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Kaylee Holmes cursed at her Kia Optima.
Since entering the hill country, the car had made a disturbing rattle that increased whenever she pushed her speed. When she purchased the Kia five years ago, there were ninety-five-thousand miles on the odometer. She’d added seventy-thousand since. It was time to upgrade. Would the Kia get her to her meeting place? After checking the map, Kaylee turned up Falls Road, where she stopped the car along the shoulder and shut off the engine. The trees grew thick along the roadside. Forest stretched over the hills for miles. She checked her phone for messages and found none. Coverage was poor this far outside of Treman Mills, so if Harding wrote her to cancel, she wasn’t sure the message would have pushed through the network. She checked her hair in the mirror, brushed the black locks out of her eyes, and climbed out of the car.
Recent rain colored the air with humidity, green and cloying. Puddles lay at her feet. She leaned against the car and stretched one leg, then the other. Jogging in place, she worked the jitters out of her body. Six weeks had passed since she last saw Harding Little. They’d attended Treman Mills High School together eleven years earlier. Not that he remembered her. He’d been a star athlete on the basketball team in high school, with a chiseled physique and the face of an angel. The beauty had only run skin deep. Inside, he was a stuck-up bully. In high school, Kaylee had been Kendra, a pimply, overweight outcast with a stutter.
For twelve weeks, Kendra had chatted with Harding online as Kaylee. Though she considered withholding her original name as disingenuous, she wasn’t lying. Five years ago, Kaylee petitioned the court and legally changed her name from Kendra Harmon to Kaylee Holmes.
New name, a new beginning. A fresh outlook on life, and an opportunity to put the past behind her.
Kaylee had encountered Harding on a social media website that catered to singles interested in hooking up. After exchanging pictures, Kaylee brimmed with excitement. Harding wanted a date. Would he recognize her after she’d lost ninety pounds, cleaned up her acne, and changed her hairstyle? He hadn’t, and the sex blew her mind the night they rendezvoused at a four-star hotel in Syracuse. She blushed thinking about it and imagined what their classmates would say if they learned the ugly fat girl was sleeping with the star of the basketball team.
But she needed to be careful. Kaylee knew nothing about Harding, except for the persona he used on social media. He must have matured after eleven years. Most people remembered teenage misdeeds with shame and regret. She wanted to believe he was as pure of heart as he was great in bed.
God knew she needed his company today. This morning, Kaylee learned her grandfather had passed. Grandpa had been her rock for her twenty-nine years, the only family she could depend on. During Kaylee’s youth, her parents were too drunk and aloof to care about their daughter. Dad was verbally abusive, referring to her as a loser who would never amount to anything until she lost weight and made herself attractive to boys. As if she lacked the intelligence to support herself after school.
Kaylee quieted the ghosts inside her head. She forced her lips into a smile and checked her reflection in the window, determined to look her best when Harding arrived.
So where was he? They were supposed to run together from the gorge to the cliffs. Five miles through the wilderness with the sexiest man she’d ever bedded. Check that. The only man she’d bedded.
She checked the time. He was fifteen minutes late.
Kaylee locked the Kia. She hoped the car would make it back to Kane Grove. She’d ask Harding to follow her home, just in case.
If he ever showed up.
A hand touched her shoulder. She yelped and spun around, the keys jutting between her fingers as weapons. Before she punched her attacker, Harding grabbed her arm and laughed.
“Hold up, it’s just me.”
Kaylee released a breath.
“Don’t sneak up on me. We’re in the middle of nowhere.” She stood on tiptoe and glanced over his shoulder. “Where’s your car?”
“At the scenic overlook a quarter-mile back, where I promised to meet you.”
She brushed a hand through her hair.
“Sorry. I got confused trying to find the right hill. I must have driven past.”
“No harm, no foul. You ready to get sweaty?”
Kaylee purred and touched his chest.
“Say when.”
“Anytime you want, and anyway you like it.”
He kissed her neck, and her knees buckled. She lay against his muscular body, wondering why they hadn’t been close when they were younger.
Because you were fat and ugly, idiot.
But she wasn’t anymore. She possessed a fit and trim body, killer legs, and a clear complexion that highlighted her skin tone. She’d never worn makeup, a decision that would pay off with healthy skin tone for years after her peers turned haggard.
“I wish I could take you right now,” she whispered into his ear.
“Here? Someone would see.”
“Who cares?”
“I do,” he said, holding her at arm’s length. He touched her nose. “Be patient. We’ll have our time together. How about we work up an appetite before the main course?”
They jogged together up the incline, the first minute hell on Kaylee’s lungs until she acclimated. Her pace quickened when the land leveled and took them toward the cliffs. She gave the edge a wide berth. The drop into the gorge was a hundred feet. Around them, birds took flight from the trees. Butterflies winged among the wildflowers as cicadas buzzed from the tall grass.
The sun broke through the clouds. It was then that she noticed a pale stripe around his ring finger. Panic seized her. She stopped and grabbed his arm, swinging him around as fury crescendoed in her chest.
“What the hell, Harding? Are you married?”
He glanced at her, then at his hand. The white stripe around his ring finger was unmistakable. Yet she hadn’t noticed during their night together. Probably because she was too busy ripping the clothes off his body.
“Harding?” She straightened her shoulders. “Tell the truth.”
He shifted away and stared at the horizon. Black clouds billowed through the western sky, promising rain.
“Look, I was going to tell you.” He scratched behind his head. “I’m married with a kid. A six-year-old daughter.”
“Oh, my God.” She scrubbed a hand down her face and swallowed a sob. “So what . . . I’m your mistress, your little strumpet?”
“Hey,” he said, reaching for her shoulder.
She batted his hand away.
“Don’t touch me. You haven’t changed at all, Harding. You’re the same creep you always were.”
He shot her a cockeyed glance.
“What?”
“Just guh-guh-go away.”
Kaylee covered her mouth. She couldn’t recall stuttering in the last decade. He glared at her through squinted eyes.
“Don’t I know you from somewhere?”
Kaylee turned and ran. He shouted behind her. She wished he’d leave her alone. Eleven years, and he was the same conceited prick he’d been in high school. The jerk who called her Heifer Harmon, the asshole who stood by and watched while Tina Garrison yanked the hair out of Kaylee’s scalp. Sprinting, she ran along the gorge, heedless of the precipitous drop. She could hear his footsteps pounding behind her, coming closer. After years of exercise and running, she still couldn’t match his athleticism.
Harding gained on her, breaths huffing against the back of her neck as he matched Kaylee stride for stride. There was no escaping him. No matter how fast she ran, he’d close the distance and catch her.
“Kaylee, stop. Let me explain.”
She leaped a split log, sneakers scuffing the dirt and stone as he came up behind her.
“You lied to me, you son-of-a-bitch! I never want to see you again!”
“You’re acting crazy. What the hell did you think? That we’d get married or something? It was a one-night stand. Get over it.”
His words stung like slaps across her face. She was so stupid to believe he’d changed, that there could be anything between them after the way he treated her when they were teenagers.
As the cliff loomed closer—the creek a gurgling haze inside the gorge—she yelped and tumbled to the ground, holding her ankle. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
He didn’t offer a hand. Just gazed down at her as she wept and averted her eyes in humiliation. Anger twisted his face.
“You’re a psycho bitch. We’re through. Don’t contact me online, don’t text. And if you screw with my marriage, so help me I’ll—”
Her leg swung behind his and knocked him off balance. As he reached out to brace himself, Kaylee snagged him by the wrist. She screeched like a feral animal and tugged, using Harding’s forward momentum against him.
His shadow catapulted over her prone body. Harding flipped once, his eyes wild with terror. With a scream, he flew over the cliff.
Kaylee struggled to her knees. Her breaths came in frantic bursts. What had she done? The sun glistened as the lone witness to her evil.
She touched her ankle and smiled. The bastard fell for the trick, hook, line, and sinker. After the way Harding and his friends tortured her during school, he deserved to die.
He was dead, wasn’t he?
As she crawled toward the edge of the cliff, icy dread touched her heart. What if Harding had fooled her? What if she glanced over the edge and found him hanging by a tree limb, with a deranged grin plastered to his face?
Kaylee held her breath.
Peered over the edge.
His crumpled body lay at the base of the gorge. The river bubbled beside him, snaking its way toward the heart of Nightshade County.
A sense of relief fell over Kaylee. She was free of assholes like Harding Little.
“I should have done this to you eleven years ago,” she said, leaning over the edge as the wind whipped her black hair. “You and all the others.”
A gust of wind shoved her from behind. With a start, she backed away from the cliff, heart hammering as if she’d ridden the world’s fastest roller coaster. She surveyed the dirt. Her sneaker tracks ran alongside his. After searching the area, she broke a leafy branch off a small maple tree. She scrubbed her sneaker prints away with the leaves, walking backward until the tracks disappeared in the tall grass. Her back ached from leaning over. She straightened and winced.
But it was a satisfied wince. It appeared Harding Little had jogged alone and leapt off the cliff.
“You committed suicide because your marriage was a failure, you stupid prick.”
Kaylee giggled. She’d gotten away with murder.
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Thomas Shepherd, sheriff of Nightshade County in upstate New York, pushed Scout Mourning up the ridge trail in Wolf Lake State Park. Three years ago, his fifteen-year-old neighbor had lost her ability to walk after a tractor trailer lost control and slammed into her family’s car. Confined to a wheelchair, Scout worked as an amateur sleuth and helped fellow teenagers track dangerous criminals and solve cold cases. The teen tucked her black ponytail through the back of her baseball cap and squinted as sunlight glimmered between great pines and oaks.
The park butted up against Thomas’s property, and he found solace and peace of mind exploring the trails, sitting beside the falls, and watching the trees green up in spring before the leaves turned orange and red during the autumn. Two creeks gurgled through the park, one connecting with Wolf Lake, the other feeding into the Nightshade River.
“Bet you’re thrilled to be out of school for the summer,” Thomas said, maneuvering the wheelchair around a fallen branch.
“I suppose.”
“You suppose? When I was a teenager, I couldn’t wait for summer vacation.”
Scout sighed.
“I enjoy sleeping late, and it’s so nice when it’s warm out and the sun is shining. But sometimes it gets boring.” She peered up at Thomas. “I want a summer job. But Mom isn’t so sure.”
Scout’s mother, Naomi, ran daily operations for Shepherd Systems, the project management and collaboration company Thomas inherited after his father passed from lung cancer. His mother, Lindsey, still worked for Shepherd Systems as a high-level manager. Thomas scrunched his brow in thought.
“Shepherd Systems hasn’t hired a student intern since I took over the company. You could be the first.”
“I appreciate the offer.”
“But?”
“I don’t know.”
He smiled.
“You don’t want your mother hovering over you all day.”
Scout shrugged.
“It’s not that I don’t want to be around Mom. She’d do everything for me, and I’d never learn.”
As they rounded a bend and approached the clearing, the cabins materialized beyond the trees.
“Here’s another idea. What if we ask Darren? The state park advertises openings for summer work this time of year.”
Darren Holt, a former officer with the Syracuse PD, had retired to take the ranger position at Wolf Lake State Park.
“You think he’d say yes?” Scout gestured at her legs. “I’m in no position to clean debris off the trails, and unless Superwoman lends me her cape, I can’t rescue a lost hiker.”
“I’m certain there are jobs that don’t involve trail maintenance and emergency rescue missions.” Thomas waved to Darren, who stacked firewood beside his cabin. “Why don’t we ask? The worst thing he can do is say no.”
Scout gave Thomas an uncertain look.
“I feel like I’m imposing.”
“Well, don’t. Darren knows you’re a hard worker. If you fit an open position, he’ll consider you. And hey, I’ll write your letter of recommendation.”
As Thomas and Scout approached, Darren set an armload of firewood against the cabin and removed his gloves.
“School already out for summer?” Darren asked, wiping a forearm across his brow.
“As of yesterday,” said Scout.
“Where does time go? Before you know it, summer will pass in a blink of an eye.” Darren turned to Thomas. “I didn’t realize the sheriff of Nightshade County took vacation days.”
Thomas ran a hand through his hair.
“The county keeps hounding me to burn my annual leave. Guess it’s time I took them up on their offer.”
Darren glanced between Thomas and Scout and quirked an eyebrow.
“You both look like you have something to say.”
“Scout is on summer vacation and searching for something to do.”
“Okay.”
“Well, I’d like to keep her out of trouble. If Scout doesn’t stay busy, I’m afraid she’ll spend her nights soaping windows and tipping cows. My deputies have enough issues to deal with without rabble rousing teens running amok.”
Scout rolled her eyes. Darren leaned against the cabin and folded his arms.
“I could use a reliable worker to read annual passes and take payments.” Darren pointed at Scout. “Ever run a cash register?”
The teenager deflated.
“No.”
“Good, because we don’t have one.” Darren turned toward the road, where a wood booth stood in the median. Two cars lined up at the booth. “So that’s where the magic happens. I’ll warn you, the job is highly complicated. When a visitor approaches the booth, they pay you nine dollars. If they give you a ten, you hand them a one. Unless they have a state park pass, in which case you zap their card with an electronic reader gizmo and wave them through.”
“That’s it?”
“Like I said: highly complicated. When can you start?”
Scout’s eyes widened.
“You’re offering me the job?”
“You bet. Ten dollars an hour. Don’t spend it all in one place.”
“Thank you, Darren. I promise I won’t let you down. I’ll show up on time and work hard.”
“Listen, if you get bored, I’ll train you to work at the gift shop. Fair warning. I’ll have to teach you how to smile and hand out brochures. Deal?”
Scout shook Darren’s hand.
“I can’t believe it. A real job.” Scout’s smile faded. “What will I tell Mom?”
“Your mother will be proud of you,” Thomas said, touching her shoulder. “We’ll talk to her over dinner.”
Darren tilted his head at the cabin.
“Raven just woke up, if you want to say hello. She worked late with Chelsey last night and didn’t return to the cabin until after two.”
Raven Hopkins worked as a private investigator at Wolf Lake Consulting and lived with Darren at the cabin. Her brother, LeVar Hopkins, was a reformed gang member, who interned at the investigation firm while he studied criminal justice. LeVar lived in Thomas’s guest house beside Wolf Lake. Together, Darren, Raven, Scout, and LeVar researched cold cases and solved crimes. Raven and LeVar’s mother referred to their group as the mystery gang, referencing the old Scooby Doo cartoons.
Scout thanked Darren again and wheeled herself into the cabin. After the door closed, Thomas turned to Darren.
“That was a cool thing you did.”
Darren waved the compliment away.
“Scout is reliable, and every kid needs a first job. And we need the help. I’m short-staffed this summer.”
“How’s Raven holding up to the long hours?”
“She’s exhausted.”
“I hear you. Chelsey works late every night. I worry she’s taking on too many cases.”
Darren chewed his lip.
“Raven mentioned the same thing. Is everything all right with Chelsey?”
Thomas’s girlfriend had moved into his A-frame during the spring. When she was a teenager, Chelsey suffered from major depression.
“As far as I can tell. Did Raven say something to you?”
“Not much. She’s perplexed why they’re investigating day and night. I told Raven there’s no sense in complaining when demand is strong. Better than closing shop because nobody gives you business.”
Wolf Lake Consulting was the region’s most respected private investigation firm. Thomas hoped Chelsey wasn’t pushing herself to stay on top.
“I’ll talk to Chelsey.”
Thomas’s phone hummed in his pocket. He read the screen and scowled as Darren slid his work gloves on.
“Problem?”
“Treman Mills PD requested backup. They just dug a body out of the gorge.”
“So much for your vacation time.”





3

Thomas climbed out of his silver Ford F-150 as a Nightshade County sheriff’s cruiser pulled alongside his truck. He waited for Veronica Aguilar, his lead deputy, to join him. Her therapist, Dr. Ryka Mandal, had recently cleared Aguilar for fieldwork. Since Aguilar had shot Avery Neal, a corrupt police officer and murderer, she’d suffered from PTSD and nearly quit her job. While she struggled with her recovery, kidnapper Justice Thorin abducted Aguilar and held her captive in an underground prison on his property. Aguilar broke out of the prison and saved a four-year-old boy, who Thorin had kidnapped days before. The act of heroism didn’t surprise Thomas. Aguilar was the finest cop he’d ever worked with. The rescue reset Aguilar’s brain and reminded her why she’d become a deputy. Her confidence burgeoned, her nightmares ended, and she returned to work with renewed vigor.
Still, Thomas monitored Aguilar. He worried about his lead deputy and needed to ensure Dr. Mandal, who also counseled Thomas, hadn’t rushed Aguilar back to the field.
A stream wound past the truck and cut through the heart of the gorge. Cliffs towered overhead, the tops shimmering beneath the harsh sun. As Thomas greeted his deputy, a stout man with a walrus mustache and jowls to match waddled toward them. He wore dress slacks and a brown jacket, his shoes scuffed, and his tie flapping in the breeze.
“Detective Sandoval,” Thomas said, raising a hand.
“Sorry to drag you away on your day off,” Sandoval said. “But I had no choice. Technically, we’re five hundred yards outside of Treman Mills. The gorge falls under county jurisdiction.”
“What do we have?”
“A fisherman spotted a guy in running gear lying beside the stream. He called our department instead of the county, so I drove out for a look. Recognized the runner as soon as I saw his face. Harding Little, a big shot attorney in Treman Mills. He’s a local product. Graduated from Treman Mills High eleven years ago, attended some fancy New England college, and formed his own practice in Treman Mills.”
“Does he run out here often?”
“Little was always an athlete. All-state basketball selection, and he ran track during the spring. He lacked the height to play pro ball, but nobody could stop him on the court.” Sandoval turned toward the dead figure. “Or in court. He was a cutthroat attorney.”
“Cutthroat attorneys make plenty of enemies,” Aguilar said.
“That’s what I’m worried about.”
Thomas shielded his eyes from the sunlight as they navigated the treacherous terrain. Harding Little’s crumpled figure lay beside the river. He wore running sneakers, athletic shorts, and a torn and bloodstained T-shirt. A crow circled in the sky.
“How long has he been here?”
Sandoval shook his head.
“The bugs found him. I’d say eighteen to twenty-four hours. Before you arrived, I located his Volvo on an access road a mile from the gorge.”
Thomas set his hands on his hips and studied the area. Beside the stream, sharp rocks lined the base of the gorge.
“I wouldn’t run through the gorge. I’d wreck an ankle on the rocks.”
Sandoval puffed out his mustache.
“I don’t think Little was running in the gorge.”
Aguilar removed her hat and wiped her forehead, confused. Then she glanced up. “Are you saying he fell?”
“Wait until you see the body.”
Thomas steeled his stomach as they climbed over rocks and forged a path toward the stream. Up close, he understood what Sandoval meant. Little’s right leg was shattered, with the foot twisted in the wrong direction. Though the attorney lay on his stomach, his face pointed skyward. It appeared as if an eighteen-wheeler had struck Little head-on and launched him through the air.
“How could he fall off a cliff?” Thomas asked. “You said he’s an experienced runner and comes out here often.”
“The cliffs are eroding. Get too close, or step in the wrong spot, and down you go.”
“Suicide?”
“Word around town is he slept around on his wife. I don’t think he felt guilty about it.”
Thomas peered up at the cliffs. From the base of the gorge, they appeared as earthen skyscrapers. Imagining himself that high up made his head spin.
“Have you checked the cliff?”
“Not yet. That’s next on my agenda.”
A horn beeped. The county coroner’s vehicle pulled behind Aguilar’s cruiser. Virgil Harbough, the county medical examiner, stepped out of the vehicle. In his early sixties, Harbough had already passed his retirement eligibility date. The gray-haired man was slight of build, prone to blowing away if the wind gusted. Twenty-seven-year-old Claire Brookins, Harbough’s russet-haired assistant, helped the medical examiner over the rocks.
“It appears he fell off the cliff, Virgil,” Thomas said, gesturing at the ledge.
Harbough glanced at Harding Little’s ruined body, then swung his gaze to the cliff. His eyes widened.
“Helluva drop.”
“Tell me about it.”
