another woman died at the hands of the Full Moon Killer’s protégé.
The air is heavy with salt and death as they pull up to Stan's home. Darcy checks her weapon and steps out, Davila leading the way, the other two officers behind. They march to the front door, their footsteps ringing out in the afternoon’s stillness. Davila knocks; there is no answer. He knocks again, this time harder. Finally, Stan appears at the door, looking sleepy and disheveled.
“What do you want?” he asks.
Darcy glances around Stan and peers into an empty living room. The man has a wife and kids, but the house is quiet.
“We’re looking for Osmond Donaldson. He didn’t show up for work today, and he’s wanted for questioning in the death of Constance Monet.”
Stan looks away quickly, avoiding their gaze. “Yeah, why are you asking me? We work together and sometimes hang out after hours.”
“You’re more than casual friends,” says Darcy. “Your coworkers will confirm the two of you stick together.”
“Have you spoken to Mr. Donaldson in the last twenty-four hours?” asks Davila.
Stan shakes his head. “No, I swear. We haven’t spoken since we left work yesterday. Why are you convinced he hurt Constance?”
Darcy frowns. This guy doesn’t lie well.
“It’s funny that someone murdered Constance after we visited the firm and she raised concerns about you and Osmond.”
“We were pissed because the whole thing blew out of proportion, but we wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“Osmond threatened Constance’s coworker and told her he’d ruin her career,” Darcy says.
Stan shifts his feet. “Osmond . . . he’s a hothead and loses his cool sometimes. But a killer? No way.”
Davila straightens his back. “You won’t mind if we take a look inside, right?”
Stan blocks the entrance. “Not unless you have a warrant. This is my home, and I did nothing wrong.”
Darcy narrows her eyes as she studies Stan’s face. She can see the fear in his stance and knows he's hiding something.
“Witnesses saw Osmond Donaldson with Constance Monet before she died,” she says. “And we know he threatened her coworker. If you’re hiding him, you’ll only make this worse for yourself.”
“Get off my property, or I’ll contact the lawyers at our firm.”
Accepting they won’t pry information out of Stan, Davila grabs Darcy’s arm, but she pulls away.
“Where are your wife and kids, Stan?”
He scratches his head. “Visiting her mother. Why?”
“Got them out of town in a hurry, didn’t you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Maybe Osmond didn’t kill Constance. I think you did.”
“Are you insane?”
Stan tries to close the door, but she blocks it with her foot.
“We’ll learn the truth,” Chief Davila says. “This will go better for you if you cooperate. Let us search the house and verify Osmond isn’t here. You have nothing to hide, right?”
“Like I said, get a warrant.”
Stan pushes Darcy’s foot away and slams the door. The lock snaps into place.
Darcy slides into the passenger’s seat as Davila cranks the engine. Her hand pounds against the dashboard, her knuckles whitening. “We’re so close to getting answers, and he just shuts the door in our faces.”
Chief Davila puts a hand on Darcy’s shoulder. “We’ll get a warrant for Osmond’s house, but it’ll take time. I’ll call it in right away, but I doubt Stan would be stupid enough to let Osmond hide inside. You didn’t really mean what you said back there, did you?”
“About Stan killing Constance?”
“Yeah.”
“No, but I wanted to gauge his reaction. Stan didn’t kill anyone, but he wouldn’t think twice about letting Osmond hide in his house.”
She hopes Davila will get a search warrant for Osmond’s house and the BOLO will stop the fugitive from fleeing Emporia. If he already hasn’t. By now, he could be anywhere.
But if Osmond is the new Full Moon Killer, why would he leave? He stayed after the other murders.
Darcy can’t help but remember how personal the attack on Constance was. How the killer had risked his freedom to murder her outside the club where anyone could have seen. That he’d dumped her body in a lonely alleyway, knowing the police would find her. She needs to locate Parham. He can’t be dead.
She looks out the window, scanning the street for anyone brave enough to venture outside, but the sun is almost down, and the shadows are too deep to see clearly.
Somewhere in Emporia, a killer awakens to hunt. The full moon is almost here.
Is Darcy the next to die?
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A  phone call to Judy finds the woman safe and grieving for her friend and coworker. There’s nothing Darcy can say to comfort her. Michael Rivers brought tragedy wherever he traveled, and the copycat killer means to do the same. At her request, Davila increases the cruisers driving past her house. They now pass every two hours. It’s not enough, but it’s better than nothing.
Beyond the window, the night sky darkens. Inside the police station, a cacophony of ringing phones and bright lights shields Darcy from her thoughts. Chief Davila enters the room.
“We arrested Osmond.”
Darcy’s head snaps towards Davila, her eyes wide with hope and surprise.
“You did? When?”
Davila rubs his eyes wearily before continuing.
“Ten minutes ago. A neighbor called with a tip that Osmond had gone back to his house, and we sent a unit to pick him up. He never put up a fight. From the looks of him, he hasn’t changed his clothes or showered in the last day. We’ve got him in custody now, and I’d like you to sit in when we interrogate him.”
Relief washes over Darcy, and she leans back in her seat. She was sure that Stan was concealing something. Did he know Osmond was in town? Or was the fugitive hiding with Stan before he rushed back to his house?
Her thoughts turn to Parham. Still missing, and no leads about where he is or what happened to him. She wants to involve Davila in the search for the missing agent, but experience tells her to stay quiet. Sometimes an FBI agent goes off the grid to protect the mission. If the BAU was worried about him, they would have called.
The interrogation room is an uninviting place. It is a small, windowless room with a table and four chairs. The walls are dull gray, and the table is a plain, wooden surface. Several lights on the ceiling cast a harsh glare that bounces off the walls. A two-way mirror stands on one side of the room, and the only other decoration is an American flag in the corner. Davila enters, taking in the sight of Osmond sitting at the table in handcuffs, his head hanging low.
Darcy follows the chief and sits on one side of him, allowing an investigating officer to take the other seat.
Osmond appears agitated; his eyes flick around the room with a feral intensity.
“Why am I here?” Osmond growls, shifting his chair closer to the table.
A detective named Bridgewater takes a seat and leans back in the chair, keeping a watchful eye on the suspect. Davila trusts the detective to lead the interrogation.
Bridgewater is a tall and lean man in his mid-thirties with close-cropped brown hair and an athletic build. He has a square jaw, bright blue eyes, and handsome features. His crisp navy suit and tie are pressed immaculately, and the badge on his belt glints in the overhead light. Though his expression is stern, his eyes are shrewd and alert, and there’s a look of intelligence about him that speaks of confidence in his abilities.
“We have some questions about Constance Monet,” he says.
Osmond snorts dismissively. “What does she have to do with me?” He shifts in his seat and looks away from the officers, feigning disinterest.
“We know you argued with her before she died,” Bridgewater continues, undeterred by the suspect's dismissive attitude. “We also know you vanished after the murder and didn’t show up for work. What can you tell us about that?”
Osmond's expression turns icy as he meets the detective’s gaze head-on. “Nothing at all.”
Bridgewater narrows his eyes and sits forward in his chair. He needs to be careful—one wrong word could set Osmond off and derail their investigation entirely.
“You just didn’t go to work? Aren’t you part of the executive team at Fernwick and Barnes?”
“You can’t arrest me for calling in sick. Look, I didn’t hurt Constance, okay?”
“But you ran after she died,” the detective says. “That makes you look guilty. If you did nothing wrong, why run?”
Osmond shifts in his chair, his hands clenching and unclenching inside the handcuffs. His face is grim as he stares at Bridgewater.
“I knew everyone would blame me when they found out. So I ran. I didn’t hurt Constance. I’m not a violent person.”
Bridgewater nods. He knows that even if Osmond did nothing wrong, his actions still raise questions about what happened that night.
“What did you argue with Constance about?”
Osmond glances at the two-way mirror and watches his own reply. “I called her out for claiming I harassed her. We slept together. It was no big deal.”
“No big deal?” Darcy asks. “She was too drunk to consent to sex. Was she even conscious?”
Davila touches her arm and lifts his chin at Bridgewater, wanting the detective to continue.
“She was into me. Of course she was conscious.”
“That’s not what she said,” the detective continues. “According to Ms. Monet’s statement, she didn’t even remember going home with you.”
“Oh, really? So does she remember having sex? Where’s the proof that we did?”
“Didn’t you just admit to sleeping together?”
“To sleeping together, yes.”
“Are you claiming you never had sexual intercourse with Constance Monet?”
“That’s what I’m saying.”
There’s no way to prove otherwise now. Constance is dead, and the alleged rape occurred days ago. Then she remembers Judy. She overheard Osmond bragging about his conquest.
“So you argued about the harassment charge. Then what?”
“Then she ran out of the club,” Osmond says, “and that’s the last I saw of her.”
“You didn’t follow?”
“I paid for her drinks and took off.”
“Where did you go?” Bridgwater asks.
“I drove around for a while. After the argument, I needed to blow off steam.”
“You didn’t follow Constance to her car?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“How long did you drive around?”
Osmond squints and looks at the ceiling. “Probably an hour.”
“Wow, you must have been very upset.”
“Not that upset. I see what you’re implying.”
“Can anyone account for your whereabouts after you left the club?”
“Like I said, I was driving around. Alone.”
Davila reaches across the table and grabs Osmond’s cuffed hands. “There’s a cut on your right palm. How did that happen?”
“I’m not sure.”
“You don’t remember how you cut yourself?”
“Is that a crime as well?”
Bridgewater rubs his chin. “So you drove around for an hour. Then what?”
“I went home and fell asleep on the couch with the television on. Sometime around two, I awoke and saw the news about Constance. I couldn’t believe it. That’s when I knew the police would blame me, so I took off.”
“Where did you go?”
“An hour up the coast. Slept in my car at a rest stop.”
“But you came back? Did you feel guilty?”
“I came back because I needed money. All I had was a credit card in my wallet, and the boardwalk eateries took cash.”
“Did you hide out at your friend’s house?”
“You mean Stan?” Osmond looks incredulous. “No. Why would I involve him?”
“If you were innocent, you could have come in and proven you didn’t kill Constance.”
“How can I prove anything? I want a lawyer.”
Darcy watches silently as the interrogation continues, her mind racing with possibilities. Something isn't adding up.
The questioning goes on for another ten minutes, then two uniformed officers escort Osmond back to his holding cell.
Davila watches as Osmond departs, then turns to Darcy. “What do you think?”
Darcy shakes her head. “He’s delusional or lying. There’s something he’s not telling us.”
Bridgwater folds his arms across his chest. “What do we do now?”
“We need to find witnesses who can corroborate Osmond’s story about driving around Emporia.”
“What about traffic cameras?” Darcy asks.
“Good idea.”
Osmond fits the profile. He’s arrogant, superior, and harbors no sadness for Constance. He also had a motive.
But Parham believed Jason McCaffrey was the killer, and now the agent is missing.





31

W ashed in the blue light of the monitors, Darcy assists Detective Bridgewater and two officers as they check traffic camera footage from last night. The investigation lies ahead of them like a daunting and mysterious fog, drawing closer with every frame they view. The team searches for Osmond Donaldson’s car, but it’s nowhere to be seen, strengthening her belief that the murder suspect is lying.
She flips through one recording after another without success. Chief Davila’s voice booms behind her. “There's no sign of his car. He lied to us.”
Darcy turns to face him, her brow creased with worry. “There are still seven cameras to check.”
Davila wipes a hand across his mouth. “The mayor is pressuring me to make an arrest in this case, and fast. He convinced himself that Jason McCaffrey is the killer and wants us to prove it.”
Darcy shakes her head in frustration. “We need more evidence to link McCaffrey to the murders. Besides the news clippings, what do we have to go on?”
“We may not have proof, but I'm afraid that won't stop the mayor from forcing me to make an arrest.”
Darcy knows if they don't find hard evidence soon, Osmond will walk, and the police won’t have enough to arrest McCaffrey.
“I still haven’t checked the eastern quadrant,” Bridgewater says. “Want me to keep looking?”
“Do it. If his car doesn’t show up on the cameras, we’ll use it against him in the next interrogation.” Davila lifts his wrist to read his watch. “And we need to get moving. The attorneys will be here any second.”
Raised voices cause Darcy to glance at the security monitor in the corner.
“Now what in the hell is going on?” Davila asks.
The chief marches down the hall. Several uniformed officers race ahead of him, heading for the doors. Darcy follows. Though the night is dark, she makes out figures beyond the glass. Shouting erupts, and someone lifts a sign as the officers pile out of the department. A protest.
The protestors fill the street in front of the police department, waving flags and signs with the words Justice for Constance Monet written across them. Some are wearing t-shirts with her face, others are chanting her name. They all stand together in solidarity, united in their mission to get justice for the murdered woman. The night air rings with their cries and pleas, and a sense of urgency as they push for action. There is an electric energy in the air, and the protestors’ faces are contorted with rage, their fists raised in solidarity.
Darcy stumbles outside with the officers, who battle to maintain order. It’s not a peaceful protest. The murders have driven Emporia’s residents past the point of reason. If the police don’t gain control of the situation, the demonstration will morph into ugliness and violence.
“Why haven’t you arrested Jason McCaffrey?” a woman yells.
A man shouts, “Hang Osmond Donaldson!”
How did they learn of the arrest? Davila hasn’t notified the media. Is there a leak in the department?
Darcy scans the crowd, her heart heavy. She wonders if justice for Constance will ever be served. The pressure is on, and as the protest continues to escalate, it's clear the investigation has to move quickly. She glances toward the police department, noticing a dark figure in the shadows. She strains to make out the silhouette through the chaos. Then, just as quickly as she saw it, the figure disappears.
Darcy turns to an officer. “Can you keep the crowd under control? I need to check on something.”
Before the officer can respond, Darcy is back inside, retracing her steps to the security monitor. She goes through the footage and stops on a clip showing a man in a black sweatshirt outside the police department, standing apart from the mob.
Darcy narrows her eyes, trying to get a better look, but the footage is too grainy. The stranger could be anyone, but her intuition tells her she needs to find the man.
She hurries outside into the chaos once more and navigates around the protesters to where she saw the man in the black sweatshirt. As she gets closer, someone darts into the darkness of the alleyway.
Darcy chases after him, her heart pounding in her chest. She doesn’t know who she’s following.
As she rounds a corner, Darcy spots the silhouette of the man in the sweatshirt once more. She picks up her pace, adrenaline pumping through her veins. She calls out, “Stop! FBI!”
The man keeps running. Darcy chases him through the alleys, leaping between dumpsters and obstacles. She's catching up to him, but in the darkness, it's impossible to track his movements. Was that McCaffrey?
She turns a corner, and a hand reaches out of the gloom and grabs her shoulder. Lifting her gun, she spins and releases her breath when she finds Detective Bridgewater standing before her.
“Who are you chasing?” the detective asks.
“There was someone watching the protest. He ran as soon as I noticed him.”
“It’s not safe. You should have brought an officer for backup.” Bridgewater peers into the shadows. “So where is this guy?”
“I lost him.”
“We’re wasting time. The demonstration is getting out of hand, and word just came down: The mayor pulled strings and got us a warrant to search Jason McCaffrey’s house.”
Darcy presses her lips together. It will do no good to admit she already investigated the suspect’s home. Revealing she trespassed will derail the investigation.
Bridgewater continues, “We have to move fast. Davila wants us at McCaffrey’s house ASAP. I’ll get the car. You find the chief.”
She’s torn. While she agrees McCaffrey is a strong suspect for the Emporia murders, she wants to know who she was chasing. Weaving through the protesters, she dodges signs and angry shouts. When she reaches the entrance, she sees Davila barking orders at his officers.
“Chief,” she calls out, trying to get his attention.