“Never knew a jogger who fell off a cliff. Was he running in the dark?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
The medical examiner set his bag beside the body and removed a camera from around his shoulders. Harbough deferred to Claire, allowing his assistant to run the show while he clicked pictures. It was the worst kept secret in the county that Harbough was grooming Claire to take over when he retired. Claire Brookins held multiple degrees from Syracuse University’s medical school. It was inevitable she’d become the county medical examiner when Harbough stepped down.
Thomas, Aguilar, and Sandoval gave Claire room as she worked. The cause of death appeared obvious, though Thomas waited for Claire to offer an opinion.
“With the way his body is broken up, it’s difficult to make a final determination. But there’s no evidence suggesting someone attacked Little and threw him off the cliff.”
“So he just jogged off the ledge?” Thomas asked.
“That’s for you to determine,” she said, flashing a wry smile.
Harbough snapped pictures as Claire dictated notes into a voice recorder.
Sandoval stared back the way they’d come. “Long walk to the top. We’d better get going.”
Thomas and Aguilar helped Sandoval maneuver between the rocks and stream. It was too easy to jam an ankle between the sharp rocks, and the stream was high enough to pull them under if they wandered into the water. Thomas and Sandoval were out of breath after they hiked to the cliffs. Muscular and lean, Aguilar seemed no worse for wear. To Thomas’s shock, she wasn’t even breathing heavily as the wind shoved them around.
Thomas placed a hand above his brow and turned back to Sandoval. “Where did you say you found Little’s car?”
“One mile back that way,” Sandoval said, pointing westward as he shouted over the wind.
Thomas followed Sandoval’s arm to a road fenced in by forest. He scanned the terrain until he spotted a well-worn trail, where generations of runners had matted down the grass and weeds. Thomas waved them forward.
“No discernible prints here,” Sandoval said, studying the ground.
They moved with careful deliberation, not wanting to miss an important piece of evidence. Aguilar retrieved a soda can from the grass and bagged it. After the weeds gave way to gravel, Thomas stopped and pointed toward the cliff edge.
“Sneaker prints. See what I’m looking at?”
Aguilar used the edge of a yellow evidence marker to gage the shoe size before she snapped a photograph. The wind tossed dust across the path. The prints had almost vanished.
Thomas scratched his head and stared. The prints disappeared a few feet in front of the ledge. As if a winged creature had dipped out of the sky and carried Harding Little away.
Sandoval set his hands on his hips. “What the hell?”
As Aguilar photographed the remaining prints, Thomas strode through the grass and circumvented the runner’s path.
“Suicide?” Aguilar asked, placing the camera strap around her shoulders.
Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Or he was running in the dark. Either way, he ran straight off the ledge.”
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Inside Wolf Lake Consulting, Chelsey Byrd pushed the wavy, brunette locks off her shoulder and flipped through bill statements, confused why the heating bill would cost one hundred dollars. Hadn’t it been warm last month? She blew the hair out of her eyes and slapped the bill face down on the table. The next envelope came from the tax assessor’s office, and that was never good news. She ripped the letter open and pored over the page. Her stomach dropped.
“Ten percent?”
“What’s ten percent?” Raven asked, setting her bag down on her desk.
“Nothing.”
Chelsey tucked the letter inside her desk and rubbed her eyes. Wolf Lake Consulting operated out of a converted single-story, two-bedroom home. The village had raised the assessed value of the house by ten percent, which meant her tax bill would rise by a similar amount. After accepting Thomas Shepherd’s offer to move into his A-frame, Chelsey had put her personal residence on the market. The village had reassessed her residence eight percent higher. If she didn’t sell the house soon, the two tax bills would force her into bankruptcy.
Across the room, LeVar slid into his chair and flicked on his monitor. Last night, Chelsey had turned off all the monitors and set the computers in standby mode, hoping to save money on energy costs. LeVar read his email and slipped on headphones, bobbing his head to a hip-hop beat. His dreadlocks spilled over his shoulders. As he caught up on his messages, he caught Chelsey staring and removed the headphones.
“Did I do something wrong?”
“Could you turn the music down? It’s difficult to concentrate.”
LeVar shared a look with his sister. “Didn’t realize the music was that loud.”
Chelsey snatched more bills off the desk and carried them to the kitchen. The last thing she wanted was to take her frustrations out on Raven and LeVar. When she opened the water bill, she covered her mouth to keep herself from crying. Two-hundred dollars? Though Chelsey showered at the office after she jogged to work, she didn’t use that much water. She worried about leaky pipes. In her mind, she pictured dollar bills draining out of the ancient plumbing and disappearing into the earth.
If she couldn’t reduce expenses, she’d need to tap her emergency reserves. And after she squandered her reserves, then what?
The last resort was to reduce Raven’s hours. That wasn’t an option. Raven was too talented. If Chelsey cut her friend’s hours, Raven would take a job with a competitor. No, Raven won’t leave, Chelsey thought as she stared through the kitchen window at the bustling village. Raven and Chelsey were best friends, and Raven would swallow her pride and accept the reduced hours. Heck, Raven would probably accept a pay cut if Chelsey asked. Not an option. Chelsey refused to choose between her business and her friends. At least LeVar worked for free. Raven’s brother, a former gang member with the feared Harmon Kings, was a student intern at Wolf Lake Consulting.
Chelsey opened a spreadsheet. The column on the left listed revenue coming into Wolf Lake Consulting, the column on the right expenses. After including her best estimate for the autumn tax bill, the projected profit-and-loss turned negative. She was out of options. Unable to guarantee anyone would purchase her personal residence in the coming weeks, she had to increase revenue. That meant more cases, and her staff was already bogged down and overworked.
A knock on the door brought her head around. Raven stood in the entryway with concern etched into her face.
“Everything okay, Chelsey? You seem stressed this morning.”
Chelsey slipped the bills into a folder and closed her laptop.
“I didn’t sleep well last night. But I’m good to go now.”
“If there’s anything you want to get off your chest, I’m here for you.”
“Much appreciated. By the way, we have a new client.”
Raven slapped her forehead.
“We don’t have time for another client. Who is it now?”
“Come with me.”
Chelsey led Raven into the office and motioned for LeVar to meet them at her desk. The nineteen-year-old removed his headphones, killed the music, and rolled his chair across the floor.
“What’s going on?” LeVar asked.
“New client,” Raven said, shaking her head.
“Another one?”
Chelsey cleared her throat.
“Rosemary Bourn hired us to follow her husband, Osmond.”
Raven pinched the bridge of her nose. “You said no more infidelity cases this month.”
“I did.”
“What makes this case special?”
“She gave us a generous down payment. And since I’m still chasing the Hewitt family for their check, I need this down payment.”
“They still haven’t paid? We wrapped up that investigation two weeks ago.”
Chelsey opened a folder. “Call them and remind them of the late penalty. In the meantime, Bourn paid, so I said yes.”
LeVar slid his chair closer to the desk. “Tell us about Rosemary and Osmond.”
Chelsey placed a picture of Osmond Bourn on the desk. The man had a thick neck, buzzed auburn hair, a chiseled chin, and muscular arms. He looked like a linebacker.
“Rosemary and Osmond are each thirty-six. Married eleven years, no kids. Rosemary is a stay-at-home wife, and Osmond works as a contractor. I see his signs around the village now and then. He does everything from roofs to landscaping to kitchen remodels. I almost called him last year when I lost my rain gutters in an ice storm.”
“With a mug like that, he should be a professional wrestler. I’d pay good money to watch him fight Hulk Hogan inside a steel cage.”
“They own a French Tudor on Riverwalk Drive.”
Raven sat forward. “You mean the place with the topiaries out front?” Raven whistled. “Riverwalk Drive, that’s the high-rent district. That house must have five bedrooms.”
“Six.”
LeVar scratched his chin. “Osmond is a glorified handyman, and Rosemary doesn’t work. How can they afford a place like that?”
Chelsey lifted a shoulder. “I guess the contracting business has been good to Osmond. Anyhow, that’s not important. Rosemary claims her husband works long days without telling her when he’ll come home, and he leaves in the middle of the night. Sometimes she wakes up at four in the morning and finds Osmond gone. Then he sneaks into the house and slips into bed while she pretends she’s asleep.”
LeVar glanced at his sister. “Gotta admit, it sounds like Osmond is running around on his wife. Pretty brazen of him to sneak out of the house while Rosemary is asleep. Wouldn’t it be easier to lie that he’s working out of town all day? That would give him the afternoon with his mystery hottie.”
“It shouldn’t be difficult to catch him. We’ll follow Osmond to his jobs and post a car outside the house at night. If he slips out of the house, we’ll follow him to his rendezvous point, take a few pictures, and wrap up the case. Easy money.”
“It’s never easy money,” Raven said, folding her arms. “I have three open investigations on my desk, and now I’m following another cheating spouse.”
Chelsey coughed into her hand.
“And there’s the Albert Slater case.”
“Who is Albert Slater?”
“I thought I told you, Slater injured his hand while working for a garage door company. The guy claims he can’t use his hand.”
“Oh, no. A workers’ compensation claim.”
Chelsey raised her hands in placation. “The insurance company wants us to prove Slater isn’t pulling the wool over their eyes. Follow Slater for a day and observe his activities. If he’s hurt, it will be obvious. And if he’s faking the injury, catch him in the act.”
“Maybe LeVar should take this one. If I’m supposed to follow Osmond Bourn, I won’t get to the Slater investigation for days.”
“You know I can’t hand an investigation to LeVar. He’s not a private investigator.”
“And I won’t be until I turn twenty-five,” LeVar said, leaning back in his chair. “Six years seems like forever.”
“By then, you’ll put Wolf Lake behind you and probably have a job with the state troopers or the FBI. Don’t worry about New York’s age requirements for private investigators.”
“It’s ridiculous. I can handle Slater by myself. Let me trail the guy for a day. Nobody needs to know.”
“Sorry, LeVar. I allowed you to photograph Andy Clem during an infidelity investigation, and you almost ended up shot. The law is the law, so it’s Raven’s case. You’ll assist her with Osmond Bourn.”
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Kaylee Holmes couldn’t sit still.
She rose from the chair and paced the kitchen with her hands cupping her elbows. At the refrigerator, she pawed inside for a soda, then put it back without popping the top. She didn’t need caffeine in her system.
A gunshot rattled the window. She covered her heart and knelt below the counter. Someone was shooting at her. The cops, no doubt. They’d figured out she’d murdered Harding, and now they were opening fire on the house.
Wait. Cops didn’t shoot at houses in broad daylight, did they?
Carefully, Kaylee straightened and parted the curtains over the sink. Her idiot neighbor had flooded his riding mower and caused it to backfire. She lay a hand across her forehead and closed her eyes. This was crazy. She needed to steady her nerves. The police didn’t know about the murder. How could they? Harding’s body lay at the bottom of the gorge. Nobody would find him.
Unless someone rode a kayak downstream or fished in the gorge. Shit.
Kaylee hurried to the kitchen table and snatched her keys. Did she dare return to the cliffs? She had to know if Harding’s body was still in the gorge. One problem. The last time she drove up the hill, the Kia seemed one loose bolt from splitting down the middle. It was risky to drive from Kane Grove to the wilderness outside Treman Mills. She needed a new car.
And she could finally afford it. Hell, she had enough money to afford anything she desired. A quaint house on the ocean, a reliable car, a vacation in the tropics. This morning, she’d learned Grandpa had left her his estate. She was a millionaire. Kaylee caught her reflection in the window and grinned.
“I’m rich.”
Speaking the truth made it real. What would she do with the money? Grandpa gave everything to her, instead of her dirt bag parents. Even Grandpa had known the truth about his daughter and the man she married. They were mean-spirited, good-for-nothing creeps, who mistreated their only child and brought her decades of grief. Grandpa always loved Kaylee and cared for her when nobody else cared.
“Thank you, Grandpa. I’ll make you proud.” She straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. “From this day onward, I’ll do whatever I want, whenever I want. And nobody will ever hurt me again.”
The corner of her mouth quirked up. Killing Harding had been the right decision. She should have done it eleven years ago. Now that the world was free of the conceited prick, she breathed easier. No invisible weights pressed on her shoulders.
Kaylee jiggled the keys in her hands. One last drive in the Kia. Tomorrow, she’d trade up for something reliable.
No. Reliable was boring.
Something fast and aggressive. A car that turned heads.
After Kaylee had changed her name from Kendra, she’d shed the disgusting fat, altered her hairstyle, and started eating right and exercising. She never again wanted to look into a mirror and see Kendra. Craving something more intense than cross-training, Kaylee had joined a female combat gym specializing in mixed martial arts. The decision altered her life. She found nothing more satisfying than twisting some soccer mom’s arm behind her back and making her yelp. Guys turned to stare whenever Kaylee walked past. Not only because she was beautiful and sexy. They sensed her power. She intimidated men even as her aura drew them to her.
Yet she’d never had enough money to match her lifestyle with her new persona. Until now.
Kaylee locked the door and backed the Kia out of the driveway. The portly neighbor who’d flooded his lawn tractor leered at Kaylee as she drove past. Wearing sunglasses, the windows lowered and her hair blowing in the breeze, she smiled as she passed. When she hit the highway, she punched the accelerator and raced around vehicles. Her chest fluttered. The sensation reminded her of steep drops on a roller coaster. The odometer hit ninety before she backed off the gas. As much fun as she was having, the Kia was making that damned rattling noise again, and she didn’t want a cop to pull her over while she drove to a murder scene. As she passed Wolf Lake, her eyes wandered to the idyllic blues and the boats cruising over the waves. She longed for that life.
She picked up the phone and dialed work. After a minute on hold, Kaylee told her boss she quit. He asked her why, and she hung up on the overbearing weasel. She broke into giggles. For the first time in her working life, she was free. No more clocks, no more worrying about credit card statements. Kaylee understood Grandpa’s money wouldn’t last forever. She’d invest it. Put half into stocks, the other half into bonds and gold and live off the returns. That sounded like an intelligent plan. She didn’t need a financial planner. Kaylee would figure everything out.
Lost in thought, she almost missed the exit for Treman Mills. A horn honked as she swerved the Kia across two lanes and rocketed down the exit ramp. Then she cruised into the hill country, one wary ear fixed on the pings and jangles emanating from the dying car. She concentrated on the road signs. Last time, she missed the scenic outlook. Halfway up the hill, she spied the turnoff and pulled in. She kept the engine running, afraid the car wouldn’t start if she turned it off.
A platform overlooked the gorge and stream. She leaned against the rail and stared down.
Harding’s body was gone.
Even worse, police officers canvassed the scene and crawled around the gorge like worker ants.
So they’d discovered Harding.
“But they don’t know you killed the bastard,” she told herself, surprised she’d spoken the words aloud.
She swung a paranoid glance over the turnoff. Nobody overheard. As she glared into the gorge, a cop turned his face up. She backed away from the rail, terrified he’d seen her.
Kaylee’s body was a live wire. She walked backward until she bumped into the car. For a minute, she sat behind the wheel with her breath flying in and out of her lungs. Clammy hands slicked the steering wheel as her knuckles turned white. She leaped when the phone rang. Her boss’s name appeared on the screen, and she tapped the ignore icon. After she returned home, she’d block the jerk’s number, so he didn’t bother her again.
The Kia crawled out of the turnoff, pebbles rolling around inside the wheel well. She turned up the hill and followed the route she’d taken before she tossed Harding Little to his death. Atop the ridge, emergency lights whirled. The police were at the cliffs. That meant they suspected someone had thrown Harding into the gorge. A Treman Mills cruiser parked along the road. There was a silver Ford F-150 on the shoulder and a sheriff’s vehicle a few car lengths ahead of the Treman Mills PD cruiser.
Kaylee shifted into park. She stepped onto the blacktop and held her breath as law enforcement scurried across the ridge top. This was a problem. They knew someone had killed Harding. Even the idiotic cops didn’t believe Harding had run off the cliff on his own.
Kaylee chewed a nail down to the quick and spat. She’d covered her tracks, right? What if she missed a print? Could the police use a sneaker print to prove she was at the cliffs?
She slid into the car and edged the door shut, careful not the slam the door and draw attention. Putting the Kia into reverse, she executed a three-point turn.
Kaylee glued her eyes to the mirror until the emergency lights disappeared behind the trees. It was too soon for the police to learn the truth.
Harding was the first to pay the ultimate price for the way he’d treated her.
He would not be the last.
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“Carrots and hummus?”
Raven groaned from the passenger seat of Chelsey’s orange Honda Civic and accepted the snack. The descending sun angle told Raven it was past dinnertime, and her stomach rumbled. She craved pizza, a cheeseburger, a submarine sandwich. Anything more filling than a carrot stick.
Over the last six hours, they’d trailed Osmond Bourn from his home in Wolf Lake to a converted boathouse along the water, where he hefted a kitchen sink as though it were featherlight and hauled it inside the residence. Two hours later, he climbed into his SUV and motored down the lake road, passing the A-frame where Thomas and Chelsey lived. Chelsey remained a half-mile behind Bourn, not wanting to spook the contractor as he drove to his next job. Fifteen minutes later, Bourn parked outside a brick countryside ranch house between Wolf Lake and Kane Grove.
Now Chelsey and Raven parked beneath a weeping willow while Bourn repaired a foundation.
“The man sure is meticulous,” Raven said, crunching on a carrot and wishing it was a plate of fish and chips.
“Do you think he spent too much time speaking with the homeowner?”
The owner was a leggy blonde-haired woman in cutoff jean shorts.
“He might have flirted a little. But that doesn’t prove he’s cheating on Rosemary.”
As Raven finished speaking, the pretty homeowner emerged from the house and spoke with Bourn while he worked.
“Keep taking pictures.”
Raven sighed and raised the camera to her eye. This was going nowhere. As the flirtatious homeowner leaned against the house and flipped her hair over her shoulder, Raven snapped a dozen pictures. To Bourn’s credit, he concentrated on the foundation. Flummoxed, the woman gave up and wandered inside.
“If anyone is looking to play, it’s the woman. She practically threw herself at Bourn, and he didn’t bite.”
“Weird,” Chelsey agreed. “Maybe he’s playing it cool until he’s sure nobody is watching. Do you think he’s on to us?”
“Doubtful. There’s a better chance Rosemary Bourn is paranoid and overreacting.”
“You don’t find it strange that Bourn sneaks out of the house while she’s asleep?”
Raven didn’t have an answer. She framed the contractor and shot another photo. The foundation appeared perfect. The man did solid work. Her mother, Serena, had purchased Raven’s old house near Wolf Lake after Raven moved into the ranger’s cabin with Darren. The foundation at Mom’s house showed cracks. Raven might call Bourn after this investigation concluded.
“All I’ve seen out of Bourn today is he’s a little more talkative around women than he is men. That doesn’t make him a cheat.”
“We just haven’t caught him yet.”
Raven set the camera on the seat and lowered the window. The late afternoon breeze aired out the Civic and carried the scent of recently mowed grass.
“I feel like we’re wasting time on this guy. Don’t forget I have a mountain of paperwork on my desk. I’ll never catch up if I’m following flirtatious spouses all day.”
“I cashed Rosemary Bourn’s check. We owe it to her to figure out what her husband is up to.”
Raven adjusted the seat and leaned back. She could go for a nap right now. The boredom was dragging her down, and it didn’t help that she hadn’t eaten a solid meal since breakfast.
“Is something going on with Wolf Lake Consulting, Chelsey?”
“What do you mean?”
“We’re taking on more cases than ever before.”
“Business is terrific. No sense turning money away. By the way, we have another case worth looking into.”
Raven stared at Chelsey with her mouth hanging open.
“You’re serious.”
“A woman named Georgia Sims contacted me this morning. She claims someone wants to kill her.”
Raven twirled a finger over her ear, indicating Sims was crazy.
“Why do you think she’s nuts?”
Raven shrugged. “She phoned the office twice yesterday and refused to take no for an answer. Anyhow, we’re a private investigation firm, not a protection agency.”
“Sims offered a generous down payment, and she’s willing to pay top dollar.”
“She’s neurotic.”
“What if she’s neurotic because someone wants to kill her?”
Raven bit her lip. There was no arguing with Chelsey.
“All right, so when do we start on the Georgia Sims investigation?”
“I requested a meeting at the office. We’ll learn more then. By the way, where are you on the Albert Slater investigation?”
“The guy with the injured hand? I followed him to the gas station yesterday. He pumped gas with his uninjured hand.”
“That’s all?”
“Afterward, he drove home and never left the house. What more can I do?”
“Stay on him.”
Exasperated, Raven raised her palms. “When?”
Chelsey leaned over the steering wheel as Bourn gathered his tools. “Looks like our cheater is on the move.”
“Yeah, to his next job.” Raven rolled her eyes. “I can’t wait to photograph Bourn repairing a toilet or digging a flowerbed.”
Chelsey snickered. “We can sell the pictures to a home improvement tabloid for extra money.”
“Those don’t exist, do they?”
“They have excellent articles, but all repairs are performed by aliens or Elvis.”
“Well, if you really want to nail Bourn, I can think of one way.”
“Go on.”
Raven crossed one leg over her knee and batted her eyelashes. “No man can resist Aphrodite.”
Chelsey leaned her head back and laughed. When Raven didn’t grin, Chelsey glared at her. “Wait, you really mean it.”
“Why not? I’ll lay on the charm. If he takes the bait, we’ll catch him in the act. Case closed, another check cashed, and Rosemary Bourn has her answer.”
“Absolutely not. I won’t allow you to put yourself at risk.”
Raven leveled her eyes with Chelsey’s. “I can take care of myself.”
“Obviously. But it’s too risky.”
“The next time he hits his favorite drinking establishment, I’ll walk in and sit beside him. After I get Bourn to buy me a drink, I’ll make my intentions clear.”
“Too dangerous.”
“I’ll take LeVar with me. Even a big dude like Bourn won’t mess with my brother. Besides, I’ll need LeVar to capture Bourn on camera when he makes his move.”
Chelsey rubbed her forehead. Outside the residence, Bourn carried two toolboxes to his SUV and set them in the back.
“Tell me more.”
Raven turned to face Chelsey. “Here’s my idea. I pretend I’m visiting from out of town and interested in a fun time. He’ll loosen up after a few drinks. Once he does, I’ll flash the key to my hotel room.”
Chelsey waved her hands in the air.
“Oh, no. We’re not paying for a luxury hotel room.”
“Who said anything about luxury? The Pink Flamingo sells rooms for fifty-nine dollars a night.”
“It’s a dive.”
“Yeah, and it’s the perfect cover. The Pink Flamingo is the number one hookup motel in the county.”
“I don’t like the sound of this. No, Raven. I won’t allow it.”
The door closed on Bourn’s SUV. Brake lights flared as he backed into the road.
“Come on, Chelsey. We wasted an entire day following this guy, and all we have to show for our efforts are how-to pictures for foundation repair. He didn’t sleep around on his wife. He didn’t even kiss the hot blonde on the cheek. If you don’t roll the dice and show aggression, we’ll end up trailing Bourn for weeks before he slips up. Catch him fast and move on to the next case.”
The SUV rumbled past. After the vehicle disappeared below the hill, Chelsey twisted the key in the ignition and pulled onto the road.
“I’m uncomfortable with the hotel room.”
“Is it the money, Chelsey? If it is, I’ll pay out of pocket.”
“No, it’s not that,” Chelsey said, coughing into her hand. “As soon as the door closes on that motel room, LeVar won’t be able to monitor you. What if Bourn attacks you, and you can’t fight him off?”
“I’ll keep my phone on. LeVar can listen in.”
Chelsey turned the air conditioning on and wiped the sweat off her forehead.
“Meet with your brother and work out the logistics. When you’re certain you’ve covered all eventualities, bring the plan to me and I’ll decide.”
Raven fell back in her seat and crossed her arms.
“Fine. But don’t blame me if Rosemary gets angry.”
“I said I’ll consider the proposal.”
Raven snatched another carrot stick from the plastic container.
“I’m starving. Wherever Bourn is heading to next, there’d better be a pizza involved.”
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“Say it, bitch. Say, ‘I’m a big, fat, ugly hippo and everyone hates me.’”
A shiver rippled through Kaylee as she recalled one of Tina Garraway’s many beatings. The snobby girl terrorized Kaylee during school. She pictured herself flat on her back, her nose dripping blood, Tina sitting on her chest and ripping Kaylee’s hair out of her scalp as a crowd gathered to gawk and laugh. Harding Little had been there. Now Harding was dead and broken, with his head screwed on backward.
Tina had attacked Kaylee on the soccer field during lunch hour. Teachers patrolled the school grounds to ensure the teens behaved. There was no teacher to be found when Kaylee needed one.
But Tina Garraway had bullied Kendra, not Kaylee. She wouldn’t dare cross Kaylee.
Shadows deepened as the sun dropped behind the hills outside Barton Falls. The shiny red Alpha Romeo hid behind a stand of trees. Kaylee had traded in the failing Kia and purchased the Alpha Romeo with cash, no loan required. The car purred whenever she pressed the accelerator. She’d died and gone to heaven. Everyone looked her way when she was behind the wheel. Power coursed through her body whenever she motored down the highway.
Now she stared through the trees toward a backyard surrounded by a white picket fence. The lights were off inside Tina Garraway’s house. Kaylee’s bully hadn’t returned from work.
Kaylee knew all about Tina Garraway. Tina had always gotten by on her looks. These days, she worked as a bimbo reporter for channel seven in Syracuse. Every night, Kaylee watched Tina on the television and fantasized over her revenge.
She slipped out of the car, popped the trunk, and removed a golf club. The club felt right in her hand—the perfect weight.
A yappy dog barked, and someone told Mocha to shut the hell up. On the road fronting Tina Garraway’s house, three teenagers pedaled by on bicycles.
Dressed from head-to-toe in black, Kaylee slipped a sheer stocking over her head, just like killers and bank robbers did in the movies. She closed the trunk, checked for witnesses, then climbed over the picket fence, with the golf club dangling from one hand. Dew had already formed on the lawn. It wet the cuffs of her sweatpants as she crossed the yard.
Kaylee slipped the lock pick into the back door and jiggled the mechanism. Nothing. Funny that picking a lock seemed so much easier when she practiced at her house. As she battled with the doorknob, the dog barked with increased fervor. A door opened next door. Kaylee slipped around the house and stood with her back against the wall. Her heart raced. Cigarette smoke trailed through the darkening yard as a woman chastised the dog. Kaylee covered her nose so she wouldn’t cough. Smoking was such a disgusting habit.
The owner warned the dog to stay quiet and went inside. Kaylee released a breath and returned to Tina Garraway’s back door. Apparently, the news station paid little since Tina lived in a hellhole like Barton Falls. That was fortunate. Low-income houses rarely had security systems.
Kaylee’s tongue slipped between her lips as she worked the lock pick into the knob. With a satisfying click, the mechanism popped open.
Kaylee grinned.
“Can’t wait to see you again, old friend.”
    
TINA GARRAWAY CHECKED her hair in the mirror and moaned. It had been a long, torturous day. This afternoon, the television station had called her to the scene of a house fire on the west side of Syracuse. Everyone inside the house died, including a six-year-old girl. Her clothes reeked of smoke and soot, and her eyes burned. The tragedy overwhelmed Tina. While nobody was watching, she’d sneaked off to her car and cried for fifteen minutes. To her coworkers, Tina was the ice queen, the bubbly reporter who never faltered, even when facing a fatal house fire. They didn’t see her when she broke down.
She wasn’t a good person.
Were she the type to make excuses, Tina might have blamed the way she treated people when she was young on her upbringing. Tina’s father died from Lou Gehrig’s disease when she was four. Memories of her father wasting away haunted Tina. The suffering and death turned Tina’s mother angry and mean. She screamed at Tina through her childhood and teenage years, yelled if Tina got anything less than an A on her report card, tossed Tina out of the house for perceived slights. Once, her mother thought Tina muttered something derisive. She hadn’t. It didn’t matter. Out of the house and into the night. Were it not for her old friend, Georgia Sims, taking her in, Tina would have slept on the street.
Yet Tina couldn’t blame her mother for the way she’d acted. She’d been a stuck-up bitch in high school. No two ways around it. She judged her peers by the clothes they wore, the friends they kept, even the money they came from.
At times like these, when tragedy lay fresh on Tina’s mind, the guilt cascaded down on her. She craved a hot shower to wash away the soot and relax her nerves. Then she’d crawl into bed and put the day behind her. God willing, she wouldn’t report on another dead child tomorrow.
As she poured water into a glass, the poodle next door started barking. She’d heard the dog when she drove in. The poodle had the bark of a dog three times its size. If Mocha didn’t shut up, Tina would never sleep tonight. She fished inside the cupboard for a snack and settled on a granola bar. As she swallowed the snack, the dog barked louder, the chain rattling as Mocha struggled to twist out of her collar. What had gotten into the dog?
Last Halloween, a murderer stabbed a teenager beside the railroad tracks. The same psycho killed another boy inside his house.
Stricken with worry, Tina opened the back door. Something clicked inside the knob, as though brittle bones lay inside. Great. The lock was busted, and she’d need to stop at the hardware store tomorrow. She called across the yard.
“Please tell Mocha to stop. Some of us need to sleep tonight.”
She shut the door and threw the deadbolt, as if engaging the bolt would help with the noise. The neighbor’s door creaked open, and Mocha scampered inside.
Finally.
Tina released the hair from her bun and slipped out of her jacket. Stepping out of her shoes, she staggered through the living room and wandered toward the hallway. The curtains fluttered over the dining-room window. Strange. She swore she’d closed the window before she left this morning.
In the bathroom, she leaned over the sink and scrubbed the makeup off her face. A flowery scent tickled her nose, making her wonder if the soap was leaking from the bottle into the bathtub. The skirt fell off her hips and curled around her ankles as she turned on the shower. She rubbed her eyes and stepped into the tub.
The second her feet touched the porcelain, her legs flew out from under her. The tub was greasy-slick with soap. Her body turned weightless for a split-second before she crashed down. Tina’s scalp struck the faucet. The room spun as steaming water poured over her face.
In her mind, she struggled to pull herself out of the tub. She never budged. Tina lay stunned and bleeding, her legs refusing to respond. The water in the tub tinged pink with blood as the cloying soap filled the room. Overhead, the fan buzzed. She was vaguely aware of Mocha barking again.
The bathroom door drifted open. A shadow fell across the shower.
She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. As she struggled to her elbows, her scalp throbbing and gushing blood, a hand reached inside the shower and slid the door open.
Towering above her, a woman leered down at Tina. She wore pantyhose over her face to conceal her identity. Yet there was something familiar about the crazed eyes glaring through the sheer hosiery, something that rekindled this evening’s guilt.
“I know you,” Tina whispered.
Blood and bathwater clogged her nostrils and choked her mouth. Tina coughed and reached out. In her delirium, she almost believed the intruder would help her out of the shower.
The deranged woman raised a golf club over her shoulder and swung. The toe of the club smashed against her wounded scalp. Blood spurt from her forehead.
With a screech, the woman slammed the club against Tina’s forehead again. Tina’s eyelids fluttered shut.
The room darkened as her lifeblood spun into a whirlpool and plunged down the drain.
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Raven worked the stiffness out of her neck and sipped her coffee. The sun had risen an hour ago, and nobody had moved inside the Bourn residence. The six-bedroom, sand-colored French Tudor caught the early morning light and glimmered like a chest of gold. Inside her black Nissan Rogue, Raven tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. How could Osmond Bourn afford a house on Riverwalk Drive on a private contractor’s salary?
The hallway light flicked on upstairs. Raven sat up and ensured the Canon camera was ready. A silhouette passed by the window as Raven checked the time. It was too early to spy on cheating spouses.
Over the next thirty minutes, she studied Osmond Bourn through the zoom lens as he moved around the downstairs. His wife, Rosemary, handed him a small cooler on his way out the door. Then Bourn climbed inside his SUV and cranked the engine.
Raven waited until Bourn turned the corner before she pulled off the curb. She gave the man distance, remaining a full block behind the contractor until he turned onto the highway. Besides a woman driving a tractor trailer, they were the only two people on the road at this hour. Raven fell back until the SUV was a black pinprick in her windshield. Forty minutes later, Bourn took the exit for Coral Lake.
Raven hadn’t visited Coral Lake in two years. The tiny resort community overflowed with money, with the median home price along the water seven figures. Bourn stopped outside a brick mansion on the lake’s east side and pressed a call button beside an iron gate. As Raven waited in her Rogue beneath an elm tree, the gate swung open, and Bourn backed his SUV down a concrete driveway.
She waited for the contractor to remove the toolboxes from the trunk and begin his work. He didn’t.
Bourn stepped down from the cab and checked his hair in the side mirror. After glancing around, he strode to the door and rang the bell. Was he meeting with his mistress?
Raven zoomed in, hoping to capture the woman on camera. Instead, a man in black slacks and a white dress shirt, with the top button unfastened, opened the door and invited Bourn inside. The man looked around before he shut the door.
A thought popped into Raven’s head. Bourn was cheating on Rosemary with a man.
Raven scrolled through the images and sighed. She hadn’t captured the man’s face on camera. Bourn had blocked the doorway while Raven clicked the shutter.
Drumming her legs beneath the steering wheel, Raven considered her next move. No chance she could circumvent the gate without drawing attention. Whatever Bourn and his friend were up to, she couldn’t monitor their activities from outside the house. She dialed LeVar. Her brother answered with a tired groan.
“A little early to call, isn’t it, Sis?”
“Do me a favor. Look up the homeowner at sixteen East Lake Road in Coral Lake.”
“Sixteen East Lake Road,” he repeated between a drawn-out yawn. The bedsprings squeaked, then LeVar fell into the chair in front of his computer. Raven pictured Wolf Lake outside his window and wished she were relaxing beside the water instead of chasing cheaters. “What are you doing in Coral Lake?”
“Following Osmond Bourn.”
“Ah, Chelsey’s latest infidelity case.” LeVar snickered.
“Don’t laugh. You’re next in line to follow him to remodeling jobs.”
“Hunter Dalbec.”
“What?”
“The guy at sixteen East Lake Road. His name is Hunter Dalbec.”
Raven scribbled the name on a notepad as LeVar spelled it for her. “Type his name into Google. What does Dalbec do for a living?”
“Can I eat breakfast first?”
“Come on, LeVar. Do me a solid.”
He grunted. “Whatever.”
Raven stared at the mansion’s windows. Sunlight washed over the glass, concealing the occupants.
“Says here he ran a company in Albany called Sim-Tech Systems. Sold the business before the financial bubble burst and cashed out.”
“So he’s independently wealthy.”
“Why are you so interested in Dalbec?”
“Because I’m desperate.”
“Darren not doing it for you anymore?”
“Shut it, LeVar. I’m talking about Osmond Bourn. He’s not working at Dalbec’s house. How does Bourn know Dalbec?”
“Did you ever consider the possibility that they’re discussing a remodeling project?”
Raven wiped a hand across her mouth. “I suppose that might be the case. That would explain why he didn’t bring his tools inside.”
“Now you have something to mull over. I didn’t get my beauty sleep this morning, so I’m turning in.”
“But I need your help. I came up with a plan to catch Bourn.”
“Tell me later.” LeVar yawned for dramatic effect. “I’m not due at the office until noon, and I intend to sleep another three hours.”
“At least listen to my idea.”
“Later, Sis.”
LeVar hung up.
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Kaylee Holmes observed her oafish neighbor through the window as he repaired a weed whacker on his backyard patio. She dunked a slice of wheat toast into her eggs and chewed, happy the idiot wasn’t gunning his riding mower again. She swore the jerk rode the mower for fun. Nobody needed to cut the grass that often.
Earlier this morning, before the sun crept out of the earth, she’d run the garden hose over the bloody golf club and cleaned the toe with an antiseptic wipe. Then she drove a half-hour to a driving range outside of Dewitt, a Syracuse suburb, and dropped the club beside the equipment cage. Some ignorant employee would spot the club, believe someone left it out by mistake, and place it with the others. By the end of the day, countless people would use the club and leave their prints on the handle. She was certain she’d scrubbed away the blood. But if any evidence still existed, it would disappear once the club slammed a few dozen golf balls this afternoon.
She was a genius. Two tormentors from her life were dead, and the police hadn’t knocked on her door.
At least, not yet.
Maybe they knew about Kaylee and were busy building a case.
Kaylee bit her nails, her appetite suddenly gone. She rinsed breakfast down the garbage disposal, cleaned her plate, and wandered to the sunroom. If she evened the score with more bullies, she’d need to operate beneath the police department’s radar. She grabbed her laptop and typed how to poison someone into the search box. She scribbled the poisons onto a receipt from the bakery, then searched hardest poisons to detect. The wheels spun in her head.
From the bookcase, she removed the blue and gray Treman Mills High School yearbook. As she flipped through the pages, conscious of where Kendra appeared—she avoided those pictures, as if viewing her previous identity would make her ugly and meek again—Kaylee scanned the names she’d labeled asshole, prick, bitch, and whore. Two people had red X marks across their faces. Harding Little and Tina Garraway.
Recalling Tina’s attacks brought back memories of Grandpa. He’d been the only one Kaylee trusted back then, and she’d run to his house after the beatings. Grandpa consoled her, cleaned her face, even washed her shirt and pants, so she didn’t return home with grass-stained clothes. Oh, how her mother would have screamed if she ruined her clothes. She wouldn’t care that her daughter lost a fight. Heck, Mother would blame Kaylee and claim she got what she deserved.
Her throat constricted. It suddenly struck her that Grandpa was gone, and she’d never see him again. Why hadn’t Grandpa fought for custody? He made a fortune in real estate ventures and could have given Kaylee everything she needed. A safe home, a private school, even a bodyguard. The last time Kaylee spoke to Grandpa was a month ago. Grandpa’s vision had been failing, and it was hard for him to get around the estate. Kaylee promised she’d stop by for dinner that week. But something came up at work, another overtime shift that tied her to the office until late. God, she missed Grandpa. If she had one wish, it would be to hear his voice again.
Swiping away a tear, Kaylee turned the page and focused on Georgia Sims, Tina’s snotty friend. This improved her mood. For the last three nights, she’d sneaked inside Georgia’s house through a loose window pane in the basement. Kaylee left a few surprises for Georgia. She wondered if the bitch had discovered them yet.
Another idea popped into her head. Her Treman Mills classmates gathered every summer at a club on the city’s north side for a night of drinks and reminiscing. Last year, Kaylee showed up, though she didn’t join the others. She sat off to the side, unrecognizable in her new body. To her old classmates, she was just a local woman enjoying an evening at the club, sipping a martini while she waited for her friends to arrive. Her classmates would gather again next month. Kaylee knew little about explosives, but she figured the internet would provide the instructions she required. One bomb set to go off at seven o’clock would rid the world of all of them. Good riddance.
But that was the future, and she still had work to do today. Kaylee smiled.
Above Georgia’s name, she scribbled NEXT.
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“You’d think a television reporter could afford a better place than this.”
Thomas agreed with Aguilar’s assertion as they pulled in front of Tina Garraway’s house. Barton Falls was a dangerous town, and Tina Garraway’s neighborhood appeared a few notches above ramshackle. Behind them, Deputy Tristan Lambert stepped out of his cruiser and joined them on the sidewalk. Lambert stood a few inches over six feet. The ex-army soldier had grown up in Minnesota before relocating to Wolf Lake. He still wore his hair in a buzz cut.
The deputies followed Thomas to the door. Kane Grove PD, who provided backup in Barton Falls when the county sheriff’s department was overwhelmed, had contacted Thomas an hour ago. Tina Garraway, a reporter for channel seven in Syracuse, never arrived for work today. The station manager sent a reporter to check on the missing woman. Garraway’s car was in the driveway, but she didn’t answer his knocks. So the reporter phoned Kane Grove PD, who discovered Garraway shriveled and dead in the bathtub with the water running.
As Thomas led his deputies to the doorstep, a young officer touched his cap and opened the door for them. The medical examiner was already here. Virgil Harbough worked beside Claire Brookins in the bathroom while a team of forensics specialists pawed around the house for evidence. Lambert took one look at Garraway’s pruned and bloodied corpse and turned away. The stench was enough to flip Thomas’s stomach over. Something between rotten eggs and carrion.