Davila points at her. “Don’t run off without backup again. The three of us will execute the search warrant. I need to keep all the other officers here before the scene gets out of hand.”
As they squeeze through the mob, an officer with a bullhorn tries to calm the citizens. By blocking their path, the protesters are preventing Davila and Bridgewater from determining who the true killer is.
Fifteen minutes later, they arrive at McCaffrey’s house. There is still no sign of the suspect, who hasn’t been seen in days. Sickness bubbles in Darcy’s stomach. She pictures entering the house and finding Agent Parham’s corpse in a corner, drawing flies.
She follows Davila and Bridgewater through the door. The familiar smell of dust and decay hits her nose. She covers her mouth with her shirt collar.
The house is in disarray, with furniture turned over and drawers pulled out. This is new. She doesn’t recall this mess from before. It looks like a tornado struck.
Davila gestures for them to search the main floor while he takes the upstairs. Darcy and Bridgewater split up. In the living room, Darcy notices a photo album lying open on the coffee table. She inspects the photos of Constance Monet, smiling happily in her college years. Recent photos show her lifeless body with bruises around her neck. Darcy shudders as she flips through the pages.
She hears Bridgewater call out from the dining room. “Hey, you need to look at this!”
Darcy hurries over and sees Bridgewater kneeling beside a vent in the floor. She looks down and sees a bundle of papers and a USB drive. Bridgewater carefully retrieves it with a tweezer and hands it to Darcy.
She examines the documents and sees that it's a list of all the murdered victims in Emporia, along with their personal information, including their pictures, addresses, and phone numbers. The killer has been keeping tabs on them.
Osmond Donaldson is innocent. McCaffrey is the Full Moon Killer’s protégé.
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T he police sneak Osmond Donaldson out of the station with a jacket over his head so the mob doesn’t recognize him. If the protesters learn the Emporia PD is releasing a prime murder suspect, a riot will ensue.
Darcy realizes the police have no choice—somehow the attorneys heard about the discoveries in McCaffrey’s house—but she doesn’t feel comfortable letting Osmond out of her sight. Not yet. The evidence on McCaffrey is damning, but she fears they’re making a mistake by letting Osmond walk.
“We’re doing the right thing,” Bridgewater says, recognizing the second-guessing on her face.
“Are we? It’s obvious Osmond Donaldson harassed the victim.”
“But McCaffrey had pictures of Constance and the other women. He’s our man. We just have to find him.”
Darcy shifts her jaw. She wishes Agent Parham were here. He was so convinced of McCaffrey’s guilt. She checks her phone. Still nothing from the FBI.
And who was she chasing through the alleyways? She’s jumping at shadows.
With the full force of the Emporia PD, Chief Davila and the others clear the demonstrators away from the department. It’s a minor miracle a riot didn’t occur.
Blanketed by the night, Darcy watches as the crowd disperses. A town car pulls out of the parking lot, and she spies someone grinning at her from the backseat. Osmond.
Darcy's heart sinks as she watches the car drive away. She can't help but feel like they're making a mistake by letting him go free. But the evidence against McCaffrey is too compelling to ignore. 
As she turns back to the station, her phone rings. It’s Julian. Does he know what she’s up to? She lets the call go to her voicemail and is relieved when he doesn’t leave a message. More than anything, she wants to tell him the truth and wishes he was here. How many times has she relied on his insight during these investigations?
Isolated by the innermost depths of her nightmares, she wonders what is yet to come.
    
JUDY WIPES a tissue across her nose. Before her lie pictures of Constance and her at a concert. She knows reminiscing will only heighten the pain, but she can’t look away. Why would someone murder her friend?
This is her fault. The second she approached Mr. Fernwick about Osmond and Stan, her world spun out of control.
Darkness seeps and churns outside the window. She stiffens. Was that a twig snapping? Someone is outside.
Jumping to her feet, she grabs a golf club from the closet and peers out the window. The moon illuminates little more than shadows, yielding no answers. She strains to search the emptiness of the night.
What if Osmond came back to finish what he started?
Then she remembers the FBI agent. Darcy Haines left a card and told Judy to call whenever she feels threatened. She can’t take any risks. With trembling hands, Judy reaches for the phone and dials the number. As soon as the agent picks up on the other end of the line, she gasps into the receiver.
“Agent Haines, someone is outside my house. I don't know who. I'm scared.”
She hears voices in the background and the blare of a police radio. A footstep passes along her house. The stranger is close.
“Are you alone, Judy?”
“Yes. Come quick.”
“I’m on my way, and there are two officers coming with me.”
“He’s right outside the window. I can hear him in the yard.”
“Stay on the line. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
No sooner does Darcy tell her not to hang up than the call ends. She stares at her phone. Did she press the button by mistake?
The phone shrills in her hand. She answers.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hang up.”
“Pretty, pretty Judy. I’ll cut you, little Judy. Cut you like Constance.”
Judy almost drops the phone. Drifting away from the window, she turns to the door. It’s locked, but something tells her that won’t prevent the stranger from opening.
“Pretty pie. Precious little Judy.”
“Leave me alone, Osmond. What do you want from me?”
“I can smell you, little pie. And I can see you through the window.”
She whirls around.
Her eyes dart around the room as she searches for a place to hide. But there's nowhere to go. She can't stay here and wait for Osmond to break inside. Did he kill Constance?
She grips the golf club. It shakes in her hand. She won’t die without fighting.
“I’m right here, little Judy. Look at the front door.”
The knob jiggles. She braces herself, holding the club above her head.
“The police are coming. Go away.”
“They’re too late. Pretty, pretty pie. My little Judy. I’ve waited for this moment.”
A siren wails. The police are almost here.
The stranger’s fist pounds the door. It shakes in the jamb, threatening to burst open. Ending the call, she throws the phone across the room and clenches her teeth. It has to be Osmond. If he breaks in, she’ll crack his skull open.
As the siren comes closer, the pounding stops. Holding her breath, she listens. Footsteps race away from the door.
A minute later, she sees two vehicles arrive. Darcy leaps out of a car and rushes to the door. Two plain-clothed officers hurry out of a cruiser.
Unlocking the bolt, she whips the door open and falls sobbing into the agent’s arms.
    
“IT’S ALL RIGHT,” Darcy says. “Where did he go?”
“He tried to break the front door down before you arrived.”
Davila and Bridgewater run off to search for the intruder.
“He called me again. It was like last time. He’s insane.”
“Did he say anything that identified him?”
“No, but I’m sure it’s Osmond. He’s making my life a living hell because I went to Fernwick. Oh, God. He killed Constance, I just know it.”
There’s something in Judy’s eyes that Darcy recognizes. Terror and lost hope. She strokes the victim’s hair. Judy’s tremors cease, and she regains control of her body.
Darcy flinches when the two men return.
“Anything, Detective?” she asks.
“I found a shoe print around back,” Bridgewater says. “That’s all.”
Judy sobs. Osmond got away, and the nightmares will continue.
“Judy says the unsub phoned her again.”
“While he was outside? Arrogant, isn’t he?”
“I’m Chief Davila,” the older man says, “and this is Detective Bridgewater. You’re safe, ma’am. We’ll put a twenty-four-hour detail on your house.”
Darcy wants to believe the police will keep Judy safe, but she can’t. The killer will find her, just as he did Constance. Darcy will be the next name on the murderer’s list.
“I’ll trace the call,” Bridgewater says. “Give me your phone.”
Judy crosses the floor and retrieves the phone, which she hands to the detective. He takes it to a quiet room and collaborates with someone at the office while Davila consoles her.
Darcy rises and stares out the back window. This is where the killer watched her from. She knew it was a mistake to let Osmond go. Yet it was Jason McCaffrey who stored pictures of the victims. Are there two killers?
After several minutes, Bridgewater returns.
“The caller used a burner like before, but I narrowed the calls down to a three-block radius.”
“We already know he called her from behind the house,” she says, crinkling her forehead in confusion.
“He was on the move. If the data is correct, he called her from his vehicle before arriving.”
“Who lives within a three-block radius?”
Judy rubs her eyes. “Osmond Donaldson.”
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I n the silent hour, when the only music is the distant serenade of a restless sea, a sound jolts Darcy out of a light sleep. The phone. She looks at the caller ID and sees Chief Davila's name on the display. The news can’t be good.
“Chief?” she answers, her voice cracked with fatigue.
“We have a problem,” he says. “There’s a raging inferno on the edge of Emporia. Someone set Jason McCaffrey's house on fire.”
Darcy's mind races as she thinks of all the evidence they might lose if the house burns to the ground.
“I’m on my way,” she says, throwing back the covers and snatching her clothing off the floor.
Darcy dresses and grabs her keys before racing out the door. She drives like she’s possessed, weaving along unlit roads and praying she makes it to McCaffrey's in time.
When she arrives, police cars line both sides of the street, and Davila is waiting for her outside what used to be McCaffrey's house—now nothing more than smoldering ashes and crumbling ruins. Darcy stares in disbelief; they’d already carried key evidence from the house. What if more exists?
Davila shakes his head as Darcy approaches him. “There’s nothing left. This was arson. I’ve spoken to the neighbors, and every one of them mentioned the scent of gasoline. We also found a sign.”
The chief points to a piece of white posterboard flopping across the grass. It reads, Go Away, Jason McCaffrey.
“The protestors,” she says.
“That’s what I’m afraid of. The town is embracing vigilante justice. This will only get worse.”
A part of her wonders if McCaffrey called Judy and tried to break into her house, and Osmond Donaldson’s release was coincidental. Or maybe the two men are working together, though that makes no sense. Why would Osmond befriend McCaffrey?
Chaos fills the once quiet street. Firetrucks, police cars, and ambulances line the road, while a large crowd of neighbors gather around what remains of the building to watch. The cacophony of sirens shatters the stillness of the night.
Alongside Darcy, Chief Davila strides through the crowd, his eyes darting between people as he takes in their expressions. He stops at one family near the barricade, greeting them with a nod before asking them questions in a low voice. Darcy falls behind him, her gaze skimming the faces of those gathered around.
Davila asks about suspicious activity and whether anyone saw a stranger leaving Jason McCaffrey's house that night. Everyone shakes their head in confusion at first—they don't know who did this or why it happened—but gradually, details emerge from neighbors who were out walking their dogs or taking in trash containers. Multiple people mention smelling fuel. Whoever did this was careful enough not to attract attention. The protesters caught up in vigilantism wouldn’t have been so calculating. She questions the sign’s legitimacy; anyone could have dropped it here to suggest the protesters started the fire.
As Darcy takes in these stories, she can feel her worry increasing by the minute; they're losing key evidence. All those news clippings about The Full Moon Killer—they disappeared before the officers returned with a warrant. She quickens her pace to keep up with Chief Davila as they move from person to person along the chaotic street, determined to get some answers by morning's light.
Darcy's heart sinks as she realizes that they have no leads, no evidence, and no idea who is behind the arson. The murderer is one step ahead of them. More than ever, she knows this is no ordinary killer. As she makes her way back to her car, a man approaches. He's wearing a baseball cap, and Darcy can't make out his face.
“Miss,” the man says, his voice low and urgent. “I have information.”
Darcy tenses. “What kind of information?”
“I came out of the garage around the time the fire started,” the man says. “I saw a car parked a few blocks away. It was a silver Cadillac. I thought nothing of it at the time, but then I smelled gasoline.”
“Did you see the license plate?”
The man shakes his head. “No, but I glimpsed the driver. He was wearing sunglasses, even though it was after dark. That's all I got; I'm sorry.”
“Any identifying facial features? Beard or mustache?”
“He looked clean-shaven.”
Darcy thanks the man before rushing back to Chief Davila. “We may have a lead,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper. “A witness saw a silver Cadillac parked a few blocks away before the fire started. The driver wore sunglasses after dark.”
“License plate?”
“Didn’t get the number.”
“Figures. We can’t catch a break on this investigation.”
Darcy agrees. “But at least we have something to go on. We can start canvassing the area for cameras or witnesses who may have seen the car.”
“We need to catch whoever did this before more evidence disappears.”
As they walk back to their respective cars, Darcy can't help but feel a sense of frustration. They were so close to getting a break in the case, but the lack of a license plate will make it difficult to track down the culprit. She forces herself to stay focused on the task at hand and not let her emotions get in the way.
She drives from the scene, unable to stop thinking that the killer may have orchestrated the arson to destroy the evidence. That points to McCaffrey. Has he found out the police searched his home?
Darcy strangles the steering wheel, trying to piece together the motives behind the killer's latest move. Someone is always one step ahead of them. A honk from a nearby car snaps her out of her thoughts, reminding her she needs to keep her eyes on the road.
Hours pass as Darcy and the officers comb through footage from nearby cameras and interview witnesses, but they come up empty. She's at a loss and desperate for a break in the case. Before the sun rises, she returns to the motel for a few hours of shuteye.
When she dreams, it's of fire consuming her, burning her alive and peeling the flesh off her bones. She jolts awake, covered in a cold sweat. This killer is haunting her, creeping into her subconscious even when she's resting.
Darcy tries another approach. She heads back to the station to dig through the case files and see if there's anything she missed. She spends the rest of the morning poring over the files, trying to find a common thread. As she works, she feels like she's on the verge of a breakthrough. There's something about the killer's methods that feels familiar, like she's seen it before.
She's so engrossed in her work that she doesn’t notice Chief Davila until he's standing beside her, looking down at the files on her desk.
“What are you thinking?” he asks.
“We need to find Morgan.”
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D avila sits across from Darcy and pensively scratches his chin. “You think Morgan set the house on fire?”
“It’s worth considering. The first time I stopped by Jason McCaffrey’s house, it was like she was waiting for me. Then you got the warrant and found evidence implicating him in the murders. I have to believe there was something we missed, something that would crack the case wide open, and an arsonist hit the house before we learned anything new.”
“We already have enough to arrest McCaffrey. That is, if he ever surfaces.”
“Even if Morgan didn’t start the fire to destroy evidence, we should speak to her.”
Bridgewater knocks on the door while they talk. “You both need to look at this.”
Darcy shares a glance with Davila and follows Bridgewater to the dim confines of the monitor room. The detective gestures at the screen.
“I haven’t located our mystery Cadillac yet, but I went back through the footage from the previous night. As Osmond Donaldson claimed, he was driving through Emporia around the time someone dumped Constance Monet’s body in the alley.”
“That doesn’t exonerate Donaldson,” Davila says. “For all we know, he had her body in his car.”
“Then we’ll get a warrant for his vehicle.”
“Easier said than done. The mayor wants us to arrest McCaffrey, and the Fernwick and Barnes attorneys are threatening to sue Emporia.” Davila kneels before the monitor. “Rewind the footage and show me what you have.”
Darcy watches over the chief’s shoulder. Twenty minutes after the bartender at The Watering Hole witnessed Osmond arguing with Constance, his car passes a 24-hour laundromat and continues down the road. Did that leave him enough time to murder Constance, hide her body in the car, and drive off? And wouldn’t he dump the body as soon as possible? Driving through Emporia with a victim’s corpse would draw attention.
Darcy feels like they're missing something, a crucial piece of the puzzle. She leans closer to the screen, trying to spot something that they might have missed. Then, she sees it: a glimpse of a silver Cadillac parked in the alley next to the laundromat.
She straightens and points at the screen. “Stop right there. Play that back.”
Bridgewater rewinds the footage, and they watch as exhaust pours out of the alley from a silver Cadillac. A second later, Osmond's car passes by. The driver is wearing sunglasses, but she still can’t see the license plate.
Davila claps her on the back, a rare smile on his face. “Good catch. I’ll issue an APB on the Cadillac.”