“Lambert, check outside the house.”
“You figure someone did this to her? It appears she fell and drowned.”
“I agree, but let’s cover all the bases. Collect anything you find, no matter how trivial. Eight years ago, I responded to a shooting in Los Angeles. One dead teenager, no witnesses. As I searched through the backyard, I discovered a gum wrapper. The shooter chewed gum while he waited for his target to return home. Moron left his prints on the foil wrapper. That’s how we solved the case.”
Lambert nodded and disappeared. The deputy wanted out of the bathroom, and Thomas saw little reason for three people to crowd Virgil and Claire.
“What happened here, Virgil?”
The medical examiner turned to Thomas.
“From what I can tell, Tina Garraway slipped in the tub and smashed her head against the faucet. The tub is as slick as a greased pan. There’s some fancy soap that smells like flowers all over the basin. I tell my wife to wipe down the tub after she uses her soap.” Virgil shook his head. “Never listens. One of these days, one of us will step into the bath, fall, and crack a head open just like this poor woman did.”
Claire remained silent, a hint she wasn’t positive Virgil was right. Thomas caught her eye, but she looked away.
“If you inspect the faucet, you’ll see a clump of hair and flesh around the edges,” Virgil said, gesturing at the faucet with a penlight. “Notice the chunk missing from her forehead? That’s where she struck the faucet.” Virgil sighed and stood. His knees popped as though he stepped on eggshells. “Such a shame. I watch her on the evening news. She’s talented.”
Thomas hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “If it’s all the same, I’ll check the home and search for forced entry, anything that suggests someone was in the house with her.”
“It always pays to be thorough. But this is an all-too-common household tragedy, and easily preventable. A five-dollar rubber bathtub mat from Walmart prevents falls and saves lives.” Virgil stared wistfully out the window. “But they grow moldy, and people toss them out after a few months. No matter how many times you tell people to be careful, they don’t listen.”
Thomas checked the windows outside the house while Aguilar searched the interior with a Treman Mills detective. The panes appeared intact, though the dining-room window was open to the screen. Not unusual. Most people aired out their houses at night after the temperature cooled. But Thomas filed the observation away and kept searching.
He stopped at the back door and twisted the knob. The mechanism made a broken clicking sound, as if someone had messed with the lock. He dusted for prints and noted the faulty mechanism.
Lambert finished in the yard. The deputy bagged a sandwich wrapper, a plastic top to a fountain drink from a fast-food restaurant, and a cigarette butt.
Aguilar stepped out of the house. “No sign of a break in. Maybe Virgil is right about Garraway falling.”
“Seems that way,” Thomas said. “Let’s meet the neighbors. See if anyone noticed a stranger hanging around the house last evening.”
The deputies split up, Aguilar crossing the street while Lambert turned down the sidewalk.
Thomas walked to the house on the left. Before he knocked, a woman with a road map of wrinkles across her face opened the door. She cupped a chocolate-colored poodle in one arm, the dog’s eyes darting at Thomas. With her free hand, the woman clamped a cigarette between two fingers. She took a long drag on the cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke.
“Evening, ma’am. I’m Sheriff Shepherd with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department.”
“Mandy Russell.”
“You live alone, Ms. Russell?”
“Nope. William is at work. He gets home after ten.” Russell took another drag on the cigarette. “Something happen to the reporter lady next door? She’s a mean one.”
“Ms. Garraway died last night.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed.
“How’d that happen? Heart attack?”
“We’re still investigating. Did anyone visit Ms. Garraway’s house last evening?”
The poodle squirmed in the woman’s arms. Russell set the dog down, and the poodle scampered into the living room, where it peeked around the corner at Thomas.
“Not that I recall. She don’t get visitors. I doubt she’s ever had a friend.”
“I take it you don’t get along.”
“She don’t speak much. Just comes and goes without a wave. Garraway yelled at Mocha last evening on account of her barking. Mocha don’t bark that loud, and she’s usually quiet. Don’t know what got into her last night. But a friendly neighbor would give the dog a few minutes before she raised holy hell. Not Garraway. She told me to quiet the dog, so she could sleep. It wasn’t even nine yet.”
“So you spoke to Garraway a little before nine.”
“She spoke. I listened.”
“Was that the last time you saw her?”
“Thankfully.”
“Any unfamiliar vehicles in the neighborhood?”
“Nope.”
“Any idea why your dog was barking?”
“Probably a skunk or raccoon in the yard. They come out after sunset and claw at the garbage out back. Last week, I found the can tipped over and the bag all torn up. What a mess. Old food and trash everywhere.”
Thomas questioned Russell for another minute before leaving the woman with his card. He met Lambert and Aguilar in front of Garraway’s house. “Anything?”
Lambert and Aguilar shook their heads.
“The neighbor claims Garraway yelled at her last night because her dog kept barking.”
Aguilar shrugged. “Dogs bark. That’s what they do.”
“According to Russell, hers doesn’t.”
“Sounds like a parent who believes her child is incapable of misbehaving.”
“Agreed. But what if the dog sensed an intruder in Garraway’s house?”
“That’s a possibility. But I found nothing out of the ordinary inside the house. No signs of a struggle or a break-in.”
Thomas released a breath. Virgil was probably right. Garraway returned home after a long day at work and slipped in the tub. All the evidence pointed toward an accidental death.
So why did his instincts tell him this wasn’t an accident?
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Scout kept the door open so the ticket booth wouldn’t overheat. Even with the windows cracked, the temperature skyrocketed when the sun beat down on the wooden structure. But it was a simple job. All Scout needed to do was wheel herself out of the booth when a car approached. If the driver had a park pass, she read the pass with a card reader. Otherwise, she collected nine dollars and handed the driver a ticket. The ticket was valid at any New York state park for twenty-four hours.
Between tasks, Scout read her iPad and researched the amateur sleuthing forums. There was a mysterious death outside Sacramento that interested Scout. A potential murder. Already, the forums buzzed with new information about the murdered man. It was common for the forum members to zero in on suspects as quickly as the police did. Sometimes the forum administrators shared their research with local police departments and helped them solve crimes.
As Scout sifted through a message thread, a station wagon pulled up to the booth. The woman driving the car wore curly, dirty-blonde hair to her shoulders, and had perfect teeth to match her smile. Behind the woman, three children in swimming trunks bounced with excitement on the backseat. One girl wore a blow-up floatie around her waist, prepared for a fun day of swimming.
“Welcome to Wolf Lake State Park. Nine dollars, please.”
The woman pulled a ten-dollar bill out of her wallet and told Scout to keep the change.
“Thank you and enjoy your day.”
As the station wagon drove away, the children waved through the back window. Scout swallowed the lump in her throat. It seemed like yesterday she was their ages, bulletproof and carefree, with her whole life ahead of her, able to run and play and swim all summer. Then the accident occurred, stealing her ability to walk and tearing her family apart. Blaming himself for the collision, her father became a recluse and drove his family away. If only Scout could turn back time and warn her father before the tractor trailer lost control and slammed into the back of their car. Mom and Dad would still be together. And Scout would be able to walk.
A gray Chevy Suburban approached the gate. A couple in their sixties stopped as Scout wheeled herself to the window.
“Good morning. Welcome to Wolf Lake State Park.”
“Here’s my pass,” the man said, handing her his card.
Scout zapped the card with the reader and waved them through. Before the man shifted out of park, his wife leaned over and tapped her husband on the shoulder.
“Give her a tip, Harold,” she whispered loud enough for Scout to hear. “The poor girl is in a wheelchair.”
Harold dipped into his pocket and came up empty. He tried the other pocket and pulled out a five-dollar bill.
“Here you go, dear.”
“You already paid, sir.”
“That’s for you. By the way, it’s wonderful the park lets you work here.”
Scout pocketed the money and stared, dumbfounded as the Chevy Suburban motored into the park. She didn’t want anyone to feel bad for her. Yes, she missed swimming and running. She longed for the days when kids her age treated her as an equal. But she’d accepted her fate. And five dollars would buy her pastries from the Broken Yolk.
As she swiveled the chair around, Darren crossed the parking lot and waved an arm over his head. He wore brown shorts and a ranger hat. Scout couldn’t help but think of the Yogi Bear cartoon as he approached.
“How’s the first day on the job?”
“I like it, thanks.”
“Nobody gave you a hard time?”
“No. Why would they?”
“The entry price is two dollars higher than it was last year. Some people take it out on the booth workers.” Darren nodded at the iPad. “Keeping up with the sleuthing boards, I take it.”
Scout’s cheeks bloomed.
“Sorry. I only read my iPad when traffic is slow.”
“Please, you don’t need to apologize. Sarah has worked at the park for six years, and she finishes a half-dozen thriller novels over a summer while she runs the booth. As long as you watch for vehicles, I don’t care if you read or listen to music. What are you researching?”
Scout pulled the tablet out of the booth and opened a pair of news stories.
“I’m reading up on an unsolved murder in California. But I’m more interested in two unexplained deaths in Nightshade County.”
Darren cocked an eyebrow.
“That’s news to me. What’s going on?”
“Harding Little jogged off the cliffs outside Treman Mills and fell into the gorge.”
“Ouch. That’s gotta leave a mark. Did Thomas respond?”
“Yes. There’s something else.” Scout handed the tablet to Darren. “A few days ago, the sheriff’s department and Kane Grove police found a television news reporter dead in her bathtub.”
Darren skimmed the article. “It says she slipped in the tub and smashed her head on the faucet. Sounds like an accident.”
“Two unlikely accidents in less than a week. Worthy of investigating, don’t you agree?”
Darren returned the iPad and gave Scout an unconvinced shrug.
“I’ll speak to Thomas. But nothing about either death convinces me foul play occurred.”
“You’ll see,” Scout said, winking. “This is what Agents Bell and Gardy with the FBI refer to as escalation. A trigger, usually a traumatic life event, pushes someone over the edge and turns him into a killer.”
“You watch too many crime investigation television shows.”
She laughed.
“That’s what Mom says.”
“Seriously, though. Is this really the job for you? As much as I enjoy having you at the park, I want you to speak to Chelsey about working at Wolf Lake Consulting.”
“I don’t think that’s a great idea,” Scout said, looking away.
“Why not? You’re obviously qualified, you’re interested in investigative work, and, well, you provide cheap labor.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“Welcome to life as a teenage employee.”
“But I’m too young. LeVar can’t apply for his PI license until he turns twenty-five.”
“You don’t need to become an official investigator. Chelsey might take you on as a student intern like LeVar.”
“I doubt Ms. Byrd wants me at Wolf Lake Consulting, especially after the gas station robbery.”
Earlier that spring, Scout rode with LeVar while he observed a cheating spouse during an infidelity investigation. As they watched the Flamingo Inn motel from across the street, a man pulled a gun and attempted to rob a gas station convenience store. Scout warned LeVar, who tackled the man from behind and pinned him to the blacktop until Deputy Aguilar arrived. Scout had been alone in the car. Had the robber turned the gun on LeVar, Scout would have been a sitting duck.
“That wasn’t your fault. If it wasn’t for you, the guy would have held up the clerk or shot somebody.”
Scout swatted at a curious fly.
“People see me as a liability. I get it.” She gestured at her legs. “It’s not like I can lend a hand or defend myself when something bad happens.”
“Like I said, you’re a great fit for Wolf Lake Consulting. I’ll put in a good word for you. So will Raven and Thomas. All you need to do is ask.”
“I don’t know, Darren. It sounds fun, but I really don’t think Ms. Byrd wants a teenager in a wheelchair working for the firm.”
“Suit yourself. If you change your mind, I’ll write you a glowing letter of recommendation.”
“Based on my performance on my first day? I’ve only worked two hours.”
“And there have been no riots, explosions, or murders. As far as I can tell, you have everything under control.”
Scout grinned. Maybe Darren was right. Working at a private investigation firm would give her the experience she needed to bulk up her college applications. College was a few years away, but it never hurt to start early.
A pickup truck turned into the park and coasted toward the booth.
“Looks like I have another customer. I’d better get to work.”
“Keep the park safe.” Darren tapped the radio on his hip and called over his shoulder as he walked away. “I’ll be at Lucifer Falls, working on the trail construction.”
Scout pushed herself toward the truck as the window lowered. She took the money and waved the hikers through.
To Scout’s surprise, Mom supported her working at the state park. But how would she react if Scout applied to work with a private investigation firm?
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Kaylee pulled the skirt up her legs and admired herself in the mirror.
Two more skirts hung from hangers inside the changing room. She couldn’t decide which fit her better—the blue jean mini, the silk flower print, or the red cotton skirt that hugged the tops of her thighs like an indulgent boyfriend.
Why choose? She had the money for all three.
As she slipped out of the skirt and pulled her shorts over her hips, the door closed on the neighboring changing room. The woman’s breathing sounded labored, and Kaylee recognized her as the overweight slob who’d pawed through the plus-size racks. Kaylee was tempted to pound on the changing room door and tell the woman to pull herself together. Kendra had looked like her before she changed her ways and became Kaylee.
At the counter, Kaylee paid with a credit card that rewarded her with airline miles. All this spending would earn her a trip next winter. Someplace warm and tropical while her neighbors froze. The girl behind the counter sneered at the skirts as she rang them up. The little bitch was judging Kaylee, just as her classmates had.
“Is there a problem?”
The girl glanced up, alarmed.
“No, these are charming. They’ll look great on you.”
“Better than they would on your bony body. Do boys go for the cadaver look these days?”
The clerk’s mouth fell open. Kaylee’s stare burned holes into the girl until the clerk scanned the clothes and bagged them.
As she strutted back to the Alpha Romeo, with the bags hanging over one shoulder, she twirled the key ring around her finger and laughed. Intimidating the snobby clerk filled Kaylee with a volatile combination of vigor and giddy elation. She popped the trunk and tossed the bags inside. Behind the wheel, she marveled at the sleek interior and sensed the power awaiting her.
Two parking spaces away, a middle-aged woman with a milky complexion and a soft body climbed out of her minivan and gawked at the Alpha Romeo. Kaylee smiled at the woman, who’d already given up on life and surrendered to some domineering husband. The lady cooked his meals and tended after a couple bratty kids. The stick figure family on the back of the van confirmed Kaylee’s suspicion. Too bad, so sad.
Kaylee pulled out of the parking space and revved the motor before turning onto the thoroughfare. Since purchasing the new car, she’d discovered a new sense of freedom, as if invisible chains snapped and fell off her shoulders. The wind tossed her hair as she weaved through traffic, shooting past vehicles, gunning the motor to beat the red lights.
As she passed the beauty salon and a defunct gymnasium with boards over the windows, she thought about the teenage clerk. The girl reminded her of Tina Garraway, Georgia Sims, and all the popular snots who’d pushed Kendra around during school. How dare the clerk question Kaylee’s fashion choices? At twenty-nine, was she too old to wear designer clothes? Ironic. Kaylee looked ten times hotter in those skirts than the emaciated witch behind the counter would. Ten times hotter than Tina or Georgia. If Kaylee traveled back in time and strode through high school in her new jean mini, every boy would want her. Guys like Harding Little and Wade Tenny would kill for her.
Kill for her.
Kaylee burst out laughing.
Her phone buzzed. At the next red light, she glanced at the screen. It wasn’t a message. She’d set up news alerts for articles mentioning Harding Little and Tina Garraway. A piece from the Syracuse news chronicled Garraway’s brief career as a reporter at channel seven. Tina had received a news guild award after she broke a story about a plant leaking chemicals into a creek behind a housing development. Cancer rates were four times higher than the national average in that neighborhood. Kaylee scrolled down. Her eyes stopped on a quote from Sheriff Thomas Shepherd.
Kaylee tapped her foot while she waited for the light to change. Why was the sheriff asking anyone with information about Tina’s death to come forward? Didn’t the dolt realize Tina slipped in the tub and cracked her skull open on the faucet? It happened all the time. A freak accident. Kaylee admitted to herself that she’d lost control with the golf club. Yet she’d been careful to strike Tina where her enemy cracked her scalp on the faucet. Just a few blows to ensure Tina didn’t regain consciousness. Ever. No one could prove an intruder murdered Tina.
A horn blared behind her. Kaylee checked the mirror. A punk boy raised his palms in exasperation and pointed at the green light. She wanted to shift the car into reverse and bash into the boy’s vehicle. Her hand moved to the gearshift as the horn wailed again. Now he raised his middle finger.
She refused to dent the Alpha Romeo. She cherished her new baby. Kaylee slammed her foot against the pedal and shot through the intersection. Rubber shrieked against macadam. She left the boy in the dust.
Further down the road, she pulled the car behind a restaurant and typed Sheriff Shepherd’s name into the search box on her phone. It was so easy to locate people on the internet. That’s how she’d read about Tina and found Harding Little and Georgia Sims. Georgia had a LinkedIn profile and counseled battered women at a local shelter. What a joke. Throughout high school, the little witch had made her classmates miserable. She probably got off on being around abused women. Maybe it reminded her of the times she tortured Kendra and other outcasts. She’d also located Wade Tenney, now a hotshot accountant in Kane Grove. Kaylee couldn’t wait to see Tenny again.
It didn’t take long to locate the sheriff’s address. A home along the lake shore. How sweet. The house was only two miles away.
Kaylee followed the lake road out of the village center until she spied the A-frame poking into the blue sky. All those windows allowed her to peer inside the home as she motored past. The open floor design blended the living room, dining area, and kitchen together. A massive dog padded past the window. The dog might be a problem, if Kaylee decided the sheriff knew too much about her.
Thomas Shepherd wasn’t inside his house. Instead, she spotted him in the backyard, emptying a bag of charcoal into a grill. A teenage girl in a wheelchair sat beside the sheriff, her black hair tied into a bun and fluttering in the wind. Did Thomas Shepherd have a crippled daughter?
The sight surprised Kaylee so much that she pulled onto the shoulder and stopped the engine. She craned her neck for a better view. The sheriff seemed to be living the good life. He owned lake frontage, and a guest house stood behind the A-frame. She could wreck everything for him. It wouldn’t be difficult now that she knew where he lived.
But the teenager in the wheelchair pulled Kaylee’s attention. So vulnerable and meek. If Kaylee wanted to hurt the sheriff, she’d start with the crippled girl. That would teach him to poke his nose into her business.
Kaylee raised the phone and photographed the girl. A moment later, the guest house door opened, and a dark-skinned boy in his late teens ambled into the yard. What the hell? How many people lived on Thomas Shepherd’s property?
“You running some freaky commune, Sheriff?”
Kaylee made herself laugh. She snapped a picture of the boy while he spoke to the girl in the wheelchair.
“Don’t go anywhere, kids. I’ll return soon.”
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Deputy Aguilar picked Thomas up at his house the next morning. The F-150 had a flat, and he’d asked the mechanic to tow the truck to the garage. He kept a spare, but the strange circumstances surrounding the deaths of Harding Little and Tina Garraway played around inside his head and made him want to hurry to work. He was thinking about Garraway’s injuries and the barking dog in the neighbor’s yard when Aguilar arrived. She handed Thomas a green tea after he climbed into her red RAV4.
“You didn’t need to buy me tea,” he said, holding up the cup in salute.
“The Broken Yolk was on the way, so I stopped. What happened to your truck? Did you run over a nail or something?”
Thomas drank from the cup and winced. Hot.
“Couldn’t tell you. The truck drove fine last night. It’s possible I hit something on the way back from the grocery store.”
“Did the pressure gage go off?”
“Not last night, but my back tire was flat as a pancake when I woke up this morning.” Thomas blew on the tea and sipped. “I probably ran over glass or got a nail stuck in the tire. No big deal.”
“If you need a ride, I’ll drop you off at the garage this afternoon.”
“Appreciate it, Aguilar. I figure they’ll replace the tire by then.” They were halfway to the station when Thomas’s phone rang. He scrunched his brow. “It’s the county coroner’s office calling.”
When he answered, he expected to hear Virgil’s voice on the other line. Claire Brookins spoke instead.
“Sheriff, we need you to come to the office right away. There’s an interesting development in the Tina Garraway investigation.”
“Thanks, Claire. We can be there in fifteen minutes.”
Thomas told Aguilar about the call, and the deputy turned onto the highway. When they arrived at the coroner’s building, a silver-haired doctor led them down a long hallway to the examination room, where Virgil and Claire hovered over Tina Garraway’s body. A white sheet covered the woman from the waist down. Bright lights angled over the corpse, who lay upon a rolling metal table.
Thomas crossed the floor. “You wanted to see us?”
“Thanks for coming down.” Virgil rubbed his forehead. “I may have been hasty when I declared Ms. Garraway’s death accidental.”
Thomas met Aguilar’s eyes.
Virgil motioned at the dead woman. “My assistant discovered inconsistencies with the head wounds. Claire, if you will be so kind.”
Claire took a nervous breath. Though the medical examiner’s assistant possessed the knowledge and skill of someone with twice her experience, she’d never run point on a murder. “Tina Garraway has multiple contusions and fractures to her skull.” Her voice warbled, and she cleared her throat. “It’s unlikely the victim incurred the injuries when she struck her head on the faucet. For that to happen, she would have needed to lift herself up and fall down several times, striking her head on the faucet each time.”
“That doesn’t seem likely,” Aguilar said, moving in for a closer inspection.
“No, it doesn’t.” Claire straightened her shoulders. She was in her element now, confident and determined. “Look here.” She pointed at an image of Garraway’s skull. “At first glance, the fractures appear similar. But they’re not. We believe the fracture below her scalp occurred when her head struck the faucet. This alone might have knocked her unconscious, but it wouldn’t have killed her.” Virgil moved aside, a signal for Claire to continue. She enlarged the image on the monitor. “But there are three additional fractures, none of which match the shape of the faucet, where we removed the flesh and hair.”
Thomas bent over beside the monitor. “Are you saying someone ambushed Garraway while she lay in the tub?”
“Or attacked her after she stepped into the shower. There’s no way to determine if she fell before the attack, or the attack caused her to fall. Notice the shapes of the fractures? Someone struck the victim with a blunt object.”
“Like a baseball bat?”
“Something smaller, but rounded on the edges.”
Thomas sifted through weapons in his mind. It made little sense to attack someone with the hilt of a knife. Why not stab your victim? Perhaps the killer bashed Garraway with a gun, not wanting to pull the trigger and draw attention from the neighbors. No, that didn’t seem likely. He kept picturing a baseball bat. But it had to be smaller. Golf club?
Virgil and Claire led them through their findings for another five minutes.
Claire turned off the monitor and stood over the victim. “Now that we’re certain this was a murder, we’ll alter our work flow. If we find anything new, we’ll let you know.”
The doors closed on Aguilar’s RAV4. The silence was loud inside the SUV.
Thomas stared at his hands before he spoke. “Something about this case rubbed me the wrong way from the beginning.”
“The barking dog,” Aguilar said, glancing at the sun-washed windows fronting the coroner’s building. “The killer was already inside the house when Garraway came home.”
“We need to interview Garraway’s family and coworkers. If she had enemies, we need their names.”
“She was a television reporter. Maybe she angered the wrong person and ended up in a killer’s cross-hairs.”
Thomas blew out a breath. He’d wanted to believe an unlikely accident killed the reporter. Now he had a murderer loose in Nightshade County. Only a few weeks ago, serial killer Justice Thorin abducted Deputy Aguilar and locked her in a subterranean cell. Thomas blamed himself for her ordeal. Thorin kidnapped Aguilar after Thomas angered the killer and called him out during a television interview. As Thomas mulled over his error, Aguilar shifted into drive.
Thomas turned toward her as Aguilar took the highway ramp. “You holding up? If it’s too soon for you to investigate a murder—”
Aguilar shook her head.
“Dr. Mandal says I need to climb back on the horse.”
“Within reason. She wants you back in the field and doing your job, not chasing down killers.”
“But bringing murderers to justice is my job, Thomas. If I can’t help you find Tina Garraway’s killer, what good am I?”
“You’re invaluable, Aguilar. I’ve told you this a million times: you’re qualified to run the department. If you ran against me for sheriff, I’d vote for you. But sometimes we need to step back and give ourselves time to heal.”
“I’m better, I promise.” When Thomas gave her a skeptical glance, she nodded in understanding. “I don’t blame you for being concerned. But saving Lonnie McKinney from Justice Thorin reminded me of who I am and why I became a sheriff’s deputy. I refuse to spend the rest of my life blaming myself for shooting Avery Neal. He fired at law enforcement, and I did my duty.”
“You saved Lambert and Trooper Fitzgerald.”
“I don’t know about that. The point is, Neal murdered his own partner and would have killed Shawn Massey if I hadn’t stopped him. He gave me no choice. I see that now.”
Thomas stared into Aguilar’s eyes and found no sign she was being disingenuous.
“I’m proud of you, Aguilar.”
She snorted.
“Okay, coach.”
“I’m trying to be nice.”
“I’m just saying you don’t need to handle me with kid gloves.” She paused. “And for the record, I’m proud of you, too.”
“This better not be a public service announcement about autism awareness.”
“Don’t act like you didn’t overcome the odds. How many people take a bullet and live to talk about it? Now you’re sheriff of the county you grew up in. If you’re allowed to be proud of me, then I’m allowed to return the favor.”
“Well, thanks.”
“I mean it. I’ve got your back, Thomas.”
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Raven slipped sunglasses over her eyes and donned a baseball cap. She sat outside a cafe beneath an umbrella, sipping a latte as Albert Slater yucked it up with three buddies across the road. According to Slater’s workers’ compensation claim, he’d lost use of his right hand. Raven waited for him to high-five a friend, so she could prove he’d filed a fraudulent claim.
She couldn’t decide who she hated more: the cheaters who gave injured workers a bad name, or the penny-pinching insurance companies. Either way, Raven lost. There were no winners when greedy companies fought malcontents. She blew the hair off her forehead and tossed the empty latte cup into the garbage. The camera hung around her neck, the telephoto lens drawing stares from the other customers. She wondered why Chelsey had accepted so many workers’ comp and infidelity cases this month. To make matters worse, Georgia Sims, the woman who believed someone wanted to kill her, had hired Wolf Lake Consulting. Raven wasn’t certain what Georgia Sims wanted. Someone to defend her? A private investigator to sit outside her house all night and ensure the boogeyman didn’t kill her?
With a grunt, Raven pushed the chair back, acknowledging she’d become jaded. If someone wanted to hurt Georgia Sims, Raven would defend the woman and catch the perpetrator. Sims worked at a battered women’s shelter, and Raven respected the hell out of anyone who defended the abused.
Raven left a generous tip on the table, setting it beneath the napkin holder so the bills wouldn’t blow away. Then she crossed the street and entered a municipal park at the edge of downtown. Slater continued to laugh with his friends as Raven ensured nobody watched her. She raised the camera to her eye and snapped a series of photographs. Nothing incriminating. The pictures showed Slater with an impish grin as he spoke. He kept his supposedly injured hand in the front pocket of his blue jeans. Once, he slapped another man on the shoulder, and Raven was sure she’d caught him. But Slater had used his left hand.
It was possible the man really was hurt and unable to perform his work duties. If so, it wouldn’t be the first time an investigation ended in the accused’s favor. She wanted to believe Slater was innocent, except the scumbag had also earned a deadbeat dad label. He’d abandoned his first family and refused to pay alimony or child support. The police hadn’t arrested Slater because his former spouse decided not to press charges. Raven’s own father had walked out on their family when she was seven. She couldn’t think of anything worse than a man who abandoned his family.
Slater’s group broke up. Two men piled into a Cutlass while the third turned into a bar on the corner of Main and Church. As Raven slipped out of the park, Slater climbed into a rusty minivan, honked twice, and backed into traffic. A sports car skidded to a halt, the driver braking to avoid a collision. Injured or not, Slater was a horrible driver.
Raven’s Nissan Rogue sat beside a parking meter on Main, half a block away. She hurried across the intersection, squeezing between vehicles lining up at the light. Another horn blared, this one aimed at her. She hopped the curb and slalomed between shoppers, not wanting to lose sight of her target. When Slater ran a red light and shot through the intersection, Raven felt certain she’d lost him.
She pulled the Rogue off the curb and weaved through traffic. Three blocks later, she caught up. For once, Slater obeyed a red light. Four vehicles idled between Raven’s Rogue and Slater’s minivan. Perfect. She didn’t want Slater to see her in his mirrors. A mile up the road, Slater stopped the minivan outside a grocery store. Raven clicked pictures as he yanked a shopping cart out of the corral.
Dammit. He used his left hand.
She trailed him into the store. Muzak played over the speakers as she giggled at a jazzy version of a Hall and Oates song. Slater moved down the aisle and removed food from the shelves, always with his left hand. Each time, he glanced up the aisle, as if he sensed eyes on him. Raven had left the Canon beneath the passenger seat in the Rogue and switched to her phone. She pretended to text as she engaged the camera app and snapped pictures. Slater loaded the cart with garbage—cans of pork and beans, sugary cereal, soft drinks and beer. It seemed Slater was allergic to the produce aisle.
By the time Slater reached the checkout counter, he’d rung up a two-hundred-dollar bill of fatty foods. The man was a heart attack waiting to happen. Raven shot Chelsey a text.
Followed Slater for two hours. Never used his right hand. Guy might be legit injured.
Thirty seconds later, Chelsey replied.
Good to know. Stay on him for another hour, then head back to the office. Another infidelity case crossed my desk.
Raven chuckled without mirth. Just what they needed.
Slater requested help. The manager called a skinny teenage boy half Slater’s size to the checkout counter, and the boy loaded the grocery bags and pushed the cart toward the automatic doors. Slater shot a glance over his shoulder as he strode away. Raven lowered her head and turned to study the magazines. Did he just grin at her?
Raven set the magazine aside after Slater and the teenager disappeared through the exit. In the parking lot, the red-faced boy hefted the bags into Slater’s van. After the teen loaded the groceries, Slater scowled at him. The boy scampered away, eager to help anybody but Slater. The man spat. Phlegm missed the teenager’s sneaker by a few inches.
“You really are a dirt bag,” Raven muttered. “If you’re guilty, I’ll nail you to the wall.”
Rather than returning the shopping cart to the corral, Slater left it behind a green Subaru, blocking the driver. Then he unlocked the minivan and hopped inside.
Raven caught her breath. He’d used his right hand to pull himself into the vehicle.
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Kaylee wanted to slap the grin off the soccer mom’s face.
The temperature inside the gym hovered in the eighties, and the rotating fan in the corner did little but blow the heat around. Dressed in gym shorts and a T-shirt, Kaylee faced Camilla on the mat. The soccer mom was a vindictive bitch who thought she ran the place. Her kids attended the karate dojo next door, every one of them brats, and the pudgy businessman husband walked on the treadmills downstairs. They were a family of fake warriors.
Three months ago, Camilla joined the MMA gym. She probably told her friends what a badass she was while they sipped from wine glasses and compared wedding rings. The woman stared down her nose at Kaylee, though Kaylee had two years of mat experience over her. The soccer mom had even convinced two of her suburban princess girlfriends to join the gym. Camilla always sparred with her friends because they were anorexic wimps, easy for Camilla to toss around. The women reminded Kaylee of every popular girl from Treman Mills High. The sneers, the catty laughter. They didn’t belong here.
The soccer mom’s friends circled the mat as Kaylee stood across from her opponent. Camilla grinned. The soccer mom figured Kaylee was no match for her. She was in for a surprise.
The sparring session began with Camilla shooting at Kaylee’s legs, and Kaylee sidestepping the woman and countering with a headlock. The smile disappeared from Camilla’s face when Kaylee cinched a headlock and vised the woman’s skull. As Camilla tried to lift Kaylee, Kaylee tossed the weaker woman over her hip. The friends gasped as Camilla struck the mat.
“Kick her ass, Tina! She’s nothing!”
Kaylee flinched and glared at the women cheering for the soccer mom. Confused, she shook the cobwebs out of her head and focused on controlling Camilla. To Kaylee’s shock, the woman rolled her over and scrambled on top. Then she was Kendra again, trapped beneath the bully, everyone against her and shouting derisive slurs.
“Say it, bitch. Say, ‘I’m a big fat ugly hippo and everyone hates me.’”
Kaylee stared wide-eyed at the aggressor. It wasn’t Camilla’s face staring down at her. It was Tina Garraway’s. Kaylee glanced around in panic. Georgia Sims, Wade Tenny, and Harding Little watched the fight. Grass and rock replaced the mat, Kaylee suddenly obese and weak. No, she wouldn’t let this happen again. She’d murdered Tina and Harding. This was impossible.
With a screech, Kaylee bridged and tossed Camilla sideways. Before the soccer mom recovered, Kaylee thrust an open palm against the woman’s chin and snapped her head back.
“Hey, she can’t do that. Strikes are illegal!”
Kaylee didn’t look to see which woman shouted for the instructor. A tornado of fury, she dove at Camilla’s legs and lifted the woman in one motion. Kaylee slammed the woman to the mat. Camilla gasped for air and made a drowning sound in her throat.
Before Camilla recovered, Kaylee snaked her legs around the woman’s abdominals and squeezed. Camilla’s arm extended, reaching for the mat, desperate to tap out and end the beating. Kaylee snagged the arm and twisted it into a chicken wing arm lock, shoving the woman’s elbow up the small of her back, relishing her sobs. Camilla’s legs scrambled for purchase. Her eyes were full moons of terror.
“How’s that feel, Tina? I told you what would happen if you screwed with me again.”
Camilla glanced at Kaylee in shock. The surprise morphed into agony when Kaylee drove Camilla’s twisted arm up her back. She squeezed with her legs until the soccer mom couldn’t breathe.
“Stop, you’re hurting me!”
Kaylee used her free hand to snag Camilla by the hair. She pulled back, tugging the woman’s hair until Kaylee was certain Camilla’s neck would snap.
Multiple hands grabbed Kaylee by the arms and shoulders. Camilla’s friends, the burly instructor, and two fighters who’d stopped to help pulled Kaylee off Camilla. After they dragged Kaylee away, the soccer mom sucked air into her lungs and sobbed, lying crumpled on the mat.
“What’s wrong with you?” one woman asked, glaring over her shoulder at Kaylee. “This is just practice. You aren’t supposed to hurt each other.”
Kaylee couldn’t believe everyone blamed her. “You heard what she called me.”
“Are you insane?” the second woman yelled. “She didn’t say shit to you.”
The instructor lifted Kaylee to her feet and locked his eyes with hers. When he spoke, spittle flew from his mouth.
“You know the rules, Holmes. Collect your belongings and leave. And don’t come back. You’re not welcome in my gym anymore.”
Kaylee threw her gym bag in the backseat and raced out of the parking lot. Damn all of them. Of course, they blamed Kaylee for the altercation. Camilla derided Kaylee and had called her fat.
Hadn’t she?
Kaylee ran a nervous hand through her hair as she cruised through Kane Grove. She needed to hold herself together.
“You lost it back there,” she told the sheepish woman in the mirror. “Can’t let that happen again.”
What if someone heard Kaylee call the soccer mom Tina? They might connect the name with Tina Garraway and tell the police. No, only Camilla knew, and the bitch was too scared to talk after what Kaylee did to her. Kaylee chuckled. It felt great to make the soccer mom tap out in front of her friends. Camilla was another Tina, another Georgia Sims. Girls like that never changed.
Kaylee flipped on the radio and searched for something fun to listen to. The FM station out of Syracuse broke for the news, and to Kaylee’s surprise, they began talking about Tina Garraway. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department believed someone had murdered Tina, and they wanted anyone with information about the attack to come forward.
Shit.
Kaylee stopped the car in front of a pizza shop. She fought to control her breathing as sweat poured down her brow. They knew. Somehow, the sheriff had determined Kaylee attacked Tina in the shower. Yet she’d been so careful, coating the bathtub with soap to make the fall appear accidental, then striking Tina in the head, where she’d already cracked her skull open on the faucet. It was the perfect crime. How the hell did Sheriff Shepherd know?
“Stupid, stupid, stupid!”
She punched the steering wheel and sat with her shoulders rising and falling. How could she screw up and draw attention from the authorities? Now she wondered about Harding Little. To this point, the sheriff hadn’t declared Harding’s death as anything but accidental. If he found out Tina and Harding were friends in high school, he might wonder if the connection was coincidental.
She’d sliced the sheriff’s tire with a knife. He probably thought he’d run over a nail. But certainly the mechanic already told Shepherd there was no nail, and the sheriff assumed someone had punctured his tire. Good. Let him worry over the mysterious figure stalking him. Anything to keep him busy and distract him from the Tina Garraway investigation.
What if the sheriff had security cameras in front of the house? Kaylee hadn’t considered that possibility. The sheriff might be watching Kaylee on video right now.
Except she’d worn the stocking over her face and parked the Alpha Romeo down the road so nobody would read her license plate.
She was being paranoid. Had the sheriff caught Kaylee on video, he would have pounded on her door already.
She turned on the engine and backed out of the parking space. The sun fell through the sky, nightfall only a few hours away. Sheriff Shepherd wanted to wreck Kaylee’s plans and prevent her from finishing the job. First, Wade Tenny. Then Georgia Sims. For the grand finale, a bomb at the club where her classmates gathered every summer. Kill them all and make them pay for the way they treated her.
As Kaylee drove home, she thought about how she’d murder Wade Tenny. An idea popped into her head. Her lips curled into a smile.
If Sheriff Shepherd stood in her way, she’d hurt him. And she’d begin with the people he cared about.
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Thomas finished seasoning the taco meat when the door opened on the A-frame. Chelsey hung her bag over a dining room chair and kissed him on the lips. As Chelsey wrapped her arms around his back, she buried her face in his shoulder.
“Long day?”
She released him and tossed her hair back. “It was a slog. But there was some good news. I picked up another infidelity case, and Raven caught Albert Slater using his right hand.”
“That’s the guy who injured himself at work?”
“He claims he did. The problem is, Raven didn’t catch him on camera. So it’s our word against his until she gets proof.”
“More surveillance, I take it.”
Chelsey leaned back with her arms resting against the counter. “Yeah. Hopefully, Raven catches him soon. We have so many cases to close and a backlog of paperwork to file. And I’m meeting with a woman who claims someone wants to kill her.”
Thomas lifted an eyebrow.
“That’s not your line of work.”
“True, but I feel bad for her. She works with abused women and seems genuine. If I turned her down and something terrible happened, I’d never forgive myself.”
“Any chance she’s mistaken?”
Chelsey lifted her palms.
“I don’t want to form an opinion until I speak with her face to face.”
“Well, I won’t pry into your case. But if it turns out there’s something to her concerns—”
“I’ll tell you immediately.”
Thomas pushed the taco meat around with a spatula. He wondered why Chelsey had taken on so many investigations, three times her normal caseload. Thomas kept the question to himself, sensing Chelsey’s frayed nerves. But they needed to talk about it.
“When are the others arriving?”
Thomas checked the clock. LeVar, Scout, Naomi, and Serena were due to arrive in five minutes.
“As soon as we set the table.”
A jangling chain announced Jack, the abandoned dog Thomas had rescued from the state park last year. Jack looked like a Siberian Husky, but larger and wilder. The dog drew stares and whispered comments whenever Thomas brought him to the veterinarian. Spotting Chelsey, Jack woofed and padded across the kitchen. Chelsey patted his head. A second later, Tigger bounded into the kitchen behind Jack. Tigger was Chelsey’s tabby. She’d discovered the cat searching for scraps around her garbage cans one night. Tigger had been a kitten then. No tags, no way to identify the owner. There probably wasn’t one. People abandoned puppies and kittens all the time. Tigger meowed as Chelsey bent to stroke his fur.
At least Chelsey wore a smile now. Thomas had sensed her anxiety when she arrived. Her history of depression forever weighed on him.
Chelsey helped Thomas set the table. While they carried the dinner plates from the kitchen cupboards to the dining room, the sliding glass door opened. LeVar allowed Naomi and Serena to enter first. Then he lifted Scout’s wheelchair over the lip and pushed her to the table.