Darcy's heart beats a little faster at the thought of catching the killer. They are finally getting somewhere. She spends the rest of the day checking in with officers and making sure they're doing everything possible to locate the car.
As the sun sets, Darcy heads back to her motel room, exhausted and hungry. She snacks on a taco and takes a hot bath afterward. Then she sinks into the tub and tries to relax, but her mind keeps wandering back to the case. Morgan. They haven't spoken to Morgan yet. She jumps out of the tub, ignoring the water dripping onto the floor, and wraps herself in a towel.
Darcy picks up her phone and dials Bridgewater's number.
“Get a team ready,” she tells him. “Let’s find where Morgan lives.”
    
A SEARCH of the school yearbook allows Bridgewater and Darcy to identify Morgan’s high school friends. Three, including a woman named Charla Rosetti, still live in Emporia. Bridgewater places a call and snaps his fingers.
“Found her. She’s living with Rosetti. Ready to roll?”
It’s ten o’clock when they find the address. Morgan's apartment is small and cluttered, filled with what looks like junk from a thrift store. She doesn't seem surprised to see the police, but she folds her arms over her chest and glares at them.
“What the hell is she doing here?” Morgan sneers, staring at Darcy.
“Where were you last evening between the hours of eight and midnight?” Bridgewater asks.
“Right here.”
The roommate, a thirty-something woman with disheveled hair and a wrinkled top, speaks up.
“Yeah, I remember. Morgan was cleaning out her closet and watching reruns. I saw her.”
Darcy studies the two women and notices Morgan's trembling hands. Something isn't right. She steps closer and speaks in a stern but calm voice.
“What are we missing, Morgan? What do you know about the fire?”
Morgan's lip trembles. “Fire? What fire?”
“Jason McCaffrey’s house,” Bridgewater says, raising his voice. “Someone burned it down last night. You can’t possibly tell me you didn’t know.”
“Is he . . . dead? Please tell me Jason wasn’t in the house.”
Darcy looks at Bridgewater. The fire chief has already determined there were no casualties.
“No one died in the fire,” Darcy says.
Morgan collapses on the couch. “Thank God.” The relief vanishes from Morgan’s face when she locks eyes with Darcy. “This is her fault. As soon as this bitch started snooping around, nothing but bad things have happened.”
“Where is your boyfriend?” Bridgewater asks. “Where’s Jason McCaffrey?”
“How the hell should I know? He’s supposed to be in San Francisco with his mother, but I can’t keep track of when he comes and goes.”
Bridgewater steps forward.
“Okay, Morgan,” he says. “You’ll need to come with us to the station.”
“You’re taking her in?” Rosetti asks, bolting out of her chair. “On what grounds?”
“Suspicion of arson.”
    
IN THE INTERROGATION ROOM, Darcy watches Morgan as the detective questions her. Morgan is holding something back from them, and Darcy is determined to find out what it is.
“I don’t understand why I’m here. Charla told you I was home.”
“Charla Rosetti isn’t the most trustworthy witness in Emporia,” Bridgewater says. “You say you were at the apartment while your boyfriend’s house burned down.”
“Yeah. Why would I set Jason’s house on fire? I love him.”
“I don’t know. Maybe to help him?”
“Help him how?”
“He’s a suspect in the Emporia murders.”
Morgan shoots her gaze to Darcy. “Is that what this whore told you? Jason didn’t kill those women.”
Undeterred, Bridgewater leans forward. “Here’s what I think: Jason McCaffrey is the Emporia murderer, and he learned about our search warrant. So he asked you to burn the evidence. But you were too late. We have everything we need to prove McCaffrey is the killer.”
Morgan slaps the table. “He isn’t the killer. How many times do I need to tell you? His mother is dying, and he’s always in San Francisco.”
“You admitted you don’t know when Jason comes and goes,” Darcy says. “There’s no way you can say with certainty your boyfriend is innocent.”
“I can say one thing with certainty. When I get out of here, I’m gonna find you, little girl. You can’t hide behind the police forever.”
“I advise you not to threaten an FBI consultant,” Bridgewater says.
Morgan’s eyes narrow. “FBI consultant? Lying bitch. She told me she was a private investigator.”
Bridgewater stares at Darcy with a question in his eyes.
After a pause, Darcy removes her PI credentials and says, “I am. But I’m also a consultant with the FBI and helping the Emporia PD catch a murderer.”
Caught off guard, Bridgewater shakes the cobwebs out of his head. “Anyhow, you’d do well not to threaten her in my presence. Can you prove you were home between the hours of eight and midnight?”
Morgan pinches the bridge of her nose. “Charla told you I was.”
“I need more than her word.”
Morgan's gaze falls to her pocket. She musters a smile and says, “Actually, I can prove it. I ordered sushi for delivery with my credit card at 9:00 p.m.”
As Morgan produces her wallet, Darcy says, “Show us.”
Morgan places her hands on the table and continues, pointing to a receipt. “The restaurant that delivered is two blocks from my apartment, so they showed up before 9:30. See, I can vouch for my whereabouts.”
“That's helpful," Bridgewater says as he produces a notepad and records the information. He takes a few seconds to enter it into his computer system before finally confirming the order.
Morgan relaxes in her chair when they verify the transaction was legitimate.
“Can I go now?”
“I want more answers. Why are you covering for Jason McCaffrey?”
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D arcy peeks through the window and observes Morgan stalking away from the police station. McCaffrey’s girlfriend is trouble, but Darcy doesn’t believe she started the fire. Morgan’s story matches Charla’s, though it’s conceivable she could have placed an order for food while she lit the fire to throw off the police. Is Morgan that conniving? She’s volatile, but that doesn’t mean she’s an arsonist.
Checking the time, Darcy joins Davila and Bridgewater in the monitor room to study more surveillance footage. Davila leans forward, his eyes fixed on the monitor as his fingers drum impatiently on the table.
“We’re checking a camera outside a small-motor repair shop near McCaffrey’s residence. If our arsonist parked down the road, like your witness claimed, he should appear in the footage.”
The figures on the street are little more than silhouettes, not identifiable until they pass under a streetlight. The motion-activated camera pans, following them until it stops on a lone figure walking away from the scene. It's too dark to make out any distinguishing features, but Darcy senses something familiar about his movement.
“There,” she says, pointing at the screen. “That could be our guy.”
Davila narrows his eyes. He swivels in his chair and reaches for his phone. “I'll send the footage to the lab. We need to enhance the picture quality.”
Darcy studies the screen as he makes his call. This has to be the man who started the fire. Jason McCaffrey?
The chief lifts his thumb as he ends the call.
“My buddy Willy is working tonight. We came through the academy together. He’ll do his best to bring out the figure’s face and send it back to us. Shouldn’t take him more than fifteen minutes.”
Davila leaves for his office. While they wait for the enhanced recording, Darcy and Bridgewater play the footage forward and back. The shadowed man is walking toward where the Cadillac was parked, but the vehicle is off the screen, as if the arsonist knew where the camera was. She’s certain he did.
“What I wouldn’t give for this jerk to stop and tie his shoe,” Bridgewater says, snorting. “Check out his height and build. Does that look like Osmond Donaldson to you?”
“Could be.”
But why would one murder suspect destroy evidence implicating another?
Chief Davila hustles back to the room with a thumb drive. “Got it.”
He pops the drive into the computer and plays the enhanced footage.
“That’s better,” Darcy says. “See the sunglasses on top of his head?”
Bridgewater nods. “The neighbor claims the stranger wore sunglasses while driving.”
Davila pushes the mouse away. “Dammit, I can’t make out a face.”
“Use your imagination, Chief. Look at this guy’s outline and tell me if he reminds you of Osmond Donaldson.”
The tension in the room thickens as they stare at the footage of the figure walking away from the scene. Darcy knows something is wrong as Chief Davila leans closer to the monitor, searching for a recognizable face.
He squints and tilts his head, weighing every detail of the silhouette. “It’s hard to say with any certainty, but there’s something familiar about his build. Maybe Osmond Donaldson? That still doesn’t explain why he would burn down McCaffrey's house. Our evidence points to Jason McCaffrey as the arsonist. He wanted to destroy any link to the murdered women.”
“Come on, Chief. That’s Donaldson. Look at the build, the fit body, the cocky way he carries himself.”
Davila grunts and rubs his temples. “We need more than conjecture if we want a conviction.” He glances back at Darcy, who has been quietly observing their exchange. She knows she has an important decision to make—should they follow up on this lead or focus on Jason McCaffrey?
The unsolved arson case turns her stomach. With reservation, she speaks up. “Have two officers in an unmarked cruiser shadow Osmond.”
Bridgewater takes one last look at the footage, then nods in agreement. “That's our best option.”
He turns to Davila, who gives a curt nod and lifts the radio to his lips.
Darcy digs the cell phone out of her pocket and checks the screen. Two missed calls. A twinge of worry settles in her gut, but she swipes the home screen and hits the voicemail button.
The FBI called. Do they have information on Agent Parham? She chides herself for turning off the ringer during the meeting with Morgan and forgetting to enable it. She rises from the chair.
The chief and Bridgewater exchange a look, but Darcy ignores them; she has to return this call.
Darcy steps out of the conference room. When she is out of earshot, she listens to the voicemail. Deputy Director Magnus Carter’s voice booms through the speaker; he wants her to contact him immediately. She can’t shake the feeling that something is terribly wrong.
The time is late on the East Coast. She dials his number. It rings a few times before going to voicemail. She hangs up without leaving a message and tries calling his cell phone, but it goes straight to voicemail as well.
The feeling of dread grows with each unanswered call. Is Agent Parham dead? The thought cripples her as she stares into space, unable to think or move.
Darcy forces herself to return to the monitor room. For now, she must focus on finding the connection between Osmond Donaldson and Jason McCaffrey if they are ever going to solve this case. The evidence suggests McCaffrey is the killer, and if he isn’t, the unsub must be Osmond. These thoughts trail through her mind as she takes a seat between Davila and Bridgewater.
Davila and Bridgewater scour the footage, but they can’t make out who the figure on the screen is. Bridgewater shifts his gaze to Darcy, who has been unusually quiet since returning.
“Who was it that called?” he asks.
Darcy pauses for a beat before answering. “It was just a voicemail, nothing important.”
She looks away quickly, avoiding his gaze.
Bridgewater raises an eyebrow but doesn’t press further. He turns back to the monitor, but Darcy can feel his eyes still lingering on her as she works through her thoughts.
What information does Magnus Carter have that he feels is so important? Did something happen to Agent Parham?
The clock continues to tick, but no one speaks as they search for clues in silence. She stares at the monitor, trying to make sense of the situation. Who besides McCaffrey would start that fire? Bridgewater and Davila remain intent on their task, analyzing every frame of the footage. She can feel them watching her out of the corner of their eyes as she remains lost in thought.
The facts don’t add up and she can’t seem to determine which man is the killer: Osmond Donaldson or Jason McCaffrey? She needs to use her profiling skills to uncover this information, so she takes a moment to clear her mind and allows herself to focus solely on the evidence.
She closes her eyes, recalling each detail of the crime scenes. The signs of struggle, the leering faces, and the location of the bodies all point towards a specific type of killer—one who focused on psychological manipulation. These were personal attacks, not random acts for monetary gain.
McCaffrey fits this description—he’s suspected of rape and murder in an unrelated case, and he knew Constance. However, the Emporia PD is searching for him; if he returned to his house, wouldn’t the police find out? Then there is Osmond Donaldson—a man who hated Constance and has a reason to harass Judy.
Yet neither fits the profile tumbling around her head. She’s looking for the second coming of Michael Rivers, a man deadlier than the two suspects combined.
And she’s next on his list.
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A lone in the house, where nightmares pour out of shadowed spaces and manifest, Judy sits in the dark. She has chosen the silent blackness of her bedroom, closing and locking the door. But the pressing hush settling over her home since the police released Osmond only seems to magnify the slightest sound.
The squeak of the hallway's floorboard—a familiar, everyday noise—unnerves her. She remains still, her breath suspended in her chest. Was the sound coming from her own steps reverberating down the corridor? Or is it him?
Judy approaches the door with caution, the baseball bat clasped in her hand. She must be sure. There is no one else here. Is it Osmond? He made threats. He promised he would never stop until he ruined her life. And now he means to end it.
She can’t stay here. Her house is no longer a sanctuary but a prison. Should she call that FBI agent again?
And say what: that she’s alone and afraid of the wind?
No, she’ll stay with her parents. In an hour, she’ll be safe and far away from Emporia. With the bat raised above her head, she uses her free hand to unlock and open the door. It chitters open with a witch’s cackle.
The hallway is dark until she flips the light on. She hisses upon seeing a shadow in the living room, but it’s only a corner lamp. Walking backward so nothing sneaks up on her, she reaches behind and unclasps the bolt.
When Judy steps outside, a putrid chemical scent makes her gag. She stares in horror at the sight before her. The car was supposed to take her away from danger, but the tires are slashed, the driver's side window wrenched open, and a pool of red liquid leaks from beneath.
Shadows stretch across the yard. This was Osmond’s doing. He’s made his message clear—he won’t let her escape.
She backs away, eyes glued to the vehicle. It’s nothing more than a reminder of how close he is and how much power he holds over her life.
Rushing inside, she slams the door and leans against the wood barrier. His face flickers through her mind again. It was as if he knew she intended to leave.
She removes the phone, expecting it won’t work, that he’s somehow jammed the signal. But it functions.
Judy dials Agent Haines.
    
DARCY KNEELS at the edge of the driveway and surveys the scene. A few feet away, Detective Bridgewater and Davila study the car. Judy stands with her arms crossed, bouncing on her toes to fight off the icy fear afflicting her. The 24-hour detail on Judy’s house was to begin at midnight, but the unsub has already struck.
As Bridgewater lies on his back and scoots under the car, Darcy takes in the damage: all four tires lie flat against the blacktop; a deep gouge runs across the driver's side door panel, and a puddle of dark fluid pools beneath the car—oil or antifreeze. Judging by the stench, both.
Her gaze moves to a smattering of footprints near Judy's front steps. It wouldn't be much trouble for someone to get inside the house—the door is flimsy, and it’s easy to smash a window.
Davila squats beside the car and peers closely at the bodywork while Bridgewater confirms someone punctured holes in the hoses.
Darcy stands, hands on hips, as she turns to face Detective Bridgewater and Davila. Her expression is set in stone. She nods towards the evidence.
“This has to be the unsub’s doing. He won’t let Judy leave.”
Bridgewater doesn't look up from his notebook. “Looks that way.”
Davila steps closer to the car and scans it for further clues. “Ever since we released Osmond Donaldson, we’ve had arson, harassing phone calls, an attempted break-in, and now this.”
Darcy says, “He wants to prove a point. No matter where Judy goes, he can find her.” She pauses before continuing. “But I have a hard time believing Osmond did this.”
Judy’s mouth falls open. “It has to be Osmond.”
Unwilling to argue with the distraught woman, Darcy approaches the chief. “We need to get Judy someplace safe. A hotel, preferably. Somewhere the police can monitor.”
“I say we stake out Donaldson’s house,” Bridgewater says. “In the meantime, work on another search warrant.”
“Agreed,” Davila says. “I want to nail this bastard.”
As Davila escorts Judy to the cruiser with a promise to keep her safe, Darcy feels a chill run down her spine. She turns and examines her surroundings, scanning the darkness of the neighborhood. Nothing moves except a shallow layer of fog drifting ghostlike. An invisible force watches their every move.
Waiting until Judy is inside the vehicle, Darcy lowers her voice to Bridgewater. “Someone is out there.”
The detective turns in a circle. “Where? I don’t see anyone.”
“The killer. He’s watching us.”