“Shep Dawg!” LeVar said, slapping Thomas on the shoulder.
“I notice you’re never late for dinner on taco night.”
“Very perceptive. That’s why you’re sheriff.”
“One hundred percent.”
LeVar laughed when Thomas stole his phrase.
As Naomi helped Scout to the table, Thomas kissed Serena on the cheek. “Thanks for coming. How’s the new house working out?”
“I love it. When I look out the kitchen window, I can see the lake through the trees. It’s so peaceful.”
“I’ll cut the trees back and give you a better view.”
“Nah. It’s perfect the way it is.” Serena winked at Thomas. “I love the privacy. And I don’t have Raven hovering over me all day, waiting for Mom to fall off the wagon.”
Serena had overcome heroin addiction after entering rehab. When Thomas first encountered Serena, she was dying on her couch from an overdose. At the time, he hadn’t known LeVar and suspected the gang member for murder. So much had changed since then. After solving the case and shooting serial killer Jeremy Hyde, Thomas invited LeVar to live in his guest house behind the A-frame while Serena recovered. Now Thomas and LeVar were best friends, and the teenager had walked away from gang life, earned his GED, and enrolled at the community college, where he studied criminal justice.
But it was Serena who’d grown the most. She attended Narcotics Anonymous meetings every week, and she met with a therapist. Naomi, who worked for Thomas’s company, hired Serena to lead the sales department at Shepherd Systems, where Serena flourished. After purchasing Raven’s home on the west side of Wolf Lake, Serena finally had her own kitchen.
Naomi threw an arm around Serena’s shoulder and smiled at Thomas. “Guess who’s salesperson of the month?”
Serena blushed.
“I’m not surprised,” Thomas said, extending a congratulatory hand. “We all knew you’d do wonders at Shepherd Systems. Well done.”
Serena lowered her eyes as she bobbed her head. “Thank you for believing in me.”
“This calls for a celebration,” Chelsey said as she placed a Finger Lakes chardonnay on the table.
“Wine and tacos?” LeVar screwed up his face. “Is that legal?”
Thomas grinned. “As sheriff of Nightshade County, I say it is.”
“The king has spoken. Long may he live.”
LeVar’s joke sent laughter through the room.
Scout glanced at her mother. “Am I allowed to have wine?”
“Uh, no. No wine for you or LeVar.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re fifteen and you work for the state park. You don’t want Darren to see you hungover tomorrow morning, do you?”
“How about a sip? Just one.”
Naomi glanced at Thomas, who raised his hands.
“Don’t look at me,” Thomas said. “She’s your daughter.”
“But you’re the sheriff. We’re literally serving a minor in your dining room.”
“I’m off-duty.”
“Fine,” Naomi said, setting her hands on her hips. “But just one sip.”
“Or maybe two,” Scout said.
“Don’t push it.”
Thomas and Chelsey set the fixings at the center of the table. They passed the taco shells around. After Thomas built his taco, he crunched down, closed his eyes, and leaned his head back. “Oh, man. I missed taco night so much.”
“White people and their taco nights,” LeVar said, shaking his head and invoking more giggles. “These are terrific, Shep. How did you season the meat?”
“Chili powder, onion powder, paprika, oregano, salt, red pepper, and a dash of sugar.”
Thomas could see Serena cataloging the ingredients in her head.
“Aight.” LeVar pointed at the taco meat. “I’m trying this out next week.”
“Got the organic onion from the farmer’s market, and the tomato sauce is homemade.”
“Damn, Shep. You’re a regular Bobby Flay.”
“Homemade ingredients are key,” Serena said.
Naomi nodded in agreement. “And organic ingredients. They make all the difference.”
Chelsey turned to Scout. “How do you like the new job?”
Scout lifted a shoulder. “It’s fun, I guess. Not much to do except take people’s money.”
Chelsey snorted. “Sounds like a dream job. I would have killed for a job like that when I was your age.”
By the time they finished, they’d gone through two boxes of taco shells.
LeVar leaned back and rubbed his belly. “We should have taco night every week.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and glanced at Thomas. “I caught the news on the radio. You’re investigating the Tina Garraway case as a murder now?”
Naomi met Serena’s eyes before she turned to Thomas. “The reporter from the Syracuse news?”
Thomas clasped his hands over his full stomach.
“The medical examination team found evidence of an attack. Details of the investigation can’t leave this table, but we believe someone slipped inside her house and attacked the reporter while she was in the bathtub.”
Scout sipped wine under her mother’s supervision and twisted her face. “I don’t understand why everyone likes wine.” They laughed. “Anyhow, there were two strange deaths in the county over the last week.”
“Two?” Serena asked.
“The reporter, and the man who supposedly jogged off a cliff in broad daylight,” Scout said, ticking the deaths off on her fingers. “Did it ever occur to anyone the deaths might be related?”
Thomas shifted in his seat. The Harding Little case never sat right with him, and now he had a murdered television reporter on his hands.
“Hon, you’re jumping to conclusions,” Naomi said, sliding the wine away so Scout didn’t test it again.
“We haven’t connected the cases,” said Thomas. “But the idea they’re related isn’t out of the question.”
Chelsey stared at Thomas. “How can you be certain?”
“I’m not. But two unexplained deaths in a week raise suspicion.” Thomas wagged a finger at Scout. “Someone as perceptive as you should work for an investigation firm. A paid internship might be nice.”
They all swung their attention to Chelsey, who averted her eyes and reached for a wine glass.
Sensing Chelsey’s discomfort, Naomi said, “Scout already has a job at the state park. And she enjoys her work. Right, hon?”
When Chelsey raised her head, Scout looked down.
Thomas noticed the girl’s embarrassment. He didn’t understand why Chelsey hadn’t jumped at the opportunity to bring Scout aboard. “It was just an idea. I’m sure Darren is keeping Scout busy at the park. Anyway, if Scout connects the two cases, she knows where to find me.”
Scout glanced at Thomas and nodded.
As the conversation shifted, Thomas studied Chelsey, who squirmed and chewed a nail. She was hiding something from him.
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Raven yawned and jostled the fog out of her head. She parked three houses down from Albert Slater’s white two-story, her Nissan Rogue squeezed between a 4x4 truck and a Jeep. She checked the time. Ten o’clock. Slater still hadn’t emerged from the house to begin his day.
Last night, she’d stayed awake until midnight after Osmond Bourn drove from a roof repair to a club in Syracuse. He’d stopped home to change while his wife, Rosemary, was shopping at the grocery store. At the club, Bourn exchanged back slaps with friends while Raven acted nondescript, sipping a drink as she studied Bourn from the corner of her eye. Twice, he disappeared upstairs to the VIP lounge, and Raven wondered if the contractor was having sex. She hadn’t noticed call girls hanging around the club, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Bourn returned each time after ten or fifteen minutes. His shirt and slacks appeared neat and ironed, not wrinkled, as if he’d slipped them off. Bourn was an enigma. What was he up to?
Raven checked her messages and set the phone aside. She needed to stay alert. If Chelsey threw another infidelity or workers’ compensation case her way, Raven would lose her mind. Raven was thinking about whether she should eat her sandwich or save it for later when the curtains parted on Slater’s window. She sat up and peered over the steering wheel. Slater’s second wife, Janet, wiped a smudge off the glass. Did Janet know Slater refused to pay his first wife alimony and child support? Janet wore a bathrobe over her pajamas. As she watered a tropical fern in front of the window, she peeked up and down the neighborhood and vanished into the living room.
Tapping her nails against the camera case, Raven waited for Slater to show his face. Had she made a mistake? She’d sworn he’d used his right hand to lift himself into the minivan at the grocery market. But the van had partially shielded Slater, and now Raven wasn’t sure what she’d seen. She checked the battery level on the camera, confirmed the battery held a three-hour charge, and switched from a standard lens to a zoom. As the lens snapped into place, the front door opened, and Slater poked his head outside.
Raven fumbled with the camera as Slater opened the mailbox with his right hand and searched for mail. After finding the box empty, he disappeared inside before Raven snapped a picture.
“Damn you.”
Even if she’d caught Slater opening the mailbox with his right hand, it wouldn’t have mattered. She needed photographs of Slater carrying a heavy object or working with the hand he claimed he’d injured. Still, she found it curious he hadn’t favored the injured hand. If he was in half the pain he claimed to be in, he would have used his left hand.
The phone rang. Raven snatched the phone and switched it into silent mode, cursing herself for forgetting. She stared at Slater’s house, worried she’d drawn attention.
“Hello?”
“Where you at, sis?”
LeVar. Raven dragged her fingers through her hair.
“Outside Albert Slater’s house, wasting my morning.”
“Didn’t catch him in the act yet?”
“No. Hey, aren’t you supposed to be following Osmond Bourn?”
Though Chelsey didn’t allow LeVar to run investigations, she let him follow suspects, provided he kept himself safe and only took pictures.
“He gave me the slip.”
Raven set the camera down.
“What?”
“Dude drove to a residence on the west side of Wolf Lake for a deck repair. One second, he was chatting with someone on the phone. The next, he was halfway down the block, driving at the speed of sound.”
“Any idea what the call was about?”
“Uh, how would I know? I think Bourn is on to us.”
“Did he see you?”
“Doubt it. But we’ve had eyes on the guy for several days now. Chances are he noticed.”
Raven groaned. “All right. Call the office and tell Chelsey what happened. It’s time for Plan B.”
“You really intend to go through with your plan? What if Bourn is dangerous?”
“It’s just a little flirting. The second I convince him to take me to the motel, you catch him on photo. Case closed.”
“I guess.”
Raven shifted her back, struggling to get comfortable. She’d sat in the Rogue for over two hours. “Are you worried about your sister, LeVar?”
“Someone has to.”
“Well, don’t. I’m a big girl. I can handle a cheating spouse like Osmond Bourn.”
Just then, the mailman strode across Albert Slater’s lawn and stuffed a handful of envelopes in the box.
“I gotta go, LeVar. Meet you back at the office.”
She ended the call with LeVar in mid-sentence. After the mailman entered the neighboring property, Slater shoved the screen door open and fished inside the mailbox. His wife yelled something indiscernible from the house.
“I’ll get to it in a second,” Slater yelled back. “Get the hell off my back.”
Slater grabbed the mail as Raven clicked the shutter. Then he clutched the handle and slammed the door hard enough to rattle the windows. He’d used his right hand.
“I got you, Slater.”
Raven followed Slater past the window, her eye glued to the camera. The zoom lens kept Slater in sharp focus until he disappeared into the dining room. She scanned the photos. Did she have enough evidence to prove fraud? Maybe not. She’d better catch him again before returning to the office.
The garage door opened. Slater appeared inside. Clear plastic bags of returnable cans and bottles lined the rear wall of the garage. A work bench stood in the center. Both vehicles sat in the driveway, leaving ample workspace in the garage. Slater poked around the shelves as Raven focused the camera and clicked the shutter. He removed a paint brush and stuffed it in his back pocket. Next, using his injured hand, he grabbed two quart-size paint cans by the metal handles without wincing and carried them to the work bench.
Raven fired off dozens of photos and grinned. She had all the evidence she needed.
Janet Slater barged into the garage in her pink bathrobe and slippers. The woman’s dark, wet hair clung to her cheeks.
“I told you not to open the garage while you carried the paint cans,” Janet said, her face inches from her husband’s. “What if someone sees?”
“Shut the hell up.”
“Don’t raise your voice at me.”
Slater’s face turned beet red. Janet pulled him deeper into the garage, where they argued out of earshot. As the debate continued, Slater’s hands curled into fists. Raven didn’t have time to react.
Slater cocked back with his supposedly injured hand and slapped Janet across the face. The wife pinwheeled her arms and toppled backward. Her back struck another shelf, and tools spilled across the cement floor.
“You son-of-a-bitch!” she screamed. Tears streamed down the wife’s face. “I swore if you hit me again, I’d leave you.”
Slater raised his hands in placation.
“Now, now, Janet. There’s no reason to overreact. You just made me a little angry. We can work this out.”
“To hell with you.”
Janet stumbled into the house.
Slater tugged at his hair. He balled a fist and punched the wall, opening a hole in the plaster. Raven was too stunned to take pictures.
The front door banged open. Janet, still dressed in her bathrobe, hurried toward a blue Acura parked behind Slater’s minivan. She fumbled with the keys as Slater shot out of the garage. Fury twisted his face.
“Janet! Janet! Where do you think you’re going?”
“I’m leaving.”
“You’re not going anywhere.”
My God. He’s going to kill her.
Raven popped out of the Rogue as Slater intercepted Janet in the driveway. They wrestled for control of the keys. Slater backhanded Janet, who crumpled against the car. A red welt grew across her cheek. Slater swung again as Raven drove her shoulder into his side. She took him down to the blacktop as he scrambled beneath her.
“Who the fuck are you?”
Raven wrenched the man’s arm behind his back. “Didn’t your momma tell you never to hit a lady?”
Slater yelled as Raven clamped his other arm behind his back and pinned it with her knee.
She turned her head to Janet, who struggled to her knees. “Call the sheriff’s department and tell them I’m here. My name is Raven Hopkins.”
Janet looked between Raven and her flailing husband. She shook her head with uncertainty. “I can’t.”
“He hit you, ma’am, and it wasn’t the first time. You want him to get away with it? He’ll do it again.”
Janet chewed her lip. Her eye was puffing shut.
“Did you know your husband doesn’t pay child support or alimony?”
“Who is this bitch?” Slater growled.
Janet pushed herself to her feet and removed the phone from her pocket. “Is that true, Albert? What about the three hundred we set aside every month for child support? You spend it on yourself, don’t you? You selfish prick.”
Slater wiggled beneath Raven. She pressed down with her knee and flattened him against the driveway.
“Please, Mrs. Slater. Call the sheriff’s department. Don’t let this creep push you around.”
Janet stared holes into her husband as she dialed.
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Chelsey clenched her jaw and cursed beneath her breath after the tax assessor refused to bargain. She put the phone down and rocked back in her chair, wondering how she’d make ends meet. Thomas wanted Chelsey to hire Scout as a paid student intern. Chelsey loved Scout and supported the teenager’s dream to work in law enforcement someday. But Wolf Lake Consulting would close its doors within the year if she didn’t raise enough revenue to offset the unexpected costs. She couldn’t take on another employee.
Wolf Lake Consulting had entered a vicious circle. The only way to pull the firm into the black was to take on more cases. But Chelsey needed another investigator to keep up, and that wasn’t an option. What if she raised rates? That was one idea worthy of consideration.
As she mulled over her options, the bell jingled on the front door. Chelsey’s head popped up, her senses on full alert. With LeVar and Raven in the field, she was alone in the office. Her firearm lay inside her desk. She edged one hand toward the drawer before a woman turned the corner and peered around the office.
“May I help you?”
“Are you Chelsey Byrd?”
“That’s me.”
The woman let her head fall back.
“Thank goodness. I’m Georgia Sims. We spoke on the phone.”
Chelsey rose to her feet and offered her hand.
“Of course, Ms. Sims. Please, have a seat.”
Georgia Sims dyed her blonde hair pink. The curls flopped over her forehead and shoulders in shambles, as if she’d run a nervous hand through her hair all morning. In the window light, her face appeared gaunt, parched, and prematurely aged, the product of too many makeup applications during her youth. Dark circles ringed her eyes, offsetting the high cheekbones and button nose. Chelsey imagined the woman had been beautiful and popular as a teen.
Chelsey removed the folder she’d started for Georgia. She tore a blank sheet of paper off her notepad and clicked a pen.
“Let’s start at the beginning, Ms. Sims. You said you work at a shelter for abused women?”
“I’m a resident advocate, yes.”
“How long have you worked there?”
“Seven years. Before that, I held two office temp jobs, both in Syracuse.”
Chelsey recorded the woman’s age and background. Georgia Sims graduated from Treman Mills High and earned her bachelor’s at SUNY Oswego.
“What made you decide to work with abused women?”
“I wanted to help others and become a better person.”
Chelsey filed the comment away for now. Georgia seemed genuine. Had she been a different person years ago?
“What’s your day like?”
“I work evenings, actually. Four until midnight. When I arrive at work, I speak with the women at the shelter and ensure they have everything they need. Many need to talk, so I spend most of my time listening. They deal with so much frustration and fear every day. Sometimes all I do for eight hours is listen to their stories.”
Chelsey scribbled a note.
“Why do you believe someone wants to kill you?”
Georgia wiped clammy hands on her pant legs.
“When I come home, I find lights on that I’m positive I’d turned off. Sometimes the refrigerator door is open, and that’s not a mistake I’d make. If I leave the refrigerator open a crack, an alarm beeps for the first minute and warns me to shut the door.”
“I see. What else?”
“I’ve found my clothes rumpled inside my dresser, as if someone went through my stuff.”
“Could be a stalker. Has anyone threatened you?”
“No, but when I returned home Monday night, all my fish were dead in the tank. I’d cleaned the tank over the weekend and changed the filter, and I only buy high quality fish food. The water temperature seemed fine. I’m positive someone killed my pets to send a message.”
“Do you have a dog or cat?”
“I don’t.”
“What about security? Do you have a camera outside your house?”
“I keep meaning to purchase a system, but money is tight, and my job takes up most of my time. That’s why I owned fish instead of a dog or cat. Fish don’t require companionship. But I loved them, anyway. Why would someone kill my pets?”
Chelsey tilted her head to the side.
“You work with abused women. Is it possible an angry spouse targeted you?”
“I doubt it. We never allow abusive husbands to enter the facility.”
“Don’t underestimate a predatory spouse. They’re aggressive and persistent.”
“I don’t believe it’s someone’s husband. We employ multiple counselors, and nobody else complains of break-ins or stalkers.”
Chelsey loaded the shelter’s website on her computer. “You’re open twenty-four hours.”
“But visitors are only allowed during the day. We also have twenty-four-hour security on sight. In the seven years I’ve worked at the shelter, no abuser ever attempted to fight his way inside to get to his wife.”
“Do all the women at the shelter live there permanently?”
“I’d say nine out of ten do. Some come and go, choosing to live with a relative or friend. We prefer they live at the shelter. That way they receive counseling when they need it, and they’re protected. They require security before they heal.”
Chelsey caught the tremor in Georgia’s voice. It was obvious Georgia didn’t feel secure in her own home.
“Are you in a relationship?”
“No.”
“Any messy breakups in the last few years?”
“I haven’t dated since I took the job.” When Chelsey lifted her eyes from the paper, Georgia clasped her hands in her lap. “Seeing what happened to these women made me lose faith in relationships.”
“Not all men are abusers.”
“I understand. But when you witness pain every day, it changes you.”
“Any strange phone calls?”
“None.”
“Enemies who’d want to hurt you?”
Georgia’s brow gathered together. Her face displayed a pained expression.
“Not for a long time. I’m a better person now.”
Chelsey stopped writing and set the pen down. “What happened?”
“I made my share of enemies when I was young.” Georgia rubbed her thumbs against her eyes. “Scratch that. I was the enemy during my youth. Ms. Byrd, I believe someone from school wants to kill me.”
Chelsey folded her arms and waited for Georgia to continue.
“When I was a teenager, I hung around with the wrong crowd. Not the drinkers or drug users. The popular kids. You know that nasty girl who looked down her nose at everyone during high school?”
“Sure, every school has a few.”
“That was me. We treated outcasts like dirt and made our classmates miserable.”
“You don’t strike me as a mean person, Ms. Sims.”
Georgia’s laughter never met her eyes. “You didn’t know me then. The crazy part is, I knew we were wrong. For a while, I tried to play peacemaker and include other people in our group.” Georgia lifted her gaze to the ceiling and shook her head. “That didn’t go over well.”
“What do you mean?”
“I came within a hair of being an outcast, too. My friends,” Georgia said, making air quotes around friends, “told me to get my shit together and stop talking to losers. I listened. I was afraid and didn’t want to go through school alone. That was a mistake. I’d be better off if I had.”