There are too many shadows and places to hide. Bridgewater touches her arm.
“You’re just shaken up.”
Is she? Her sixth sense warns her the danger grows closer by the second.
She crowds into the vehicle with the others, not taking her eyes off the shadows as they pull away.
    
THE CRUISER LEAVES Judy’s house, and he waits until it’s out of sight. He glances up and down the street, ensuring he’s alone. When he’s certain no one is around, he climbs into the silver Cadillac and follows.
He knows where they are heading.
The silver Cadillac rolls along the deserted streets, headlights doused. Inside, the killer maintains a steady speed, aware that his prey is in the cruiser. Both targets. His hands grip the wheel as he follows them through Emporia. The cruiser turns onto a side street and pulls into a parking lot. He watches as two officers step out of the car and open the back door for Judy to disembark. His breath catches in his throat when Darcy Haines climbs out on the opposite side. He’s waited so long for this moment.
A thought occurs to him: step on the gas and run all of them down. But that won’t do. He wants to see Darcy’s and Judy’s eyes when the blade rips their chests open. Then it will finally be over.
Before he can decide, they escort Judy into the building. He waits until they are inside before slipping away into the darkness.
He knows where Judy is hiding: the police station. They’ll take her to a hotel next, but nowhere is safe. Not from him.
A police officer peers through the window, and the killer shifts the car into gear. Rolling away, he speeds up, adrenaline coursing through his veins. The clock is ticking—he will kill Darcy when the moon is full.
As he stops at the end of the block beneath a tree, he watches as they lead Judy into the bullpen. A smirk splits his face.
They’re as predictable as rats. Their next stop couldn’t be more obvious. And he’ll be waiting.
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D arcy stands in the shadows of Osmond’s house, peering around the corner of the porch. The night is dark and empty. Chief Davila’s fists pound against the front door. She holds her gun, her knuckles turning white.
The scene appears deserted, not a soul in sight. Even the nearby trees seem still, their branches hanging low with the weight of the night air. Darcy is alone, the only sound coming from his persistent banging.
At Davila’s command, Detective Bridgewater is with Judy at the department and will escort her to a hotel once they find a safe place outside Emporia. Now she feels alone as she slides along the house. There’s a garage ahead with the door open but no car in the driveway. Shadows pour off the home and blanket the yard. A cricket shrills.
The bushes rustle. She freezes, her heart racing as she peers into the dark. The feeling that someone is watching her has persisted since they arrived at Judy’s house.
“Davila? That you, Chief?”
No reply. She no longer hears him knocking.
One light shines downstairs. It seems Osmond left a lamp on for when he returns. Where is he? Did he vandalize Judy’s car to prevent her from leaving?
A night bird calls.
Darcy puts her back against the wall. She takes a silent step toward the open garage, her gun at the ready. As she approaches, she notices a bulky shape in the moonlight. A container of fuel.
Worrying about Davila, she peers around the corner. The cruiser sits beside the curb as before. But she doesn’t see the chief.
Faint light pours through an upstairs window. It flickers, like a bulb about to blow. Is someone inside? Darcy takes a few more steps and peers up at the window, trying to get a better look. She can see shadows beyond the glass but can’t determine if it’s a person or something else. She creeps forward, keeping her gun in hand.
A shuffling sound brings her head around. It's coming from behind the garage. Darcy tenses, her finger on the trigger. She approaches the wall.
A deep chuckle rattles in the night. A man speaks.
“There you are, my little pie. I knew you’d come, Darcy. This night was predestined.”
Darcy swallows. “Who are you?”
“You don’t recognize me, my pretty one?”
My God, she recognizes the voice. It belongs to Michael Rivers. But that’s impossible. The serial killer is dead.
“I’ve been waiting so long for his moment,” he croons.
The moonlight catches his raised knife as she aims the gun. Before she can pull the trigger, he dives out of the way. She races after the figure, but when she rounds the garage, there’s no one there. Impossible. Another split second, and she would have pulled the trigger.
A hand clasps her shoulder, and she whirls around to Chief Davila.
Darcy's heart thumps in her throat as she tells him about the encounter. “He had a knife. I didn't see his face. It was too dark to tell who it was.”
Chief Davila looks around the yard. He motions for Darcy to stay close as he pulls out his weapon and moves towards the garage. With his free hand, he radios the department for backup. The killer is loose in the area, and they need to cast a net before he escapes.
“Could it have been Osmond?” he asks.
“He was the right size and build, but I don’t know. If the killer is Osmond, where is his car?”
Davila sniffs the air and follows a fuel odor to a container of gasoline. He crouches down and inspects it. His eyes widen as he takes in the evidence before him. He motions for Darcy to come over and looks up with serious eyes.
“This could be what Osmond used to set McCaffrey's house on fire.”
Thoughts race through her mind as she considers the incriminating evidence against Osmond. Why would he burn McCaffrey’s house down and carelessly leave the container in the open?
Davila removes a pair of evidence gloves from his coat pocket and slips them on before lifting the container off the ground and setting it aside. He pulls a flashlight from his belt and scans the area.
If Osmond is the killer, Darcy needs to find him before he disappears for good.
As they comb through the bushes and trees, her mind drifts to the night of the McCaffrey fire. The blaze erupted hours after the police released Osmond. Sirens approach from the center of Emporia. She hopes the police prevent the unsub from escaping. Her heart beats as Chief Davila inspects the container of gasoline. The moon shines brightly overhead, casting long shadows that dance around them.
Behind the garage, she spots a can of spray paint. It’s red, the same kind used to mark the victims. She highlights the can in her flashlight beam and moves closer to Davila, her eyes locked on the shadows.
Darcy examines the evidence before her. The gasoline container and the red spray paint can are damning, but not enough to make a solid case against Osmond. They need more proof.
“Osmond burned down McCaffrey's house to destroy evidence,” Davila says, his voice low and urgent. "Either he’s the killer or he's working with McCaffrey, I'm sure of it."
“We need to find Osmond and bring him in for questioning,” Davila says. “We can’t worry about what the attorneys will say.”
She nods, her eyes scanning the area for any sign of movement. She grips her gun tightly, her heart pounding in her chest.
Darcy and Davila move down the driveway as the sirens grow louder, their eyes peeled for Osmond. The moonlight casts long shadows around them as they approach the front yard. He signals for her to wait beside the wall while he checks for intruders.
As he rounds the house, she sees a figure emerge from the shadows. Osmond?
Her breath catches as Osmond steps out of the shadows. His eyes meet hers, and she can feel him assessing the situation. If he runs, will he escape?
Davila steps away from the house, his gun drawn. “Put your hands up, Osmond.”
Osmond hesitates for a moment, then raises his hands. “I didn't do anything!”
The chief approaches, his eyes never leaving Osmond's face. “We found a can of red spray paint and a container of gasoline behind the house. You want to tell us about those?”
The suspect’s eyes dart from Davila to Darcy. Desperation wells in his gaze.
“Red spray paint? Why would I have a can of red spray paint?”
“And the gasoline? You set fire to Jason McCaffrey’s house, didn’t you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. My lawnmower . . . it’s electric. So is my car. There’s no reason for me to keep a container of gasoline.”
Davila doesn’t wait for Osmond to argue further. He reads the suspect his rights and cuffs him.
Over Emporia, the full moon screams.
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J udy sits alone in the hotel room, a prisoner of her own mind. The police cruiser parked below her window was supposed to make her feel safer, but she senses the killer lurking in the shadows. She stares out at the night sky, feeling more isolated than ever.
The fear and dread of being alone with no one to turn to has been a constant companion since the phone calls began. Why is Osmond torturing her?
She fights to clear her thoughts and focus on what needs to be done. If the FBI is involved, they must have some information on Osmond’s whereabouts. Until then, Judy must wait in this hotel room with only her thoughts for company. As she looks out at the empty street below, she realizes her credit card is sitting on the bedroom nightstand at home.
Darn it.
That detective—was Bridgewater his name?—told her to order room service and keep her door locked. Don’t exercise, don’t swim in the pool, just hide. But without a card to charge the meals to, she’ll starve.
She swallows her fear. Taking another look out the window, she notices the police cruiser hasn’t moved since the officer escorted her to the room. She calls the man and asks if he will follow her home so she can get a credit card.
“That sounds like a terrible idea, ma’am. Best if you stay safe inside your room.”
“I have to eat. Sorry. I realize this is a burden.”
He sighs.
Judy holds her breath as she waits for an answer. She knows it’s a long shot.
“Let me contact Chief Davila. I’ll need permission before we go anywhere.”
He ends the call.
Time passes. Judy paces the room, her mind racing. What if the killer knows where she is? What if he’s outside and watching her through the window? She peers through the glass again, counting each second as her heart hammers in her throat.
The cell phone rings. She leaps out of her skin, but it’s the officer from the cruiser returning her call.
“Chief Davila gave the okay for me to drive you home, but you’ll have to make it quick. Two minutes, no more than that, and I’ll escort you inside.”
“That’s fine, sir. Thank you so much.”
“Wait where you are. I’ll knock on your door. Check the peephole to confirm it’s me.”
She promises she will.
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U nder the harsh glow of the overhead lights, Darcy's heart races as she follows Davila and Bridgewater, watching them lead Osmond to a holding cell. The clanging of the cell door as they lock him inside echoes down the sterile hallway. His protests sound like the wails of departed spirits.
“You can’t arrest me for something I never did. Why won’t anyone listen to me?”
“We need to find out if he’s working with McCaffrey,” Davila says. He lifts his chin at Bridgewater. “Detective, I want you to handle the interrogation. Break Donaldson down. I don’t care how far you need to take things. Get a confession out of him.”
As Bridgewater strides toward the interview room to prepare, Darcy bites her lip. Why does she sense Osmond is being railroaded?
She watches as Bridgewater disappears into the interview room, the door shutting behind him with a solid thud. Osmond's screams echo down the hallway, bouncing off the walls like a pinball. She can't help but feel a twinge of pity for the man, even though she knows he’s a sociopath and a murder suspect.
Davila turns to her, his eyes hard and unyielding. “You don’t approve, Agent Haines. Isn’t this what you wanted?”
“No, sir,” she says. “It’s just that—”
“Just what?” The chief’s voice is sharp.
“We need to be sure. Osmond Donaldson and Jason McCaffrey come from two different worlds. One is an executive at the most revered law firm in the region, the other a destitute accused of rape and murder. Why would they work together? How would they meet?”
“An hour ago, you were convinced Donaldson aided McCaffrey. Why the change of heart?”
She can’t tell him why; she doesn’t know. Just a feeling that they made a grave error. Davila scowls and walks away. Until now, he’s supported her involvement. Now he acts like her theories are nothing more than nuisances.
At the desk the chief assigned to her, Darcy grips a pen, feeling the weight of the situation on her shoulders. She watches as he paces back and forth, his shoes squeaking against the polished floors. She can feel his frustration, his eagerness to close the case, even if it means not confirming he arrested the right man.
But Darcy knows something is off. She can sense it in her gut. Osmond may be the man harassing Judy, but she doesn't believe he’s capable of murder.
She glances down the hall toward the cells and shudders. The imprisoned man hasn’t stopped screaming.
“Remember the witness who saw the silver Cadillac?” she asks.
“What about it?”
“Osmond Donaldson doesn’t drive a silver Cadillac. Security footage places that vehicle in the alleyway where we found Constance Monet.”
“Who cares what Donaldson drives? He could have rented the vehicle.”
“We need to be sure.”
With a huff, he sits beside her and punches information into the computer.
    
DARCY FURROWS her brow as she stares at the screen. She's been looking through the DMV records for the past hour, searching for any leads on the silver Cadillac that was seen near the alleyway.
“Nothing,” she mutters, feeling frustrated.
Chief Davila leans over her shoulder, his breath hot against her neck. “Donaldson killed Constance Monet and the other women. There isn’t a single Cadillac in Emporia matching that description.”
Darcy glares at him but says nothing. She hates the way he's been acting since they returned to the station, as if he's lost all faith in her abilities.
“What if I widen the search?”
She types furiously on the keyboard, her eyes fixed on the screen. He hovers over her, his impatience palpable. The hum of the computer is the only sound in the room.
“There's no one within fifty miles who owns a silver Cadillac matching the one from the alley,” he says. “Give it up.”
“One more search.”
Davila slams his hand down on the desk. “Dammit, Agent Haines. We both know Donaldson harassed two women. One is at a hotel, scared out of her wits, and the other is in the morgue.”
“I know that, but we can't just pin the murders on someone based on circumstantial evidence.”
He rises. “Fine. You work on finding the Cadillac while I join Detective Bridgewater. We’ll get a confession out of Donaldson. Wait and see.”
Ten minutes later, an armed officer leads Osmond into the interrogation room in handcuffs. Davila and Bridgewater are already inside. Still no search results matching a silver Cadillac.
She slumps in the chair, defeated. Maybe Davila is right. Maybe she's the one making the mistake. She's been staring at the computer screen, searching for a record that will lead her to the unsub. But there's nothing. No leads. No clues. Just dead ends.
She can hear Davila and Bridgewater in the next room, questioning Osmond. She can’t make out what they’re saying, but she knows they're trying to wrestle a confession out of him. They’re probably succeeding. They're probably going to pin the murders on him, even though he’s innocent.
While Darcy waits for the interview to conclude, she tries again to reach Deputy Director Magnus Carter. She expects he’s sound asleep at this ungodly hour, but someone at the BAU should be able to help her. No one replies.
From the anger on their faces when they leave the room, Darcy can tell Davila and Bridgewater failed to force Osmond to confess.
Darcy stands as they enter the room. Both look like they just finished a marathon, the frustration clear in their expressions. Davila glares at her, but before he can say anything, Darcy raises her hands in placation.
“Look, I’m sorry. I know I’ve been a pain in the ass, but I’m just ensuring we’re doing the right thing.”
Davila grunts and steps towards her. A phone rings. For a moment, Darcy thinks he's going to yell, but he puts a hand on her shoulder.
“Just find the damn car, Agent Haines. We need to figure out who Donaldson is working with.”
Darcy nods, relieved the tension seems to have dissipated. As she turns back to her seat, the detective ends the call.
“Chief, I just got a call from a witness. They spotted Jason McCaffrey in Emporia.”
Davila's eyebrows shoot up. The chief turns to Darcy, who is too stunned to reply. It can’t be a coincidence that McCaffrey showed up after the police arrested Osmond. Where has the suspect been all this time?
The ghost has returned.
    
WITH THE LEERING moon as his sole witness, he crouches behind a tree and peers through the window of the police department.
His eyes reflect the lunar glow as he watches Darcy. She appears animated, distraught.
Good.
He clutches his knife, imagining the feel of it slicing through her flesh and carving the face of Michael Rivers over her heart. The moon casts a pale light over his face, illuminating his chiseled jaw and wild eyes. He is a predator, waiting patiently for his prey.
He remembers the first time he saw her, even more beautiful than her pictures. He knew then that she was the one. The one he needed to destroy. Vengeance for the Full Moon Killer.
And now, here she is, sitting on the other side of the glass, unaware of the danger lurking outside.
He slides out of hiding, knowing he can’t stay here forever, though he wants to savor the moment. He craves watching her a little longer, to let the anticipation build.
She will be his.
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A  black wind sets the trees in motion as the cruiser stops in the driveway.
“I’m coming in with you,” the officer tells Judy.
She doesn’t argue.
He escorts her inside, making sure the doors are locked behind him. She rushes to the bedroom and searches for the credit card. She swears she left it on the nightstand, but it’s not there.
Getting down on her hands and knees, she peeks under the table, then lifts the comforter and searches around the bed. The phone rings. She freezes before answering it.
“You came home, Judy,” the whispering man says. “I missed you so.”