“I remember bullies from school,” Chelsey said. “Most of them grew up after graduation. Some are still around town, and they’re friends with the people they pushed around.” Chelsey checked her notes. “You graduated from Treman Mills High eleven years ago. People change, wounds heal. Just because you mistreated someone in high school doesn’t mean you ruined their life, let alone prompted them to seek revenge.”
Georgia hesitated. “I’d like to believe you.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over past transgressions. You’d be surprised. People are forgiving.”
“That doesn’t explain why my fish are dead or who goes through my belongings when I’m at work.”
“I need to be honest with you, Ms. Sims.”
“Please, call me Georgia.”
“Okay, Georgia. And call me Chelsey. If someone wants to hurt you, I’m out of my element. This is a police matter.”
“Treman Mills PD won’t do anything until I prove someone broke into my house. The officer asked me if anything was stolen. There wasn’t. I told him about the fish, and he assumed it was something I did.” Georgia dropped her face into her hands. “Who do I turn to? The police sent a cruiser past my house the other night. What good did that do? I need a PI. Please, Chelsey. You’re the only person who can help.”
Chelsey softened her voice. “You won’t go through this alone. I’ll take the case.”
Georgia released a held breath and relaxed her shoulders. “Thank you.”
“Is there someone you can stay with for a few nights?”
“Not that I can think of.”
“I have an unoccupied house in Wolf Lake. You’re welcome to stay there until we figure out what’s going on.”
“I can’t. That’s too much, but thank you for the kind offer.”
Chelsey brought up an image of Georgia’s house in Google Maps. Her legs bounced beneath the desk as she formulated a plan in her head. “Let me speak with my friend. He’s an ex-cop with the Syracuse PD and knows a lot about security systems. We’ll come up with ideas and visit you before you leave for work.”
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help.”
Chelsey walked Georgia to the door. “We’ll sort this out, Georgia. In the meantime, call me day or night if you feel threatened.”
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The fiery ball of the sun smoldered low in the sky as LeVar merged with highway traffic. He tapped a Doritos bag to get Scout’s attention.
“Rip that bad boy open, and let’s chow. We won’t stop for food again for another three or four hours.”
Scout opened the bag and popped a cool ranch chip into her mouth. “Health food. I love it. Tell me about our target.”
LeVar spoke as he passed a tow truck dragging a crumpled sports car. “Osmond Bourn. He’s a private contractor. His wife, Rosemary, is convinced Osmond is cheating on her.”
“Did she tell you why?”
“The wife spoke to Chelsey. Apparently, the guy disappears from the house at all hours of the night without telling his wife.”
“Yeah, that sounds like a cheater.”
“Problem is, I keep losing him. No matter how careful I am, he must see me. I swear, he has eyes in the back of his head.”
“So what’s the plan?”
“Hang out in his neighborhood, this time at the end of the block. I don’t want him spotting my vehicle.”
“You brought binoculars?”
“Two pair under the seat.”
This spring marked the first time Scout had accompanied LeVar on surveillance missions. She barely weighed a hundred pounds, so LeVar had no problem carrying her from the wheelchair to the car and strapping her into the seat. She had the sharp mind of an investigator, and he wanted to involve her. But he didn’t want to mess up like he had outside the Flamingo Inn motel. He never should have left Scout alone and tackled the would-be bank robber.
The houses on Riverwalk Drive grew to the sky. Mansions with privacy fences, professional landscaping, ivy running up the sides of two brick homes. A sprinkler on an automatic timer came alive as the Chrysler coasted down the road. A couple walking along the curb gave him a wary eye as he passed. He parked beneath a tree at the end of Riverwalk Drive and handed binoculars to Scout. Watching Bourns’s house through his own pair, he felt energy tickling his spine and legs. Surveillance always gave him a rush. But there was something about Osmond Bourn that made him hesitate. A hidden danger he couldn’t put a finger on.
He didn’t wait long before Bourn made his move. As the clock ticked past eight and shadows spilled down from the trees, Bourn strode to his SUV in dress slacks and a fashionable short-sleeve shirt that accentuated his arms. The man had the baked-in tan of someone who spends all day working outside. Bourn backed the SUV into the road, straightened the vehicle, and shot toward the stop sign.
“Show time,” LeVar said, pulling the Chrysler off the curb.
He remained two blocks behind Bourn as the contractor traversed Wolf Lake. They trailed him to the highway, where Bourn picked up speed, forcing LeVar to weave between tractor trailers to keep pace. It was almost dark when Bourn took the Syracuse exit. LeVar allowed a woman in a pickup to pass. He wanted several vehicles between the Chrysler and Bourn’s SUV, just in case the contractor was on to him.
Scout lifted herself up in her seat and peered over the cars. “He looks like he’s going out on a date, dressed like that.”
“Either to a restaurant or a club. That’s my guess.” He passed the camera case to Scout. “How good are you with a DSLR? I might need you to shoot pictures while I drive.”
“No problem. Mom owns a Nikon, but I’m sure I’ll figure out the Canon.”
“The exposure settings are on automatic. All you need to do is focus. Oh, and don’t forget to remove the lens cap.”
Scout shot him a pointed look.
“Okay, that’s something I would do. I’m sure you’ll do fine.”
Bourn entered a parking garage in the center of the city as LeVar stopped along the curb. The Chrysler idled as he waited for Bourn to appear. Five minutes later, the contractor pushed through the glass exit doors and crossed the road. A busy club called Level 13 stood across the street, and Bourn made a beeline for the entrance. LeVar eyed the bouncer at the door. The line of people waiting to get inside stretched around the block.
A group of women in their late teens and early twenties mingled outside Level 13. Dressed in miniskirts and high heels, they showed plenty of leg. There was something about the women that tickled LeVar’s memory. He’d seen them before, but where? As Scout clicked pictures, Bourn pinched a brunette woman on the backside. Instead of slapping the contractor, she giggled and touched his shoulder. The other three women fawned over Bourn. They all knew him.
“What the hell?” LeVar asked. “Does this guy moonlight as James Bond or something?”
Bourn walked straight at the bouncer, who motioned him through.
Scout lowered the binoculars and patted LeVar’s arm. “He walked right in.”
“That’s an exclusive club. Bourn has connections.”
LeVar scratched behind his ear. He’d already lost sight of Bourn. The contractor might be inside with his date.
Scout set the camera on her lap. “Are you going in?”
“And leaving you alone? No way in hell. Besides, I’m illegally parked.”
“So pay for the parking garage and go inside.”
“Your mother told me to keep you safe.”
“She was referring to you playing superhero and running down bad guys while I’m in the vehicle. She never said you couldn’t leave me alone.”
LeVar paused and tilted his head at Scout.
Scout shrugged. “Okay, she probably won’t be happy. But what will Chelsey say when she finds out Bourn visited an exclusive club in Syracuse and you didn’t follow him?”
“I might be inside the club for a half-hour or longer. I can’t leave you in the car.”
“What could happen? I’ll be fine, and I promise I won’t take candy from strangers.”
LeVar scraped a hand through his dreadlocks. “I don’t know about this.”
“Just go. If you don’t, you’ll never catch Bourn cheating on his wife.”
LeVar hung his head.
“There’s pepper spray in the glove compartment. You know how to use it?”
“Mom showed me.”
He paused with his hands curled around the steering wheel.
“LeVar, I’ll be safe. Go, or you’ll regret it.”
LeVar lifted his phone and tapped the screen. “I want a text from you every minute. No exceptions.”
“I understand.”
Scout held his eyes with expectation. He glanced toward the club. The line had thinned. Strobe lights flashed inside. Resigned, LeVar pulled up to the parking garage, grabbed the ticket, and drove to the second level. He parked the Chrysler at the end of the row so he could see the vehicle from the club.
“You’re sure about this?”
“LeVar, please.”
“If anyone approaches the car, text me immediately.” He started away and swung back to her. “And call Raven and Thomas. They’ll know what to do if anything happens.”
He handed her the pepper spray and locked the doors. LeVar refused to take his eyes off the car until he descended the stairs. As he crossed the street, he turned and waved. Scout lifted a hand. She appeared tiny from this distance.
Next question: how would he get inside? No way he was waiting in line. He inhaled and scrubbed a hand down his face. After he hopped over the curb, he walked past the waiting customers and headed straight for the bouncer. Someone shouted at LeVar, asking why he got to skip the line while everyone else waited.
LeVar removed his wallet. “How much to go in?”
The bouncer, a heavyset man with a bushy beard and country-strong arms, had been staring at his phone when LeVar approached. “Fifty.”
“Fifty just to go in?”
“Twenty to go in, fifty to skip line without me breaking your jaw.”
“So it’s twenty then.”
The bouncer lifted his head to argue, took in LeVar, and dropped his mouth open.
“Shit. I know who you are.” The bouncer concealed a gun in his pocket, but he didn’t reach for it. “You run the Harmon Kings.”
“I never ran the Kings,” LeVar said, keeping his voice low. A woman complained he was holding up the line. “And I gave up gang life.”
“Bullshit.”
“Check me. I ain’t packing.”
The bouncer narrowed his eyes. He patted down LeVar the way he might touch a snarling dog. “What are you doing here, Hopkins?”
“Just meeting a friend.”
“A friend? Right. I don’t want trouble.”
Even when he ran with the Kings, LeVar detested violence. But his reputation preceded him, and he could make it work in his favor. LeVar lifted his chin. The veins in his arms stood out as he flexed.
“Let me pass, and there won’t be trouble. Aight?”
The bouncer glanced around LeVar at the impatient crowd.
“Oh, hell. Go on in.”
LeVar pushed past the bouncer, hating himself for intimidating the guy. The bouncer was just trying to do his job, even though fifty dollars was a swindle. In the end, LeVar had entered without paying. He gave one last glance at the Chrysler on the second level of the parking garage. He raised a thumb. Scout messaged LeVar with a raised thumb emoji.
Inside the club, LeVar shifted sideways to squeeze past the throng. EDM thumped through the sound system, and laser lights flashed over the crowd. The dancers seemed to bounce as one entity. Why would a middle-aged contractor visit Level 13?
LeVar raised himself onto tiptoe until he spied Bourn beside the bar, a drink in hand as he held court with several people. The young women from outside the club milled around the bar. LeVar rubbed his nose. He remembered where he’d seen them before. They worked for the 315 Royals. Call girls, prostitutes. Did the Royals run Level 13? If so, LeVar was a dead man.
He glanced around the club, expecting trouble. The woman behind the bar polished a glass as she leaned close to her coworker. Her gaze traveled to LeVar a second before she raised the phone to her ear and spoke to someone. LeVar slipped behind the dancers. The song changed, and the beat shifted to something faster and more frenetic. The energetic crowd jostled him as he stumbled toward the back wall, confused by the light and sound. He checked his phone for messages. Scout last sent a text a minute ago. She was due. What was taking her so long?
A thick-necked man in a black T-shirt stood against the wall with his arms folded. He wore a radio on his belt. LeVar ducked behind a woman colored with glowing glitter. Too late. The second bouncer glared at LeVar as he spoke into his radio. As the muscular man pushed himself off the wall and started toward LeVar, the teenager merged with the crowd. His phone buzzed in his pocket. Hopefully, that was Scout announcing she was fine. He looked back and didn’t see the bouncer anymore.
Across the dance floor, a staircase ascended to an upper level. Bourn slipped an arm around a sharp-dressed man’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. The man laughed and slapped Bourn on the back. A second later, the two men climbed the stairs and disappeared around the corner. Two guards waited at the staircase. No chance LeVar would talk his way past. Hell, they were looking for him.
A shout pulled LeVar’s head around. The crowd parted as three gigantic figures pushed across the dance floor.
LeVar searched for a restroom, assuming security awaited at the exit. His eyes landed on a server with a tray of food balanced on her hand. She pushed through swinging double doors. The kitchen.
He stood aside for the server and shoved through the doors. Greasy food scents and smoke assailed his senses. A man’s voice called out behind him as he rushed past the cooks.
LeVar found the exit and shouldered through the doorway. More guests mingled in the parking lot outside the club. They stared at him in surprise. He climbed over a chain-link fence as the door whipped open behind him. More shouts.
LeVar took off running down an alley. His phone hadn’t made a sound in the last two minutes, but he couldn’t stop to check on Scout. Heavy footfalls trailed him through the shadows.
He turned down another dark alley. A homeless man huddled beneath a ratty blanket. The alley opened to a thoroughfare, and LeVar breathed a sigh of relief when he recognized the parking garage. He took the stairs two at a time. Breathless, he sprinted toward the Chrysler. The tension fled his shoulders when he spotted Scout in the passenger seat.
He threw the door open. She jumped as he piled into the car.
“Why didn’t you text me?”
“I did,” she said as he revved the engine. “Didn’t you get my messages?”
His phone buzzed with several message receipts. He must have lost coverage inside the club.
Tires squealed as he motored toward the exit. As he fumbled with his credit card, two men in black shirts emerged from Level 13.
“Come on, come on,” he willed the credit card reader.
Finally, the machine spat his card. He shifted into drive and raced around the corner. In the mirror, the two men gave up and stopped running.
“What happened in there?”
“Level 13 is 315 Royals territory.”
“Uh-oh.”
“And I think Osmond Bourn pays to take the girls upstairs.”
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So Wade Tenny was an accountant stuck in a nowhere, middle management position. What a surprise.
Kaylee lowered her sunglasses as Tenny crossed from the parking lot to the accounting firm, his white button-down shirt sagging and wrinkled, his slacks tight around the waist and as loose as bell bottoms around the ankles. He looked like a clown.
She snickered and checked herself in the Alpha Romeo’s mirror. Today she disguised herself with a black wig, fashioned after Uma Thurman’s character in Pulp Fiction. Red lipstick bloomed like roses on her lips. She puckered and gave her reflection a mock kiss.
Tenny was utterly predictable and always had been. During high school, he began the day by shoving some unfortunate boy into the lockers as he strutted down the hallway, flanked by bullies from the basketball and football teams. Between classes, whenever he spotted some kid running late, he slapped the books out of the boy’s hands and stood over him, laughing. At lunch hour, he was the jerk who knocked over boys while they balanced a tray of food. During gym class, he considered wins and losses as matters of life and death, screaming at teammates who screwed up, firing dodge balls at people’s heads.
He was equally predictable as an adult, and Kaylee knew this, for she’d followed him for two weeks. Tenny would sneak out of the firm at nine-thirty and purchase a pastry from the shop across the road. Either a cherry turnover or a blueberry muffin. At lunch, he’d leave work five minutes early and drive across town to a restaurant with tablecloths and a wine menu. There, he’d stuff his face with sheer gluttony, leave a paltry tip, and arrive at work ten minutes late, full of apologies and promises to finish his work before quitting time.
The man was a loser, from his unkempt appearance to his balding head and the paunch hanging over his belt buckle. The days when Wade Tenny turned girls’ heads as an all-state basketball star seemed a million years ago.
Kaylee hopped out of the car and followed the concrete sidewalk past the firm. She paused long enough for Tenny to notice her in her new flower-print skirt. Pretending to fix her heel, she stood on one leg. The wind rippled through her hair with playful fingers. He set his briefcase down—and that was another thing: why did a lowlife accountant need a briefcase?—and gawked as she brushed the hair out of her eyes. She turned her head and smiled before walking away. The windows outside the corner grocery market displayed Tenny’s reflection. He never stopped staring until she disappeared around the corner.
She was tempted to walk past his window, but didn’t want to overplay her hand. Tenny’s cubicle sat at the back of the office, beside the other losers who’d never amount to anything.
Some hotshot accountant. She smiled to herself.
Kaylee purchased a smoothie at a juice bar. As she sipped her drink, one leg crossed over the other and the skirt dangling over her upper thigh, she scanned the news. The sheriff was still treating Tina Garraway’s death as a murder. No mention of Harding Little falling off a cliff.
She ran a Google search on Thomas Shepherd and perused the results. Oh, my. The sheriff had Asperger’s syndrome. Another article depicted his recovery after a Los Angeles gang member shot him in the back during a raid. He’d grown up in Wolf Lake, moved away for a decade, then returned to Nightshade County as a deputy before becoming sheriff. He also owned Shepherd Systems, a business he’d inherited from his deceased father.
Kaylee scrolled through pictures until her eyes locked on the girl in the wheelchair. The teenager she’d seen in Thomas Shepherd’s yard. She wasn’t his daughter. The crippled girl lived next door, and her name was Scout Mourning. Last year, she helped the sheriff’s department catch serial killer Jeremy Hyde through an online sleuthing website. Another article showed the proud sheriff posing for a picture with his arm around Scout’s shoulder.
Interesting.
Since Scout lived next door to the sheriff, she’d be easy to find. Kaylee typed the address into her phone and brought up a map. Zooming in, she studied the girl’s house—the handicap accessible ramps in the front and back, the deck doors, the trees along the lake, where she could watch Scout without drawing attention.
Kaylee spent the morning browsing for clothes and reading books. Like clockwork, Wade Tenny scampered across the street at nine-thirty and returned to the office, palming a half-eaten cherry turnover. Red sauce drooled from his lip to his chin. She wanted to show her face again. Not yet. Even a fool like Tenny might become suspicious.
Five minutes before noon, Tenny hustled out of the firm with his head lowered, as though doing so hid him from the boss. He jumped into a shabby blue Jeep and motored out of the parking lot. The exhaust puffed black smoke.
Kaylee caught him at the red light. She idled beside him in the Alpha Romeo, the windows lowered, the sound system blasting some pop song an idiot like Tenny would enjoy. He glanced over, did a double take, and grinned. She fluffed her Uma Thurman wig in the mirror and smiled back at him.
Tenny mouthed, “You’re freaking hot.”
She licked her lips.
Lowering his own music, Tenny leaned through the window. “Give me your number.”
Kaylee donned her best dumb bimbo expression. “What?”
“Your phone number.”
“You want my phone number?”
There was a fanatical gleam in his eyes. “Yeah, give it to me.”
“My number is one.”
He scrunched his face. “One?”
“Yeah, one,” she said, raising her middle finger.
Before he reacted, she shot through the intersection. In the mirror, she watched him speeding to keep up. One kick of the gas pedal, and she’d leave him in the dust. Instead, she played with Tenny and let him close the distance.
He hadn’t changed one bit over the years. Tenny remained the arrogant jerk he’d been during school, stuck on himself. The slob should check his mirror sometime. He’d let himself go. Tenny only turned heads when he strolled into an all-you-can-eat buffet.
When he pulled even with the Alpha Romeo, his face was red. “Is that funny to you? You’re a fucking whore. Pull over, and I’ll show you how a real man can make you feel.”
“No thanks.”
“Bitch!”
“Oh, darling. You don’t know what a bitch I can be.”
“Stop the car and let’s see how tough you act.”
She displayed the same middle finger and sped off. His SUV became a pinprick before it disappeared from her mirror.





21

Chelsey hung up the phone and massaged the knot out of her shoulder after Rosemary Bourn called. The woman was angry because they hadn’t caught her cheating husband yet. According to Rosemary, Osmond never returned home until three in the morning last night. Chelsey didn’t tell Mrs. Bourn that LeVar followed Osmond to Level 13 before thugs chased him from the club. Though Chelsey suspected Osmond was up to no good, she couldn’t prove he’d cheated.
Feeling a migraine coming on, she massaged her temples. She should have heard from the realty company by now. Homes were selling by the second in Wolf Lake, sometimes at twenty percent above the asking price. It was a seller’s market, yet she hadn’t received a single offer for her house.
Paranoid the realty agency forgot to post her home on its website, Chelsey opened her web browser. A minute later, she found her listing.
“Ugh. Are you kidding?”
The pictures were dark and grainy, as though an amateur snapped the photographs. The colors seemed off, tinted blue and purple. She paged through the stack of business cards stuffed inside her wallet and found the agent’s number. The agent didn’t answer when she called. Chelsey landed in the woman’s voice mail.
“Hello, this is Chelsey Byrd calling. I’m staring at my listing online, and I think I understand why you haven’t sold my house yet. The pictures are so dark, you can barely see the house. They make the house appear twice as old as it is.” She bit back a curse when she realized the agency never posted photos of the sunroom or the remodeled kitchen. Chelsey left her phone number. “Call me as soon as possible. I’d like the pictures retaken.”