“Who is this?”
She motions with her arm out the door, but the officer doesn’t respond. In the kitchen, the sink runs.
“My pretty little Judy. I want your pretty pie, lovely girl. Now.”
“Leave me alone. The police are with me. They’ll catch you if you don’t stop calling.”
He tuts. “So ignorant, little one. You will never escape me. Not when the moon is full.”
Judy looks out the bedroom window, afraid of the darkness. She calls out to the officer, but he doesn’t respond. She shudders at the thought of going outside.
“Where did you go, little one? Don’t be bashful. It’s only me.”
The phone trembles in her hand. Where is the police officer?
“I don’t know why you keep torturing me. What did I do to hurt you? Isn’t it enough that Constance is dead?”
“Mmm, Constance. She tasted delectable, my Judy. But not like you. No, not like you. I will drink your blood in the moonlight.”
She ends the call and wants to hurl the phone across the room. Then she sees it. The credit card peeks out from under the dresser. How did it wind up there? She blows out a breath and kneels to retrieve it. All she wants is to get out of here. This is no longer her house. It’s a graveyard at midnight, a crypt in which the dead croon for escape.
“Officer, the same guy called. Officer?”
There’s no response.
With trepidation, she edges the bedroom door open and listens. Nothing. Dead quiet.
“Officer?”
The blood in her head makes her dizzy as she steps into the living room. The officer sprawls on his side, unmoving. She swallows and steps backward. Her lips quiver. Who attacked him? Is the caller inside the house?
Judy edges closer and can’t tell if he’s breathing. The phone rings again, but she’s not answering this time. She is about to dial 911 when a noise jerks her head around.
A creak comes from the entryway. Judy turns to find the closet door open a crack. The floor squeaks inside the closet, and Judy sees the bloodshot eyes staring out at her. She can’t see anything except those eyes floating amid the black.
She stumbles backward and falls onto her elbows, dropping the phone. Her heart pounds like a drum. She scrambles for her phone and presses “9” for emergency services, but he bursts out of the closet, screaming like a banshee.
He grabs hold of her arm and pulls her toward the closet as if she is weightless.
“Come along now, my sweet little Judy. Time to dance in the moonlight.”
She scrapes her nails across his eyes. He screams.
Before he recovers, she runs for the bedroom. The psychopath screams with rage and starts after her, his sneakers thumping against the floorboards as he closes the distance.
Judy slams the door in his face and turns the bolt. He pounds against the barrier.
She searches for an escape route as the deadbolt turns in the bedroom door. The window.
With a heave, she thrusts the window open and drags herself out to the sill. The roof stands above her head, and she hoists herself up as his body slams against the bedroom door.
The ocean air sweeps around her, curious and groping. She crawls up, straining against the asphalt shingles. They tear away as she slides down the slope to the gutter, which snaps and breaks off. She falls.
With a scream, she pinwheels off the edge, praying she will land on her feet. Her legs buckle upon impact, and her teeth click together. The momentum takes her to the ground, where she lies on her back. The psychopath stares through the window. He’s coming for her.
She crawls to her feet, her sweater ripped, her jeans torn. Her knees throb. Blood runs down her arm, but she’s alive. All that matters is surviving.
Judy’s eyes keep glancing back at the house, waiting for the killer to burst outside. She hears the voice calling for her to return. It’s a siren song, a sad lament of loss and regret.
A car passes, its tires drumming over the tar. She rushes around the house and calls for help, but the vehicle disappears down the road.
Moaning comes from inside. The front door stands open as she limps into the front yard. The door wasn’t like that before.
Footsteps trail through the grass. Someone is coming.
Out of the darkness, a hand grabs her shoulder. She screams and claws at the unseen figure.
The officer grabs Judy’s wrists to stop her from gouging his eyes.
Breathless, he points a finger at the open door and says, “He’s inside. Get behind me.”
“Call 911.”
“Backup is on the way. Hang on to me.”
Sirens wail in the distance as police cars race through Emporia. She wavers on her feet, still aching from falling off the roof. It’s a miracle she survived without breaking her neck.
“Wait here,” the officer says, aiming his gun at the open door.
“No, don’t leave me.”
He wants to argue but doesn’t.
Neighbors peer out of windows as police officers arrive on the scene with guns drawn. One officer wraps a blanket around her shoulders.
She’s safe. But for how long? He’ll find her again.
The officer who escorted her into the house speaks into his walkie-talkie. “We have a suspect barricaded in a house. Repeat, we have a suspect barricaded in a house. He is armed and dangerous.”
Judy looks through the windows. He’s gone.
The officer approaches the front door. His gun shakes in his hand as his finger curls around the trigger. He kicks the door open, then jumps back.
Officers rush into the house. They clear each room as they go.
Judy’s eyes search for the first face she sees. The blanket slips off her shoulders.
A dozen neighbors stand outside, their eyes riveted to the scene. A cop yells for them to get back inside and lock their doors.
Judy’s arms cross her chest. She’s on the verge of a panic attack. She hopes the officers will lead the psycho out of the house in handcuffs, but she knows better. The police can’t catch him. She feels it in her bones.
Three officers leave the house, one man shaking his head. Her fears are realized.
The killer is still out there.
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D arcy perches beside the automobile repair shop, the ocean’s humidity like an oily blanket against her skin. She scans the area, her eyes darting from house to house. She's been here for an hour and still no sign of McCaffrey. She checks her watch. It’s almost two in the morning. She’s tired, but she can’t afford to let her guard down. Not now, not ever.
Across the street, she spies Davila and Bridgewater beside a house. More officers hide at the end of the block.
She thinks back to the conversation she had with Davila earlier. He’s developing the same tunnel vision for Osmond as Agent Parham had for McCaffrey. She questioned them both. And now here she is, staking out the area around McCaffrey's burned-out house, waiting for him to show himself, and she hasn’t seen Parham in days.
She closes her eyes for a moment. Has her family learned that she’s in California, hunting the next Full Moon Killer?
Her eyes snap open to movement along the sidewalk. On her hip, the radio buzzes. The police noticed too. A shadowy figure approaches the burned-out house. Is that McCaffrey?
The figure moves closer, and she can make out the outline of a man. It's him. She's sure of it. She can feel her hands shaking, but she forces herself to breathe. They can’t let him vanish again.
She watches as he approaches the house and brushes the hair back from his head. She curses again, remembering all the evidence they lost when the home burned to the ground.
One word from Davila calls her into action.
“Go.”
The police burst out of hiding. McCaffrey stands frozen for a second before he turns and flees. Darcy lunges forward and sprints toward the house, her gun drawn. The other officers run ahead of her, their footsteps pounding against the pavement until they reach the soft grass. The chase continues around the back of the house, the scent of charcoal and death thick on the wind. They’re gaining on McCaffrey. His eyes glint in the moonlight, and his breath comes out in short gasps.
An officer raises his gun. Before Darcy yells at the officer, he aims at McCaffrey's back and fires. The shot rings out, echoing through the night. Soil kicks up as the bullet explodes into the earth. McCaffrey stumbles, but he keeps running. Darcy shouts, anger fueling her determination.
“Don’t shoot McCaffrey!” Davila barks.
The chief wants a confession, and so does Darcy. She wants answers, including what McCaffrey did to Agent Parham.
She sprints faster. The other officers order the suspect to halt. They're closing in on McCaffrey, their shoes kicking up dew. Darcy can see the fear on McCaffrey’s face.
With a shout, Bridgewater races ahead of the pack and lunges. McCaffrey pitches forward with the detective on top. A brief struggle ensues before Bridgewater yanks the man’s arms behind his back and cuffs him. The suspect kicks to no avail. Every officer has a weapon trained on him. Darcy stops beside them.
“What the hell are you doing?” McCaffrey yells.
“What did I do?”
“You’re under arrest for suspicion of arson and murder,” the detective says, pulling him to his feet.
“Arson? You think I burned my house down?”
“We know about the murders,” Davila says. “We found the pictures of the women. Are you working with Osmond Donaldson?”
McCaffrey stares at Davila as if the chief has lost his mind. Darcy isn’t sure how to react. She’s certain McCaffrey is capable of rape and murder, but he appears more confused than upset as the police lead him away.
She jumps when Bridgwater touches her shoulder.
“We finally caught him,” the detective says. “Now we’ll find out if he partnered with Osmond Donaldson.”
Darcy stands alone as Bridgewater and the others march away. The breeze carries the stench of ash and rot. Rubbing an undefinable chill off her arms, she follows the police through the yard.
Her radio squawks. Something about an officer assaulted inside Judy’s house. The killer struck. If McCaffrey did this, how could he be in two places at once?
When she closes in on the remains of the home, her eye catches a shadow on the ground. Disturbed earth.
“Bridgewater, Davila,” she calls, but they don’t hear.
With caution, she approaches the disturbance and scuffs at it with the toe of her shoe. Someone dug a hole about six feet long.
Long enough to hold a body.
She yells again, but the officers are too far away to respond. Nudging the dirt, her shoe catches on a piece of fabric.
Darcy kneels and pulls gloves over her hands. She expects to find a woman’s clothing and a body beneath, but as she clears the soil away, she identifies a man’s jacket. There’s a badge affixed to the front.
It belongs to Agent Parham.
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D arcy sits alone in the station, exhausted by the long night. She's been waiting for Deputy Director Magnus Carter to call, but it's been days of playing phone tag and still nothing. Then her phone rings. It's the FBI.
“Agent Darcy Haines?”
“Yes, this is she.”
“This is Magnus Carter, Deputy Director of the Behavioral Analysis Unit. I’ve been trying to reach you about Duncan Parham. Where are you?" he asks, his voice tense with worry. "Are you safe?"
Darcy is confused by his question. "I'm at the Emporia police station," she replies cautiously. "Why do you ask? Is something wrong?"
There is a pause on the other end of the line before Carter speaks again. "I just want to make sure you are safe. Another agent is coming to visit you regarding Parham. A man named Barnes. He will identify himself at the Emporia Police Department when he arrives.”
Darcy feels a chill run down her spine at his words, and she looks around, expecting the devil himself to burst through the door any moment. She tries to keep her voice level as she responds.
"Can you give me his description?”
Carter does.
“Why can’t you tell me what this is about?”
“It’s better if you speak to Agent Barnes. Until then, don’t leave the station. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
She hangs up, more confused and unsettled than ever. Parham is dead. She feels it in her bones, the truth spreading like a disease.
As she regains her senses, Morgan bursts into the station, yelling and demanding to see McCaffrey. How did she find out about the arrest so soon?
Davila and Bridgewater stand firm, refusing to let the woman see McCaffrey as they are in the middle of an ongoing investigation and cannot risk a conflict of interest.
But Morgan is determined to prove McCaffrey's innocence and presses on, demanding to see any evidence they have against him.
Bridgewater steps forward. “Your boyfriend burned his house down to destroy evidence. He has no alibi during the time of the fire.”
She appears horrified.
“Jason would never do anything like that. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. If I have to take matters into my own hands and prove his innocence, I will. You can’t arrest him for something he didn’t do. Please let me speak to Jason. He’ll clear this up.”
“Impossible,” Davila says.
Morgan turns on Darcy, eyes blazing with anger. “You did this!” she screams. “You got my boyfriend arrested! You’ve done nothing but cause us problems since you arrived.”
Darcy stands her ground. “You don’t know Jason McCaffrey as well as you believe.”
“If I catch you outside these doors, you’re dead. Do you understand me, bitch? Dead.”
Davila steps in front of Morgan and holds up a hand.
“Get out of my station before I place you under arrest,” Davila says.
“That will make two unlawful arrests. This is why no one trusts the Emporia Police Department.”
She stares at Darcy for a long moment before storming out of the station. Darcy watches her go, fearing she hasn’t seen the last of Morgan. Against her better judgment, Darcy knows she needs to speak to McCaffrey. If he’s the new Full Moon Killer, she doesn’t want the sicko inside her head. But what choice does she have?
“Chief, I want to talk to McCaffrey.”
Davila eyes her. “He’s in his cell. Is that wise?”
“I need some questions answered.”
Darcy follows the dimly lit corridor to the holding cells. McCaffrey looks tired and worn, and a charcoal scent wafts off his clothes, but his eyes hold a hint of defiance.
"Who are you?" he asks.
She displays her identification. “Darcy Haines. I’m a consultant with the FBI. I wanted to come and see if there was anything I could do to help. How are you holding up?"
McCaffrey shuffles his feet with distrust. "Not too well, I'm afraid. I’m under arrest and locked up like a rat. It's hard to believe that I'm being charged with something I didn't do."
Darcy tries a different approach and inquires about the details of the night of the fire.
“I was coming from San Francisco.”
“Visiting your mother?”
“She’s dying. Yes.”
“I’m sorry. Can you prove your whereabouts during the time of the fire?”
“If you check, yeah. I bought gas on Route 61 about a half hour before the fire started. No way I could have made it to Emporia that quickly.”
“And you say the receipt will show up on your credit card?”
He looks away. “No. I paid cash.” When she raises her eyebrows, he continues. “I swear. If you check with the gas station, they’ll remember me.”
“Do you at least recall the time you bought gas?”
“A little after eight.”
He tells her he didn’t return until the fire was already out of control.
“The place was already up in flames by the time I arrived. No reason to call 911. I heard the sirens, and I knew the police would blame me. But to claim I was hiding evidence is crazy.”
Darcy listens intently as she pieces the puzzle together in her head.
“Why did you return to the scene before we caught you?”
“Wouldn’t you? I was in a state of shock and had no place to live. I had to sleep in my car. Thought about driving back to San Francisco, but I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
“So you saw us and ran?”
“Yeah.”
“That didn’t look good.”
“Doesn’t mean I burned my damned house down.”
She leaves the cell wondering if there’s anything to McCaffrey’s claims. Proving he purchased gas on Route 61 should be easy enough, but she wonders how Davila and Bridgewater will react when she questions the suspect’s guilt.
She’s already backtracked on Osmond. If she does so with McCaffrey, they’ll never trust another word she says.
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“L earn anything useful?” Chief Davila asks.
Darcy purses her lips in thought. “Maybe. Jason McCaffrey claims he purchased gas at a station on Route 61 around 8:00 p.m. Do you know the place he’s talking about?”
“Yeah, it’s about ninety minutes out of town.” He narrows his eyes. “He’s lying. It’s impossible to make it back to Emporia that fast and start a fire, not even if he’s driving a hundred miles per hour. You’re not doubting he did this, are you?”
“No, but I want to make sure. If the gas station attendant says McCaffrey wasn’t there, then we’ll know he’s lying and have more information to use against him.”
“Want me to send an officer?”
“Let me handle it. Your team is busy enough.”
Before Davila can argue, she exits the department and searches for her car in the crowded parking lot. The full moon rides the night sky. It’s late and getting later, and each passing hour makes her feel as if she’s wrong about Osmond Donaldson and Jason McCaffrey.
The fog of fatigue is thicker than the ocean mist curling around her body. Where did she park? She stands on tiptoe and searches when sneakers scuff the blacktop.
Darcy whirls around to a shape in the night.
“Going somewhere?” the woman asks.
Morgan.
Darcy takes a step back as Morgan advances. The woman’s fists are clenched at her side, and her eyes burn with rage. She knows what this woman is capable of, and she’s not about to stand by and let Morgan hurt her again.
She holds up her hands in a defensive posture and says, “Morgan, stop. You don’t want to do this.”
Morgan snarls in response and lunges forward, fist raised. Darcy ducks out of the way, but Morgan is still coming. She grabs Morgan's arm as she passes by and twists it behind her back before shoving her down to the blacktop.
Morgan cries out in pain as Darcy pins her down with one hand while using the other to keep her arm behind her.
“Get off me, bitch!”
Darcy uses a zip tie to cuff her hands together before standing up and hauling the woman off the ground.
“I told you not to test me, Morgan. Did you think I was lying about being an FBI agent? They train their people to defend themselves.”
Hate blazes in Morgan’s eyes as she looks back at Darcy.
“What are you gonna do now? Drag me inside and arrest me like you did Jason?”
“If you’d stop trying to hurt me and listen, you’d figure out that I want to help you.”
“More lies.”
“Am I lying? Jason claims he isn’t an arsonist, that he purchased gas about ninety minutes outside of Emporia when the fire began. I intend to find out if he’s telling the truth.”
“And you’ll let him go if he is?”
Darcy turns Morgan around to face her. “That’s not up to me. Chief Davila and Detective Bridgewater will make that call, but I’ll give them the evidence I gather.”
Morgan’s face softens just enough for Darcy to trust her not to lunge.
“Now,” Darcy says, “if you’re ready to behave, I’ll cut the zip tie and let you go.”
“You’re not arresting me?”
“For what? Getting your butt kicked by a stay-at-home mom?”
Morgan lifts a challenging eyebrow. Then she smirks.
“Round two won’t go as well for you.”
Darcy sighs. “Can I trust you?”
“If you promise to help Jason, I won’t whip you.”
“All right. But if you try anything, I won’t hesitate to take you down again.”
Darcy cuts the zip tie and Morgan rubs her wrist, eyeing Darcy suspiciously.
“Let’s go find this gas station,” Darcy says, gesturing for Morgan to follow her. “And try to keep your fists to yourself this time.”
Morgan rolls her eyes and falls into step behind Darcy as they hurry toward the car. As they walk, Darcy can feel Morgan's eyes on her, sizing her up. She knows she needs to stay on guard, but she can't help but feel respect for the woman. She's tough, and clearly not afraid to stand up for herself or fight for her boyfriend’s honor.
As they climb into the car, Darcy starts the engine and drives to the gas station. Morgan fidgets in her seat, uncomfortable with the situation. Darcy can sense her unease and breaks the silence.
“Look, I know this isn’t ideal for either of us, but I’m trying to do my job. I don’t want to see an innocent man go to jail, and I don’t want to see anyone else hurt. Can we work together on this?”
Morgan stares out the window, lost in thought before answering.
“I don’t trust easily,” she says. “But I want to believe you. Jason didn’t do this. He’s not perfect, but he’s not a criminal.”
Darcy wonders if she thinks the police wrongly accused McCaffrey of rape and murder. She can see the pain in Morgan’s eyes, the fear her boyfriend is in over his head. She knows that feeling all too well.
“If he’s innocent, I’ll do everything in my power to clear his name,” Darcy says. “I promise you that.”
They continue driving in silence until they reach the gas station. Darcy parks the car and gets out, scanning the area.
The gas station is small but well-maintained, with bright neon lights illuminating the parking lot. Darcy can see a few people milling around inside, and she knows there may be more out of sight. She gestures for Morgan to stay put in the car while she goes inside to investigate.
Darcy enters the gas station, her eyes scanning the shelves of snacks and drinks. She walks to the counter and introduces herself to the clerk, asking if he’s seen anyone matching McCaffrey’s description recently. The clerk shakes his head, but offers her a cup of coffee on the house.
“If it’s all the same,” she says, “I’d like to view your security recordings.”
“The manager won’t allow it.”
“Even for an FBI consultant?”
The clerk rolls his shoulders, searching for an excuse to say no. Exasperated, she punches Chief Davila’s number into the phone and tells him the situation. She hands the phone to the clerk, who listens for half a minute before giving the phone back.
“It seems I don’t have a choice.”
Darcy sips her coffee as she waits for the man to locate the correct footage. As she passes the window, she nods reassuringly at Morgan.
Turning back to the clerk, she asks, “Find it?”
“I’ve got it.”
Darcy sits in a closet-sized room full of chemical cleaners. There’s no light except for the monitors. It’s like sitting in a cave.
Her eyes widen. There, on the screen, is McCaffrey gassing up his car. He looks calm, composed—nothing like a man who is on his way to burn down a house. After he fills the tank, he runs inside to pay. At no point does he fill a container.
Darcy exhales. McCaffrey wasn’t lying after all. She needs to tell Morgan and call Davila.
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I n the dark interior of the car, Morgan rubs her arms. She doesn’t scare easily, but the wind unsettles her, rocking the vehicle as it gusts and moans. Looking through the window, she wonders what is taking Darcy so long.
“Come on, will ya?”
A noise outside the car brings her head around, but there’s no one in the mirrors. Across the parking lot, a loose sheet of plastic floats and billows, an angry phantom.
Morgan freezes; she knows when she’s being watched. Someone is out there. A footstep scuffs the concrete. She swings her gaze toward the noise, but there’s no one.
As she reaches for the horn, intent on getting Darcy to hurry, her door opens. A hand closes across her mouth. Another produces a wicked blade. The edge slides across her throat.
Blood spills down the front of her shirt. Her legs kick against the dash, and her fists beat at the unseen assailant.
As Morgan screams in pain and shock, she scrambles back against the seat, struggling to escape from her attacker. He hauls her from the car, where more blood puddles on the blacktop. She feels him dragging her, the heels of her sneakers skidding and hopping across the rough macadam.
“Go to sleep, pretty little one.”
Her eyes close for the last time.
    
UNSURE how to react to Jason McCaffrey’s innocence, Darcy turns off the monitors and thanks the clerk for his help.
“Did you find what you were looking for?” he asks.
“Everything.”
She pockets the thumb drive she used to copy the footage. There can be no mistaking the evidence. McCaffrey couldn’t have started the fire. There was no time. Morgan will be pleased. That might keep the woman from attacking her again, maybe even build a bridge of trust.
But something is wrong when she exits the store.
The car is empty. Darcy runs to the vehicle, searching for Morgan. But there’s no sign of her. All that remains is a pool of dark liquid on the ground. If it was fuel, she’d smell it. A few strands of hair blow in the wind, trailing across the blacktop. Fear grips Darcy’s chest.
“Morgan?”
No answer. Not that she expected one. Morgan is gone.
The passenger’s side door stands open a crack. She whips it open and sees blood covering the seat, splashed against the dash and door, and puddled on the floor. Murder.
She reaches for her phone and dials 911. The county sheriff’s department will respond. Next, she places a call to Chief Davila. He’ll send two officers to her location.
“McCaffrey and Donaldson aren’t killers. They’re both under lock and key.”
The chief sounds flustered. “Then who did this?”
“I have no idea. Send those officers to the scene.”
“I’ll call the crime scene unit and the coroner.”
Darcy returns to the car and retrieves the thumb drive. She’ll give it to Davila so there’s no question about the fire’s cause. That’s something, even if it doesn’t bring Morgan back.
    
MINUTES PASS. The evidence is there, but the coroner isn’t.
“I haven’t been here long,” the deputy says. “She was supposed to meet me here, but I haven’t seen her.”
“Her?”
“Yes, Dr. Hickey. She’s probably on her way.”
“I hope she doesn’t mind a lot of blood.”
“It’ll take a lot more than blood to keep her from a crime scene,” the deputy says.
Emporia PD won’t arrive for an hour or more.
“Let’s look around,” Darcy says.
She and the deputy walk around the car, searching for clues. It doesn’t take long to find one—a shoe print on the ground where the blacktop and grass merge.
“Looks like a men's size 10,” the deputy says, taking out an evidence marker to measure the print.
When he finishes, he leaves the marker beside the indentation. The imprint is fresh, as if someone had walked through the grass in the last half hour. The print came from an athletic shoe with a distinct sole pattern—one that Darcy recognizes from her own shoes, which she wears when she exercises. It’s a running sneaker.
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A  half-hour later, the coroner and deputies paw through the scene while Darcy stays out of the way, trying to keep warm. It’s not a cool night, but murder always drains the heat from her body. She finishes giving her statement to the deputies as Emporia PD arrives.
In charge, Detective Bridgewater steps out of the vehicle. He takes one look at the team and shakes hands with an investigator. After speaking to the others, he walks to her.
“The rental has to go into evidence,” he says.
“I understand.”
“We’ll drive you home.”
Something seems strange, and she quirks an eyebrow at Bridgewater.
“How did you get to Route 61 so quickly? Emporia is almost ninety minutes away.”
He glances toward the horizon. “Got a call from the sheriff’s department about a family dispute ten miles from here. They wanted backup.”
Should she believe him? It seems everyone lies to her. She doesn’t trust Bridgewater, but there’s no other option. She climbs into the passenger seat of his car. The drive back to the station is silent, save for the occasional crackle of static from the police radio. Her hand sits on her gun as she sneaks glances at his shoes. They aren’t running sneakers, but he could have changed them before meeting with her. By her estimation, he wears a size-ten shoe.
The detective drives with a death grip on the wheel and keeps his eyes locked on the road. Darcy notices his hands shaking and feels her suspicion deepen. She tries to stay alert, despite her exhaustion.
“All that blood,” he says, wiping a hand across his mouth. “I won’t sleep for weeks. Not that Morgan was a Catholic girl, but nobody deserves to die like that.”
When they arrive at the station, Bridgewater parks in an empty spot and turns off the engine. He stares straight ahead for a few moments before turning to her with an unreadable expression on his face.
“You say the killer can’t be McCaffrey or Donaldson because they’re both in jail.”
“Obviously.”
“Are you sure there aren’t two killers? You’ve been wrong on a lot of theories.”
She doesn’t respond. Is he baiting her?
“What’s your theory?” she asks.
“I was hoping you’d tell me.”
He leans back and waits.
“You haven’t trusted me since you found out I was a PI.”
“I don’t, and I’ll tell Davila to toss you off the team if you don’t stay in your lane.”
“This is ridiculous. The chief asked for my profile, and I gave it to him. I never promised to hand-deliver the killer.”
“I don’t have time for this,” he growls, getting out of the car. “He’s waiting for me. And now I have to explain to him why Donaldson needs to walk.”
“And McCaffrey?”
“Over my dead body.”
He slams the door and walks away. Darcy sits in the cruiser and scowls. She hates how he’s turning on her. She taps her fingers on the steering wheel and watches him walk towards the station. He’s playing games with her, but she doesn’t know why. She also doesn’t know why she’s so angry about it. He’s a cop, and that’s what they do. They tighten the screws until you give them the truth. She unclips the seatbelt and composes herself before walking inside.
Darcy follows the entryway toward the bullpen. The desk sergeant on the phone doesn’t acknowledge her, except for a hateful glance. They’re turning on her.
He finally hangs up the phone, and she hands him McCaffrey’s flash drive.
“Give this to the chief, please.”
The sergeant eyes the drive and looks at her. He has the face of a bulldog, and the furrows in his forehead deepen as he frowns.
“What’s this?”
“Proof Jason McCaffrey didn’t burn his house down.”
He looks ready to spit.
“Chief Davila won’t be pleased.”
“It’s evidence. I can’t change what the recording shows.”
Without waiting for his retort, she passes him and finds the desk Davila allows her to use. Since she’s arrived in Emporia, Agent Parham is the only law enforcement officer who has proven himself trustworthy. In her heart, she knows he’s dead, but she has to call him.
One more try before she pens his eulogy.
The phone rings and rings. Across the room, Bridgewater eyes her over his mug.
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D arcy sits in the bullpen, her hands clasped together. She doesn't enjoy waiting. It's too much like sitting in the principal’s office, awaiting punishment. She drums her fingers against her thigh, trying to keep calm.
On the other side of the room, a window offers a glimpse of the interrogation. Davila and Bridgewater sit across from Jason McCaffrey, their voices raised as they question him about his involvement with Osmond Donaldson and the murders of the women. They won’t give up pinning the murders on McCaffrey, even if the arson case is full of gaping holes. She can't hear what they're saying, but she watches McCaffrey's face for any signs of guilt or deception.
But her thoughts keep drifting back to Morgan. Darcy felt obligated to protect her and failed. How could she have been so careless as to leave her alone in the car? If she had asked Morgan to accompany her inside the gas station, the woman would still be alive.
The guilt weighs heavily in Darcy’s chest; tears well up in her eyes. The death of an innocent is always difficult to bear, but when it’s the result of your own negligence, it’s even harder to live with. She feels like she failed not only Morgan, but also all the other victims who lost their lives to the unsub.
As she punishes herself with self-talk, the door to the bullpen swings open and a man in a suit strides in. He looks around the room, his eyes settling on Darcy.
"Agent Haines," he says, approaching her. "I'm Agent Barnes with the FBI. I need to speak with you privately."
Darcy stands, her heart racing. This is the man Deputy Director Carter promised would visit her. Did they find Parham’s body? She follows Barnes out of the bullpen and into a small conference room.
"What's this about?" she asks, taking a seat across from him.
Barnes sets a file folder on the table. "We've been investigating the murders of those women as well, though we’re not officially involved. But something disturbs me.”
“Go on.”
“You left several messages for Deputy Director Magnus Carter about a missing agent named Duncan Parham. Is that correct?”
“Yes.” She glances back at the interrogation room. “I found Parham’s jacket behind McCaffrey’s house.”
Barnes presses his lips together. “Mrs. Haines, Duncan Parham hasn’t worked for the BAU in three years. He quit the FBI. Ironically, he left two weeks after your retirement.”
Darcy's stomach turns. The room spins, and she wants to throw up.
“Do you know where Parham is now?” Barnes asks.
Darcy shakes her head. “I can’t find him.”
Barnes leans back in his chair and stares at her with an intensity that makes her uneasy.
“I can see this is difficult for you, but I need answers.”
“He’s the Emporia killer, isn’t he? He’s the new Michael Rivers.”
“Here’s my number,” he says, sliding a card across the table. “If you hear from Mr. Parham, I need to know immediately. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Haines,"
“Wait, where are you going?”
“I’ll be watching you.”
Darcy sits alone in the conference room, feeling helplessness wash over her. Where could Parham be? She knows there's no way she'll be able to find him on her own. Is Barnes telling her the truth?
She struggles to her feet, a thousand questions spinning around in her head. She needs to break the news to Davila, but how? There's no easy way to tell him that the killer played her.
Darcy steps back into the bullpen as Davila and Bridgewater finish the interview. The chief looks at her expectantly, his expression tight with worry and anticipation.
"I have something I need to tell you."
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I t takes a long while before Darcy finds the courage to speak. Davila glares at her, expecting the worst. She wants to pull her hair out for believing Parham’s lies, for letting the new Full Moon Killer lure her away from the safety of her home. He brought her to Emporia and even faked his own death, making it seem like Jason McCaffrey murdered him and buried his clothes in the yard. Parham had wanted Darcy to find the jacket. Now she has to find him.
“I’m here because a man named Duncan Parham contacted me. We worked together at the FBI, and he claimed he needed me to consult with him on this investigation.”
“And?”
“He lured me away from my home and tricked me into believing he was hiding from Emporia PD.”
Davila creases his brow.
“Why in the world would an FBI agent conceal himself from me during an active murder investigation?”
“He claimed the BAU mistreated you over the phone and you didn’t want their help. Another FBI agent named Barnes arrived and told me Parham hasn’t worked for the Bureau in three years.”
Davila is livid. He slams his fist on the desk and paces the room, with his hands clenched into fists.
“What does this mean?”
“Parham disappeared a few days ago after convincing me Jason McCaffrey was the killer. I found Parham’s jacket behind McCaffrey’s house.”
“And you didn’t tell me?”
“I was trying to protect his identity.”
“Anything else you’ve hidden from me, Agent Haines? When do I meet this mysterious Agent Barnes, and can I trust either of you?”
“You can. I have his phone number.”
Davila copies the number with a distrustful scowl.
“Can you trust anything Parham has told you?”
“Nothing. I should have figured it out sooner. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why McCaffrey, a rapist, would turn into the Full Moon Killer’s protégé or why he would work with Osmond Donaldson.”
“Parham planted the evidence so we would find it.”
“That’s what I believe.”
“And he burned the house and made it look like Donaldson or McCaffrey was responsible.”
“That explains the gas can and spray paint. Parham is the same size as Osmond Donaldson and Jason McCaffrey. Chief, Osmond is guilty of harassment, but I don’t think he killed those women.”
“What about the silver Cadillac? Does it belong to Parham?”
“I don’t have an answer for you.”
“Do you know where this man is? How long has he been in contact with you?”
“A little over a week, and no, I can’t find him.” Darcy takes a deep breath before continuing. “But I’m sure he means to find me.”
Davila shakes his head in disbelief as he listens to Darcy's story. "We need to get to the bottom of Parham's lies. Find that Cadillac.”
While Davila briefs Bridgewater, Darcy sits behind the computer and calls every rental car agency within twenty miles. She phones four agencies with no luck.
Finally, she dials the fifth agency and is connected to a woman named Susan.
After identifying herself, Darcy says, “I need to know if you rented out a silver Cadillac six days ago.”
Susan clicks away on her keyboard before replying. “Yes, that’s correct. A man named Duncan Parham rented it out.”
Darcy's heart skips a beat. She looks over at Davila and gives him a subtle nod, confirming her suspicions.
While Davila and Bridgewater plan their next move, she researches Agent Duncan Parham. She comes across an old newspaper article mentioning Parham's name; it details his rise from a lowly FBI agent to an accomplished investigator with excellent results in solving cases. The article also mentions his sudden retirement three years ago. After that, nothing. It was as if the ground swallowed Parham. He quit because he supported Michael Rivers, not her.
And now he’s completing the Full Moon Killer’s work.
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D arcy is under the spotlight as she sits in the interrogation room. Chief Davila and Detective Bridgewater eye her across the table, neither sure if they can trust her.
“What’s your history with this Duncan Parham?” Bridgewater asks. “There has to be more to the story than the two of you worked together.”
She shakes her head. “You don’t understand. Michael Rivers, and all the copycats who came after him, never needed a reason. Anyone who fits the target type dies. Except for me. I’m the reason Michael Rivers isn’t alive, so it’s personal for Parham.”
Davila shares a glance with Bridgewater. “How do you propose we find this guy? We know he’s driving a rented Cadillac, but that’s it.”
“I can tell you who he’s going after next.”
“Who?”
“Judy. Then me. I’m the final chapter in this story.” Bridgewater releases a breath and rocks back, as if not buying her theories. “Detective, what more can I do to convince you? Duncan Parham is repeating the Darkwater Cove murders and following the Full Moon Killer’s path. I’m the one he wants. He’ll come after me.”
The seconds tick by in utter silence. Bridgewater turns to Davila.
“Do you believe her?”
Davila crosses his arms. “Do I have a choice in the matter?”
The detective turns his sights on Darcy. “Maybe we can use this to our advantage.”
“How so?”
“She says Parham wants to kill her. So we’ll use her as bait.”
Darcy swallows the bile in her throat. She doesn’t fear risking her life to stop Parham, but it sickens her that Bridgewater sees her as expendable, a piece of meat thrown to the lion.
But she’ll do whatever it takes to catch Parham. She nods her head in agreement with Bridgewater's plan, even though she hates the idea of being used. They need to catch Parham, and if that means putting herself in danger, then so be it.
She looks Davila in the eye. “I’ll do it. I’ll help you catch him.”
“I don’t know about this,” Davila says, drawing a derisive look from his lead detective. “Mrs. Haines, you’re a private investigator and FBI consultant, not a full-time agent. I can’t ask you to risk your life.”
“I’m not afraid to put my life on the line, Chief Davila. And I’m not going to sit here and let Parham kill more innocent people.”
“I realize you’re not afraid, and that scares the hell out of me. You’re a citizen. This is wrong.”
Bridgewater sits forward. “She’s willing, Chief. Let her do it.”
Davila runs a tired hand across his head. “All right, but you need to understand the risks. We can’t guarantee your safety.”
“I understand that.” Darcy squares her shoulders. “I can’t let Parham win. He’s the only person keeping Michael Rivers’ legacy alive.”
“Okay. We’ll use you as bait. But we need to make sure we catch him this time.”
“We will,” Darcy says. “There is no other option.”
“What about McCaffrey and Donaldson? I can’t keep them locked up forever.”
“Hold them for the rest of the night. It’s already late, and they’re probably asleep. We need to continue under the guise that McCaffrey or Donaldson is the unsub. The second we release them, Parham will know we’re onto him.”
Darcy spends the next hour preparing for the operation. She works closely with Bridgewater, despite their differences, studying Parham's past behaviors and patterns, trying to predict the killer’s next move. The serial killer can’t reach Darcy inside the police station, but he knows where she’s staying.
“My motel room,” she says.
“We’ll set up a team, one officer with you, another in the neighboring room. I’ll direct a team from the woods across the road.”
As she collects her belongings, Darcy feels the terror settling on her shoulders. She's done dangerous work before, but this feels different. Though she’s faced serial killers, never has she encountered a murderer trained by the FBI. Parham knows how to stay one step ahead of the investigation. He’s done it all along, fooling her into investigating the case, then convincing her he was dead.
Driving to the motel, she can’t see the police cruisers behind her. They remain two miles back, just in case Parham is following.
Darcy pulls into the motel parking lot, her pulse thrumming as she steps out of her car. If she lets her fear show, Parham, like the predatory beast he is, will sense it and use it against her.
She unlocks her room, her eyes scanning the parking lot and the shadows spilling off the building. As she enters her room, she catches her breath when a man emerges from the bathroom. A plainclothes officer. She recognizes him from the station. Officer Brubaker. He wears a brown leather jacket, light blue jeans, and plain sneakers. A black cap hides his short light brown hair. His face is serious and determined as he peeks between the curtains. Brubaker has an athletic build and moves with the confidence of someone who knows how to handle a situation. He looks her in the eye, as if telling her he has her back.
“Sorry for alarming you, Agent Haines. The motel manager let me in. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. I’m glad you’re here.”
She sets up her equipment, placing a laptop on the small desk and connecting it to the motel's Wi-Fi.
A door closes in the next room.
“That’s Officer Harrelson,” Brubaker says. “He showed up before I arrived.”
“Plain clothes?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She's wired to a listening device, and she wears her gun like a lifeline. At the table, she sips tea to calm her nerves while the officer tests his radio.
Her phone buzzes, and she checks the screen. It's a message from Julian.
I've been trying to reach you all day and night. Something is going on. Why aren’t you being truthful with me?
Sadness overwhelms Darcy as she reads the words on the screen, unable to bring herself to respond. If she tells Julian where she is, he’ll take the first flight to California.
Five minutes later, Bridgewater and his team move into place.
Now they wait for Parham.
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O fficer Brubaker paces the room like a caged predator. He moves in silence, and Darcy thinks he would make an excellent FBI agent. His eyes see all, and as he searches the parking lot, she feels the first tinge of confidence since she arrived at the motel.
The message from Julian awaits, but she can’t respond. Not now. Parham may be outside, searching for a way in. He has already gone after Judy for the second time and knocked a police officer unconscious.
But Darcy is his ultimate target.
She ignores the fear gnawing at her gut. She can't afford to be scared. Not when Parham is out there, waiting to strike. 
Chatter continues over the radios. Agent Barnes has joined the team, but Davila is reluctant to yield power to the FBI agent.
Brubaker stops pacing and stares at her. "You sure you're up for this, Agent Haines? We can call it off."
Darcy shakes her head. "No. I'll be fine. I can handle myself."
The words sound hollow even to her own ears, but she forces herself to stand tall. 
Brubaker checks his watch. "Bridgewater and his team are in position. If Parham shows, we’ll be ready for him."
Darcy grabs her listening device, adjusts the earpiece, and waits for confirmation that they’ve spotted the psychopath.
On Brubaker’s signal, she opens the door, peeks outside, and closes it.
“That’s all you want me to do?” she asks.
“If Parham is watching, he saw you.”
A scratching sound comes from the next room, and Darcy's senses heighten. The air is thick with madness. She can feel it, like an oily substance coating her skin. 
A voice crackles in her earpiece, and she recognizes Bridgewater's voice. “Okay, Agent Haines. If he doesn’t take the bait, we’ll try again in five minutes. Next time, we’ll have you walk to your car in the parking lot.”
She confirms the plan. Brubaker doesn’t appear convinced of the plan’s soundness. The noise comes from next door again. It’s an unoccupied room, not the one the other officer occupies.
“What the hell is that?” Brubaker asks.
The clawing continues, as if something with teeth wants to break through the wall and get them.
“The room isn’t occupied, right?”
“Negative.” Brubaker lifts his walkie-talkie. “Be advised, I’m leaving the room to check on a sound next door.”
“Stand down, officer,” Bridgewater says. “If Parham sees you exit the room, he’ll know Haines isn’t alone.”
Brubaker presses his lips together. She senses he doesn’t like the detective any more than she does. The scratching becomes more insistent.
“It’s a rat,” she says.
The officer nods. “Inside the walls. Remind me never to stay here.”
She can't help but worry about Judy, who is back at the hotel. She radios Bridgewater to have someone check on her.
"I don't want anything to happen to her," Darcy says.
Bridgewater assures her that an officer is onsite.
Darcy feels a little better knowing that someone is checking on Judy, but she can't shake the fear that Parham may have found a way inside. Will he kill Judy before he goes after her?
She touches her gun in the holster, the fear for Judy overpowering. This scene has played itself out too many times over the last few years, and the play always ended in tragedy. Centering herself, she tries to push the past out of her mind.
Her thoughts drift to Morgan. McCaffrey’s girlfriend is dead because of her.
Her heart aches with guilt. Maybe if she had been more observant, Morgan would still be alive. She refocuses on the present moment. She can't change what happened, but she can make sure no one else has to die.
The scratching grows louder. She glances at Brubaker, who looks just as uneasy as she feels.
Brubaker presses his ear against the wall; the scratching stops. The sudden silence is almost deafening, and Darcy feels her skin crawl. She steps away and signals for Brubaker to do the same.
Another noise comes from the room Officer Harrelson occupies.
Something crashes against the wall, hard enough to make the room shake. Darcy braces herself, her gun pointed at the door.
Brubaker reaches for his weapon, his eyes scanning the room for any sign of movement. Confusion pours through the radio speakers. Darcy can feel her heart pounding in her chest, her senses on high alert. The crashing sound is followed by a low growl. Darcy's blood runs cold.
“Get the door,” Brubaker says in a low, urgent voice.
Darcy nods, her grip on her gun tightening. Together, they move toward the door, their eyes fixed on the handle. Brubaker reaches for it slowly, his fingers curling around the metal.
As he turns the knob, the door flies open, and a dark figure lunges at them. Darcy barely has time to react, but her training kicks in, and she aims her gun at the silhouette.
It's Parham.
He's baring his teeth, snarling like a wild animal. His eyes are bloodshot, his clothes torn and stained. Darcy can see the glint of a knife in his hand.
She pulls the trigger as the radio screams with one voice after another. The police are coming. How did Parham make it past them?
She pulls the trigger. The bullet whistles past the killer’s shoulder. Brubaker dives at Parham. A grunt follows, and the former FBI agent slams the officer against the pavement. Blood trickles from a gash in Brubaker’s forehead.
As Darcy aims again, the psychopath dives out of the way. Footsteps race around the building as two cruisers screech to a halt in the parking lot.
Raised voices. Gunfire.
Darcy kneels to check on Brubaker. He’s breathing. Thank goodness.
She searches for Parham, but he’s gone.
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T he paramedic attending to Officer Brubaker wears a navy-blue jumpsuit and has short, cropped hair. His kind eyes remain focused and alert as he tends to the injured officer. He has a serious yet reassuring manner about him, and his hands are gentle but sure as he applies the IV line and bandage.
Darcy stands above them with one hand rubbing at an elbow. The ocean breeze tugs at her hair and blows it in her eyes. Chief Davila glimpses her over the crowd and strides across the parking lot.
“Are you harmed?” he asks.
“No, only Officer Brubaker. He saved my life.”
The paramedic administers a saline solution through an IV line in the officer’s arm and applies a bandage across his forehead. Brubaker’s eyes are glassy, but he’s conscious and alert.
Across the parking lot, Detective Bridgewater confers with Agent Barnes. They’re both looking at Darcy, and Barnes is shaking his head as if he doesn’t approve of the police putting her at risk.
Davila takes her aside and asks if she needs anything. She shakes her head and follows as Davila leads them away from the chaos of the crime scene. They watch in silence as two figures, one in police garb and another draped in an all-white sheet, are loaded into ambulances. Their bodies are being taken to the morgue for examination. As she and Davila turn away, a blanket of darkness they can never exorcise wraps around them.
“He murdered the desk clerk, stole the keys to the room next to yours, and waited for us to arrive,” Davila says.
Blood mars the sheet. The poor woman hadn’t deserved this fate.
“Parham was in the room before Officer Harrelson arrived?”
“Yes. That’s why we didn’t see him approaching the hotel. The bastard was already here.”
Darcy’s head pounds. Who can guarantee Judy is safe with an officer parked outside her hotel? Like Michael Rivers, Parham doesn’t let doors stand in his way.
“Parham anticipated I would return to my room and use myself as bait. He knew you’d stake out the motel ahead of time and beat you to the scene.”
Now Officer Harrelson is dead, another victim of the Full Moon Killer’s prodigy. Who next?
“Chief Davila,” she says, “I want to make sure Parham isn’t after Judy now. Even with an officer outside her hotel, we can’t take chances.”
“I understand. I’ll station a second officer outside her room. The Emporia Police Department wants Duncan Parham captured and killed. It’s personal now. He took one of our own.”
“Thank you.”
Davila’s face is a litany of emotions, but he maintains his composure. “And Parham was a decorated agent during his time with the FBI?”
“He was. I don’t understand why he followed Michael Rivers.”
“It’s like a cult.”
“And this cult kills.”
While Davila sends an officer to the hotel, Darcy picks up her phone. It’s closer to sunrise than sunset, but she knows Judy is awake. Having walked in the woman’s shoes, she understands there can be no sleep when the Full Moon Killer targets you.
“Judy, it’s Agent Haines. Did I wake you?”
“I won’t sleep until you stop this psycho.”
“I wanted to make sure you’re all right. We have a man outside your hotel now and we’re sending a second officer. He’ll guard your door. If you have any trouble, he’ll help you.”
“This guy . . . he keeps finding me. It’s like he knows where I’m going before I get there. The police can’t keep me safe. He’ll come after me again.”
“Not if I have anything to say about it.”
“Agent Haines, do you ever wonder if he’s . . .”
“What, Judy?”
“Not like one of us. Is he the devil?”
Darcy doesn’t answer, but the question hangs like a noose between them.
“The officer will be there in ten minutes,” she says.
“Tell him to hurry.”
Judy is in room 302. The third floor is high enough to give Parham trouble, but it won’t stop him from getting at her. They need more police guarding Judy, even if one has to sleep in her room.
The call ends, and Darcy returns to Chief Davila.
“Judy is fine for now,” she says.
“That’s good to hear.”
“No sense staying at the motel. Parham figured out our plan.”
“I have five squad cars sweeping the area. We’ll find him.”
She isn’t so confident.
“I’m putting a sniper on the roof of Judy’s hotel,” Davila says. “We need a perimeter. Every exit, every entrance, and every street. Nobody gets out of here without us knowing. In the meantime, I’m going after Parham. Want to join me?”
Confident Davila’s officers will defend Judy, Darcy slides into the cruiser next to him.
“Let’s go.”
The night air is filled with the sound of police sirens. Officers issue orders over the radio, and the false alarms add up. Emporia is under a state of emergency, and every officer on duty is searching for the killer. Blockades and checkpoints sit at major intersections. It seems impossible for Duncan Parham to escape, but Darcy knows they won’t find him.
Alleyways turn up nothing more than shadows and empty spaces. The sweep continues throughout the night, but there is no sign of the murderer as dawn peeks an eye over the horizon. The new Full Moon Killer is a ghost. Nobody sees him unless he wants them to.
Davila orders his men to keep searching until they find him. But after hours of tireless effort, they come up empty. Darcy accepts the chief’s offer to rest on a cot in the back room of the department.
Instead of sleeping, she lies in darkness and studies the ceiling for an hour. Then she returns to the bullpen.
Today she will end this nightmare.
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A fter the darkness of the storage room, the bullpen makes Darcy squint until her eyes adjust. Agent Barnes is in Chief Davila’s office while Detective Bridgewater briefs a junior officer.
She scans the notes Davila left on her desk. No sightings of Duncan Parham, though the police plastered his face on every television in the state.
Darcy calls Julian and tells him she’s safe. He’s worried; she can hear the pain in his voice. She tells him not to fret and that she will explain everything when she gets home.
“I swear I will tell you everything later. Just know that I am all right and that I love you more than anything. Everything will make sense when we are together again.”
Julian hears the determination in her voice, but he worries anyway. She promises to call him with news once she finishes her work, then hangs up and turns back to the case files spread across the desk.
For the first time since she arrived in Emporia, she feels like the hunter instead of the hunted. She knows how to draw Parham like a moth to a flame. And she will burn him beyond recognition.
But she needs to convince Davila and Barnes that her idea will work and won’t get her killed. They eye her as she enters the office. She can see the chief and FBI agent have established a rapport, and they both act like overbearing fathers. The irony is she is the only one experienced dealing with the Full Moon Killer and the prodigies who came after him.
“He’ll go after Judy if he can’t find me,” Darcy says, “but I mean to make it easy for him.”
Barnes scratches the stubble on his cheeks. “How?”
“If I join Judy at her hotel, he won’t be able to resist. Two birds, one stone.”
“What about the police officer guarding the door?” Davila asks.
“Make him disappear for a few minutes. That’s all Parham needs.”
“How will he get into the hotel with everyone watching for him?”
“Trust me, he’ll find a way. He might already be there.”
Davila shifts his back as though her words send chills down his spine. From the frown on Barnes’ face, Darcy can tell he hates the plan. But she’s certain it will work. It has to.
After debating the issue, they agree. Darcy will replace Judy in the hotel room while the police hide her nearby. Thinking both women are inside, Parham will break in. She’ll be waiting for him.
Five hours later, with the afternoon sun beginning its westward descent into its ocean grave, Agent Barnes escorts her up the hotel stairs and to Judy’s room on the third floor. They skip the elevator, allowing Parham to observe everything. She doesn’t see him but senses he’s close. He’s been here all along.
A knock on the door, and Judy lets them in. She throws her arms around Darcy’s shoulders.
“He’s in the hotel, isn’t he?” Judy asks.
“I’m sure he is. If he believes we’re together, he’ll come for us. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe.”
The police officer guarding the room explains he’ll take Judy to an unoccupied room at the end of the corridor. Darcy will serve as bait again. She doesn’t mind as long as the nightmare ends tonight.
The westering sun lowers on the horizon, casting a pink and orange hue across the town. Night is coming, and the moon is still full. Darcy notices several officers staring at her from the parking lot as she adjusts the curtains on the window. They know what is about to happen, but not when. Parham might be inside the hotel, waiting for the perfect moment.
But that doesn't stop her from taking off her coat and placing it on the bed next to Judy's bag. She removes her gun, checks its chamber, then places it beside the throw pillow on the chair near the window. All while never taking her eyes off the pane, waiting for the killer to appear in its frame like a specter in a dreamscape.
The minutes languish, but there is no movement outside. Darkness falls; the night air is still and quiet. The only sound Darcy can hear is her own heart beating in her chest. She feels like she’s waiting an eternity for something to happen, yet she accepts it will all be over soon. Whether she lives or dies, Michael Rivers will no longer terrorize her from the grave.
Darcy jumps when she hears a noise behind her, a faint twisting of the door handle. She peers through the peephole. No one is outside her room.
The phone rings. It’s Laurie. Now isn’t the time to talk to her cousin, but what if something happened to Jennifer? She answers.
“What’s wrong, Laurie?”
“You tell me. Julian called, scared out of his mind. He tried to get the truth out of me, but I kept my mouth shut. Darcy, you need to talk to your husband.”
“I know, but I can’t right now. Not until I finish this investigation.” She brushes the hair off her shoulder. Another sound comes from outside: a scratching against the window. Probably bugs darting toward the faint light behind the curtains. “How’s Jennifer?”
“She’s fine, I’m fine, we’re all safe. How much longer do you want me to keep her at this resort?”
“Just for tonight.”
“I can go home tomorrow and sleep in my own bed?”
Footsteps scuff the carpet in the hallway. “Laurie, I can’t talk right now.”
“For God’s sake, be careful.”
“I’ll call you in the morning.”
Before Laurie speaks, Darcy ends the call and presses her ear against the door. Silence.
The phone rings again, and she scoffs before answering.
“Laurie, I mean it. I can’t talk—”
“The moon is beautiful tonight, my pretty pie. It’s the perfect night for a murder, wouldn’t you agree?”
She opens the curtains and peeks outside. The cruisers sit below.
“Where are you, Parham?”
“Close enough that I can smell you.”
Darcy retrieves the gun but leaves the holster on the chair. The floor groans outside the door, and she knows where he is. Throwing the bolt is useless. He’ll find a way into the room. She stands with her back to the door and throws the curtains open. The full moon leers from the sky, and she stares at it with a challenge in her eye.
She slips the gun into the waistband of her jeans and rests the weapon against her belly so he can’t see. Her arms hang at her sides. She’s vulnerable, accepting of her fate.
Behind her, the door slides open. A soft breeze touches the back of her neck, making the hair stand on end.
Darcy can’t hear his footsteps approaching. It doesn’t matter. She already knows he’s right behind her.
“I’ve longed to taste your blood in the moonlight,” he purrs. “You were expecting me?”
“Yes.”
She spins around, holding the gun. His eyes widen in surprise. His face contorts from shock to rage as he lunges with the knife.
Darcy's finger squeezes the trigger and sends a single bullet exploding through his chest. His body crumples to the floor like a marionette whose strings have been cut, blood pooling on the rug beneath him.
As Parham twitches on the carpet, he laughs—an evil sound which echoes off the walls. “You think you can stop me? This will never end. He’ll always be here, waiting for you in the dark corners of your mind.”
But Parham’s story will end here and now.
A sudden calmness fills her as she realizes it’s over. The gun clatters to the floor as tears sting her eyes. Shouts and footfalls approach. The officers burst inside with Agent Barnes.
Parham dies with his eyes open.
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D arcy can’t look at Parham as the emergency workers take his body away. A dozen officers crowd the hotel room. She can see Judy over their heads, but Davila wants her gun.
Darcy hands over her weapon for evidence and gives him a statement.
“Can you hurry with the investigation? I want to go home.”
For the first time, she takes in her surroundings. The walls are painted a soft white and a golden lamplight forms an inviting aura throughout the space. An armchair faces them both, and Darcy collapses into it, letting out an exhausted sigh as she sinks into its embrace. A queen-size bed sits in the corner near a window looking out at the cityscape below. On either side of it are two side tables with books scattered across them; one is the Bible. She wonders if she’s just shot the devil incarnate.
As she rests, her eyes wander towards the wall, where several photographs hang, each depicting the city’s relationship with the Pacific.
Everyone is looking at her.
That’s when she sees Judy. She’s farther back, away from the officers, her face partially hidden in the shadow of a standing lamp. Darcy stands and approaches, not wanting to startle her or cause further distress. She takes a seat next to Judy and places a hand on the young woman’s shoulder.
“Are you okay?” Darcy asks softly.
Judy looks up at Darcy with tear-filled eyes and nods. “It wasn’t Osmond. Who was that man?”
Darcy tells her the truth. When she finishes, she gives Judy a hug and tells her it will all be okay. Does she mean it? Nightmares will follow Judy like shadows.
“You saved my life,” Judy says. “You’re welcome to visit anytime you need to get away from North Carolina.”
Darcy offers her the same invitation.
Davila wanders back.
“Will she be all right?” the chief asks.
Darcy lifts a shoulder. “Will any of us be? When the Full Moon Killer touches a life, he leaves a permanent mark.”
“The press is downstairs. Everyone heard the gunshot.”
“This will be national news within the hour, won’t it?”
“Is that a problem?”
It is, but she doesn’t tell him why. Julian will see the story. She can’t predict how he’ll react or what the kids will say.
The hour is late when she reaches her motel. She prays Davila will wrap up the investigation and allow her to leave tomorrow. As she sits on the edge of the bed, knowing she needs to sleep despite her adrenaline, she checks flight times. She misses her family.
When the phone rings, she doesn’t need to glance at the screen to know who the caller is.
“Julian, what took you so long?”
He sighs heavily on the other end of the line. “I just heard about what happened. I can’t believe you’re in California. Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I knew you’d never allow it.”
“But why, Darcy?”
“He made it personal. If I didn’t stop him, he would have gone after Jennifer and Hunter.”
“But the police and FBI—”
“Don’t know Michael Rivers like I do.”
A pause. “Darcy, Michael Rivers is dead. We killed him, remember?”
“As long as madness exists in the world, Rivers will never die.”
She explains what happened and how the new Full Moon Killer was someone she’d worked with at the BAU.
“He quit the FBI after you retired?” Julian asks in disbelief.
“That’s correct. He left so he could finish Rivers’ work. I’m shocked it took him this long to lure me away from home.” Darcy draws a deep breath, feeling more exhausted than relieved. “I’m safe," she says. "I just wish you were here. I’m so sorry for lying." 
Julian is silent for a moment before he speaks again with a gentle assurance in his voice. “We’ll talk about it when you come home,” he says. “You know that no matter what happens, I'm always here for you.”
The warmth of his words brings some comfort to her.
“I needed to hear that.”
“Speaking of which, when are you flying back?”
“Tomorrow evening, if all goes as planned. Chief Davila will require a complete briefing.”
“You don’t have to explain. Remember where I work.”
She laughs. “I miss you, Julian.”
“I miss you too.”
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A t two in the afternoon, Darcy finishes briefing Chief Davila on the shooting. Her packed bags lie beside her feet, signaling she already has one foot out the door.
“This could have gone differently,” Davila says, tapping a pen on the table. “We are lucky you were here to stop Parham.”
Darcy gives a subtle nod. She's glad the investigation is over and Emporia is safe. Davila stands and hands her a folder. Inside are travel documents and an envelope filled with cash for reimbursement of expenses incurred during her stay in California.
“You don’t have to do this,” she says. “I can afford the trip.”
He extends a hand. “Mrs. Haines, I’ve never met someone with your instincts or tenacity. Those qualities made it possible for us to bring an end to the murders. Do you want my opinion?”
She quirks an eyebrow. “I think you’re going to give it to me regardless.”
“You never should have left the FBI; they need agents like you. And for the record, I never doubted your ability. I’m a hothead, and I demand results. I hope you understand.”
Before she steps out of the office, Darcy scans the bullpen. The familiar faces look at her with newfound respect.
The drive back to LAX is peaceful. Escaping the persistent gloom of Emporia, the sun dares to show its face. She thinks about Julian and what he said during their phone call. No matter what happens, he’s always here for her. The thought brings warmth to her heart as she drives along on the crowded interstate.
She makes a quick stop at an old diner off the highway. Inside, it’s dimly lit, with only two tables occupied by local patrons. Darcy takes a seat near the window and orders comfort food: coffee and a blueberry muffin. As she sips her drink, savoring its sweet aroma, she remembers why she fell in love with California in the first place: The vastness captures one's imagination and gives space to breathe.
Her thoughts drift toward home as she approaches the city limits; there's nothing quite like being surrounded by those who care about you.
She arrives at the airport in time to check her bag and pass through security. After a few minutes, her boarding call sounds over the loudspeakers. She stands from her seat, grabs her carry-on bag, and makes for the gate.
As she passes into the hallway, she stops to take one last look out of the window facing the runway. The sky is a clear blue canvas with white puffs of clouds. She stuffs her carry-on under the seat. As the plane pulls away, she glances out the window. The reality of returning home slowly sinks in. She will have a lot of explaining to do. Not only to Julian but also to her children, who are sure to be worried about her. But as nervousness grips her throat, another emotion surfaces.
Strength.
    
IN THE PREDAWN dark of North Carolina, Julian waits beside his car to pick up Darcy. Their embrace lasts for minutes but is too brief. She wants to hold him forever.
The next evening, he takes her to dinner in the center of Genoa Cove. The restaurant occupies an ornate brick building, with lush green vines and ivy crawling up its sides. Nautical lanterns, fishing nets, and a variety of antique maps decorate the walls. Candles flicker on the tables, casting a romantic glow over the room. The windows offer a breathtaking view of downtown, with the square lit up like New Year’s Eve. A pleasant aroma of freshly cooked seafood and spices fills the air, and a hint of salty sea air lingers in the background, adding to the atmosphere of the restaurant.
He looks at her over the table, studying her face. He can tell something isn’t right. She laughs and smiles, but he knows she is trying to hide her pain.
“Why did you risk your life?” he asks.
“Because it was the only choice. Parham wouldn’t have shown his face otherwise, and I couldn’t let him kill anyone else.”
“Something else is bothering you, and it’s not guilt,” he says, taking her hand. “I want to help you bear this burden, but I need answers.”
Beyond the window, gloaming spreads in blue hues across the sky. It's time to tell him everything.
Words tumble like heavy stones onto the table between them. Parham's final warning still echoes in her mind: The murders will never stop. There will always be more disciples of the Full Moon Killer.
She looks to Julian for comfort but finds none in his expression. Jennifer and Hunter are his children too now, and he fears for them. He looks away before speaking.
“There will always be evil in this world, and it takes many forms. But you can’t fight it alone, Darcy. Promise me you’ll never rush off again.”
“Will you allow me to do what needs to be done? If you try too hard to defend me, I won’t be able to stop the next one.” She meets his gaze. “And there will be a next one.”
Julian nods, his expression serious. “I understand, but promise me this. Promise me you’ll come to me first. We’ll handle it together. How can I watch over Jennifer and Hunter if you don’t tell me the truth?”
Darcy nods, grateful for his understanding. She knows he’s right. She can’t keep shouldering the burden alone.
As they finish their meal, the discussion moves to happier topics. They talk about their plans for the future, dreaming of a life filled with love. Julian tells her about his plans to take Jennifer and Hunter on a camping trip before fall semester, and Darcy’s face lights with excitement. They talk late into the night, savoring each other’s company and the warmth of the candlelight.
As they step out of the restaurant, Darcy breathes the salty sea air. She feels a sense of calm settle over her, knowing Julian is by her side. They walk hand in hand through the downtown square, admiring the twinkling lights and the sounds of laughter and music around them.
Though her hands may be callused, she accepts the work ahead of them. But not tonight.
For every wound, there's a remedy; for every sorrow, a balm to soothe.
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