She wanted to threaten to choose another agent. But she kept the threat to herself for now. Great. Until the house sold, she’d pay taxes and utility costs on a home she no longer lived in.
Chelsey shoved her chair back and wandered from the office to the kitchen. The day grew late, judging by the mottled light spilling over the window. She grabbed a blueberry and ginger kombucha from the refrigerator, unscrewed the cap, and sipped. The bubbles tickled her nose and made her want to sneeze. As she stood at the counter, she couldn’t stop thinking about what happened at Level 13. Did the 315 Royals run the club, as LeVar theorized? If so, LeVar needed to stay away. It was too dangerous for a former member of a rival gang to walk into that club. But that didn’t explain how Osmond Bourn fit into the picture. The man was a middle-aged contractor. According to LeVar, Bourn had flirted with several call girls. Yet LeVar never observed Bourn paying for sex, and he’d climbed the stairs with another man and vanished on the VIP level.
Chelsey rinsed a dinner plate and realized she’d been at the office for eleven hours. Raven had spent the morning at the sheriff’s department, giving her side of the story after the Albert Slater incident. The abuser was still in jail. His wife, Janet, worried about Slater seeking revenge when he got out. Janet needed someone to talk to, a counselor who understood what she was going through.
That made Chelsey think of Georgia Sims at the battered women’s shelter. Perhaps she’d refer Janet to Georgia, if the woman accepted Chelsey’s call. Though Raven had prevented Albert Slater from hurting his wife further, Janet Slater didn’t trust private investigators or law enforcement.
After Raven left the sheriff’s office, she’d driven to Barton Falls to begin the new infidelity case. Chelsey hadn’t seen Raven since yesterday, and today was LeVar’s day off. That left her alone in the office again, a disturbing trend she’d brought upon herself by running her investigators ragged with too many cases.
Chelsey returned to her desk and sipped her drink. The office phone rang.
“Wolf Lake Consulting. This is Chelsey. How may I help you?”
Silence met her on the other end of the line. After repeating the greeting and receiving no reply, she hung up. Odd. That was the second time today someone phoned the office without speaking. Might be someone with a poor connection.
Or someone wanted to mess with her.
At the window, she slid the blinds aside and searched the sidewalk. The sun had dropped below the buildings, and darkness spread through the village. The shops closed, and people headed home. In a matter of minutes, the village of Wolf Lake had become a ghost town. Chelsey closed the blinds and edged away from the glass.
Back at her desk, Chelsey browsed the internet for security cameras. Georgia Sims needed something simple and nondescript. If some enemy from Georgia’s past was breaking into her house, the cameras would catch the perpetrator. She’d spoken to Darren Holt yesterday. Last year, the former Syracuse police officer installed cameras around the state park after a rash of break-ins at the campsite. Darren told Chelsey he had ideas for securing Georgia’s house, but he wasn’t answering his phone today. Cell coverage was spotty at Lucifer Falls, where Darren worked on the new trail. So far, Darren was the only person who knew about the firm’s financial difficulties. Chelsey made him promise he wouldn’t tell Raven until Chelsey found a solution.
Just then, the phone rang. Chelsey eyed it the way she might a rattlesnake curling on her desk. She took a hesitant step backward. The phone rang again, and she ground her teeth as she stared at the receiver. She snatched it up.
“Hello.”
“Chelsey? You sound like something is wrong.”
LeVar. Chelsey leaned against the desk and touched her forehead.
“Hey, LeVar. Everything is fine. Just going over the books before I close up shop for the night. I thought you were studying.”
“I finished early and wanted to check in.”
“Okay, it sounds like it’s my turn to ask if everything is all right.”
“It’s Raven. I hate going behind her back, but I’m uncomfortable with her convoluted plan to catch Osmond Bourn.”
“You mean flirting with Bourn and inviting the guy back to her motel room.”
“That’s the plan.”
Chelsey propped herself on the edge of her desk. “I thought you were on board with Raven’s idea.”
“I was until last night. Something about Bourn doesn’t add up. Even if Level 13 isn’t Royals territory, a middle-aged guy shouldn’t hang out there, let alone disappear on the VIP level. The line to get inside stretched around the corner, and Bourn bypassed everyone and strolled by the bouncer like they knew each other. What’s up with that?”
“That is curious. Could be Bourn fixed the bouncer’s house. And you’re certain the girls he chatted with are prostitutes?”
“I’m positive.”
“Hmm. That doesn’t mean Bourn knows they’re prostitutes. Maybe the club pays them to hang around and entertain the guests.”
“Entertain. Yeah, right.”
“You know what I mean. Besides, Bourn never took a girl upstairs.”
“True.”
Chelsey’s eyes traveled to the window. A shadow moved across the blinds. She almost dropped the phone.
“Chelsey, you still there?”
“There’s someone outside the house.”
“What? Are you sure?”
Chelsey slid the drawer open and removed her gun.
“And I’m getting strange calls.”
“You want me to contact Thomas?”
Chelsey padded to the window and peeked through the blinds. The faceless night pressed against the pane. How had it gotten dark so fast?
“He’s busy with the Tina Garraway murder. Hey, LeVar, I hate to ask, but—”
“You don’t need to ask. I’m on my way.”
“Thank you, my friend.”
“Not a problem. Stay on the line, Chelsey. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
“You’re a lifesaver. I owe you one.”
“Until I arrive, stay away from the windows and keep the door locked. I’ll drive you back to the A-frame and hang out until Thomas returns.”
“What about my car?”
“Don’t forget I work tomorrow morning at eight. We’ll carpool in the Chrysler. But I choose the tunes.”
“Deal.”
Chelsey’s heart raced until the Chrysler Limited’s headlights flashed over the converted house. As she hurried to the car, she stared into the shadows. Some might say she was being overly cautious. But she’d developed a sixth sense for danger as an investigator, and her instincts told her someone had watched her all evening.
And the stalker was still out there.
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With Darren seated beside her in the car, Chelsey’s nerves calmed. The noonday sun splattered heat across the blacktop and made last night’s string of creepy phone calls seem like a forgotten nightmare. She checked her GPS and confirmed they’d taken the correct turn. They found Georgia Sims’s house in a development a mile from downtown Treman Mills. The modest single-story craftsman sat off the road, with a mailbox along the curb. The lawn was recently mowed, and dandelions sprouted throughout the yard, their yellow flowers like miniature reflections of the sun.
“I can work with this,” Darren said, rubbing his chin as he stared at the house. He snapped a picture with his phone.
“You miss this kind of work, don’t you?”
Darren grinned. “Sometimes. Then I come to my senses. Do I miss being part of a team and helping people solve problems? Definitely. But the long shifts, the constant pressure of the job.” Darren waved a hand. “No, I don’t miss those at all. Pop the trunk. Let’s see what we’re up against.”
Georgia Sims emerged on the stoop as Chelsey and Darren grabbed the boxes from the back of the Honda Civic. Sims pulled her dyed hair off her forehead with a green headband. She wore flip-flops and shorts. Her left hand clutched two gardening gloves.
Chelsey followed the sidewalk to the stoop. “Ms. Sims, this is Darren Holt, the man I told you about.”
Georgia stuffed the gloves into her pocket and shook Darren’s hand. “Thank you for coming out.”
“Darren worked for the Syracuse Police Department before he took the ranger’s job at Wolf Lake State Park. He knows more than I do about security and camera systems, so I brought him along to check the house.”
Georgia invited them inside. As she propped the door open, Georgia rubbed her arm and glanced around the living room with wariness. An empty fish tank stood beside the couch. Georgia had removed the fish, but the tank was still full of water and various plastic decorations—a fake palm tree submerged at the bottom, colorful flowers, a rock tunnel for the fish to swim through.
“This is the fish tank, I take it,” Darren said.
Georgia bobbed her head. “I returned from work around one in the morning, and all my fish were dead, most floating belly-up on top of the water.”
“Did the police look at the tank?”
“The Treman Mills PD officer searched the interior. But he didn’t seem to care about the fish. He thought I’d overfed them or screwed up the water temperature.”
Darren hovered over the tank with a cardboard box tucked between his arm and side. “You haven’t changed the water since?”
“No.”
“Do you have a container I could borrow? I’d like a water sample.”
“Will a mason jar work?”
“That’s perfect.”
Georgia rummaged through the cupboards and returned with a mason jar. Darren scooped the water into the jar, careful not to touch the water and taint the sample. He screwed the lid tight and pocketed the evidence.
“You think the stalker did something to the water?”
“It’s possible. I have friends at the forensics lab. Let me make a few calls.” Darren placed his hands on his hips and ran his eyes over the downstairs. “Did the policeman find an entry point, like a screen off its tracks or a broken window?”
“Nothing.”
“The intruder might have picked the lock.” Darren strode to the entryway and stared toward the kitchen. “If we mount a camera on the ceiling and angle it toward the living room, we can monitor the entryway, the living room, and the front of the kitchen.”
“I’m okay with that.”
Darren pointed at the light fixture above the door. “My suggestion is we mount the camera on the other side of the fixture. That way the light doesn’t block the view. Also, the fixture will conceal the camera.”
Georgia fidgeted with her hands.
Chelsey edged a step closer to the woman, sensing Georgia’s anxiety. “Where else, Darren?”
“Do you mind if we look in the bedroom?”
Georgia removed a tissue from her pocket and dabbed her nose.
“That’s fine.”
The woman led Chelsey and Darren down a hallway, past a study and a bathroom. She pushed the door open, and Darren stepped inside the bedroom. Chelsey handed him the second box.
Darren eyed the dresser. “So this person went through your clothes?”
Georgia’s voice cracked. “Half my clothes were strewn across the bed and carpet. Two of the drawers were open. I wouldn’t leave them that way.”
A bookcase stood on the far wall. Literary classics took up the top shelf. On the middle shelf, Georgia Sims had arranged snow globes.
“The second camera is smaller. If we place it between the snow globes, it will cover the window, doorway, and dresser. Either way, if anyone enters your room, we’ll see. And you won’t have a camera staring at you when you’re in bed, trying to sleep.”
Georgia sat on the edge of her bed and set her chin on her palm. “I don’t have an outlet near the bookcase.”
“The cameras run on battery power. That means you’ll need to charge them now and then. But don’t worry. They’re motion activated and won’t start recording until someone enters the room. On a full charge, these cameras will record for four hours, which is far more recording time than you need.”
Chelsey peeked inside the closet. Dresses dangled from hangers, and a spiderweb stretched over the corner. “Are two cameras enough, Darren?”
Darren stepped into the hallway, studied the layout of the house, and shook his head. “She could use additional cameras. One on the back door, another in the kitchen. No matter how many cameras we place, there will always be blind spots. But we want to cover as much ground as possible. In addition, I suggest a home security system. The best systems are pricey, but worth every penny. That way, you get twenty-four-hour monitoring and camera views of the front and back yards. I can mount additional cameras, but you’re better off with an integrated system.”
Georgia promised to call a security firm before she left for work.
After they toured the house, Darren installed the cameras. Chelsey turned to Georgia in the doorway. “Are the police still driving past your house?”
“Not that I’m aware. They came by two or three times, then stopped.”
Chelsey checked her schedule on her phone. “I’ll have one of my investigators, LeVar, scout your neighborhood. He drives a black Chrysler Limited. Don’t let the dreadlocks and tattoos frighten you. He’s a teddy bear, not to mention a tremendous investigator. I’ll leave you with his number, in case you have trouble reaching me.”
Georgia cupped her elbows with her hands and thanked them for coming.
On the way back to Wolf Lake, Darren fiddled with the air conditioner, as if marking time. “So, Chelsey. Tell me about the firm’s financial situation.”
Driving with one hand, Chelsey tapped her nails against the steering wheel. “I’ll survive.”
“How bad is it?”
Chelsey blew out a breath. She didn’t know how much she should divulge. If Darren told Raven, the news would only upset Raven.
“I just need to sell my house, Darren.”
“A blindfolded monkey throwing darts could find a buyer for your house. What’s the holdup?”
Chelsey told Darren about the poor picture quality. “Then there are the insane reassessments. The taxes alone will drain my bank account, if I can’t offload my house.” She swiped a hand across her lips. “And I need to raise rates.”
“So why don’t you?”
“Because people are used to our pricing structure. If I raise prices ten percent, I might drive away business.”
“Stop me if I’m wrong, but Wolf Lake Consulting caters to onetime customers, correct?”
“What do you mean?”
“If someone hires you to investigate a cheating spouse, they don’t return a year later to have you monitor a new spouse.”
“I guess not.”
“Raise your rates, Chelsey. You’re worth it. Since most of your customers are brand new, they’re unaccustomed to paying a lower price.”
“We have repeat business. Insurance companies, businesses who run background checks on new employees.”
“If anyone can stomach a price increase, it’s an insurance company. I have a clean driving record, and my car insurance increased by fifteen percent last year. They’re not crying poor.”
Chelsey merged onto the highway, putting Treman Mills in the mirror. “I’ll think about it, Darren.”
“If you don’t, you’ll lose the business. You’ll never forgive yourself if you abandon your passion.”
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Scout typed on her laptop while she waited for LeVar to arrive. A door closed inside the house. She flinched and covered her heart.
Ever since last night, when someone stalked the grounds outside Wolf Lake Consulting, Scout had jumped at every noise. Scout didn’t blame Chelsey for accepting a ride home with LeVar. Anyone alone inside the converted house would have been scared.
A car motored down the lake road outside her window. She peeked through the pane. Dusk poured out of the western sky, and the first stars sparkled overhead. An Alpha Romeo rumbled over the macadam at highway speed. It was the second time she’d spotted the car tonight. Perhaps a wealthy tourist had rented a house on the lake.
She watched the headlights fade into the night. Then the driver executed a three-point turn and reversed direction.
Scout grabbed her phone off the nightstand and clicked a photograph as the Alpha Romeo sped past. The car disappeared around the bend, and she heard the pitch of the engine fall. This time, the car didn’t return. Either the driver was lost, or someone was canvassing the neighborhood.
A knock on the front door pulled Scout out of her thoughts. LeVar’s voice traveled from the living room after her mother invited him inside.
“Scout should be ready by now,” Naomi said from the hallway. “She’s researching another case on the internet.”
Scout closed the laptop and dragged herself off the bed and into the wheelchair. She considered grabbing a sweatshirt from the dresser, but the weather forecast called for a warm night. Her mother rapped her knuckles on the bedroom door.
“Scout, are you decent?”
Scout palmed her face and shook her head. “Yeah, Mom. Riding around naked in a wheelchair isn’t all it’s built up to be.”
“We’re coming in.”
LeVar sauntered into the bedroom with a mischievous grin on his face and a snarky joke hidden behind his lips. His gaze traveled around the room before landing on Scout.
“So you’re researching cases without me. I’m offended.”
Scout sighed and said, “Just online sleuthing.”
“For a second there, I thought you were going rogue and taking my place at Wolf Lake Consulting.”
Scout’s mother leaned in the doorway. “Where are you headed tonight?”
“A woman hired the firm to figure out who keeps breaking into her house. I thought we’d cruise past her place and scope out the neighborhood, see if any of her neighbors raise red flags.”
“No high-speed chases and gunfire?”
“We’ll keep The Fast and Furious scenes to a minimum. And if we spot the prowler, we’ll call Thomas.”
“What time will you return?”
Scout gave her mother a sidelong look. “Mom, I’m fifteen, and it’s summer vacation.”
“And you’ll be home by eleven, if I say so.”
LeVar hooked a thumb in his belt loop. “Listen to your mother.” He turned to Naomi. “I’ll bring Scout home by ten. How’s that?”
“That’s fine, LeVar. But please, no hero stuff tonight.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Naomi followed them to the curb, where LeVar hoisted Scout out of the wheelchair and buckled her into the front seat. Feeling like a toddler strapped in by a parent, Scout was thankful the deepening darkness hid her blushing cheeks. LeVar hugged Scout’s mother and reiterated his promise to return by ten o’clock. Scout’s heart fell. That left little time to investigate.
They crossed through the village and passed Wolf Lake Consulting, the lights doused and nobody working in the office tonight. LeVar’s speakers thumped to a hip-hop classic, “Illmatic” by Nas.
He turned his head to her as she fiddled with the phone. “What are you looking at?”
Scout frowned at the blurry image. There hadn’t been enough light when the Alpha Romeo drove down the lake road.
“Did you notice a red Alpha Romeo driving up and down the lake road tonight?”
“Nope. But I’d dig driving a car like that. Maybe someday when I’m rich and famous.”
“Not many famous law enforcement officers.”
“But I’ll be the first rapper to moonlight with the FBI. Or vice versa.”
“Uh-huh.”
“What’s so special about this car?”
Scout slid the phone into her pocket. “Probably nothing. You know I spend too much time staring out the window.”
“In a creepy sort of way, yes.”
“The car drove by twice tonight.”
“Might be a new neighbor or someone visiting.”
“That’s my guess. What’s the story with the woman we’re helping?”
LeVar checked the intersection for traffic and turned at the stop sign. “Her name is Georgia Sims. She’s a resident advocate at a shelter for abused women.”
“Sounds like a reliable person.”
“When she returns home, she finds lights on that she’s positive were off. Someone went through her clothes. And the same person killed her fish.”
“Any suspects?”
“Not yet. Chelsey thinks it might be the spouse of a woman she counsels. Some angry husband who blames Georgia for turning his wife against him.”
By the time the Chrysler turned into Georgia Sims’s Treman Mills neighborhood, the night had turned inky black. Middle-income homes lined the road, a few with privacy fences. A cat scurried across the road, causing LeVar to brake. He read the numbers on the houses until they found a single-story home with two lights shining inside. The house appeared bluish-silver beneath the moon and stars.
“Is this the place?”
LeVar shifted into park but kept the engine running. “This is the one.” He craned his head toward the driveway. “Doesn’t appear anyone is home. Chelsey mentioned Georgia Sims works evenings. Ready to check out the neighborhood?”
“Sure.”
LeVar waited for a Subaru to pass before pulling off the curb. As they cruised around the block, LeVar lowered the music, not wanting to draw attention. “I stopped by the state park today.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Darren says you’re doing a great job.”
He paused, as if prompting her to question him.
“Seems like you have more to say.”
“He wondered the same thing I did. With all the investigative work you do, why haven’t you applied for a student intern position at Wolf Lake Consulting?”
Scout turned away and stared out the window.
“Chelsey doesn’t want me there.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You saw her reaction at dinner the other night.”
“Chelsey’s a little stressed this week. I’m not sure what’s going on. It could be the weird hang-up calls she’s receiving.”
“I’m too young to help the firm, and I’m not physically fit for PI work.”
“Your strength is up here,” he said, tapping his forehead. “What did Agents Bell and Gardy say when they visited?”
Scout pulled her hair back. “The BAU employs consultants, and many don’t work in the field.”
“Hell, yeah. If the Behavioral Analysis Unit of the FBI could use someone with your brain power, why not a local private investigation firm?”
“Can we talk about something else?”
LeVar parked outside a sea-blue contemporary with a wooden dog cutout on the lawn. “Give me a profile. Let’s see what you got.”
“A profile?”
“Of Georgia Sims’s stalker. Tell me who the creep is. Someone from the neighborhood? An old boyfriend who can’t take no for an answer? An abusive husband angry with Sims for convincing his wife to leave him and move into the shelter?”
Scout scratched her arm and shifted in her seat. She felt LeVar’s expectant stare as she searched the darkness for hidden dangers.
“It’s someone from Georgia Sims’s past. But not a boyfriend.”
“Tell me why.”
“The fish. Killing the fish means it’s personal. This isn’t some random stalker. The unsub hates Sims and wants to destroy her life.” Scout hesitated while she organized her thoughts. “And it’s not an old boyfriend. Why go through the woman’s clothes without stealing something?”
“Like a memento?”
“Exactly. Our unsub violated Georgia Sims’s personal space and wanted her to see. The unsub is obsessed with Sims, but not in a twisted romantic way. Also, the stalker continues to toy with Sims. No attacks yet. Just on the pets.”
“So we’re looking for someone out of her past, and this guy is arrogant and egotistical.”
Scout turned to LeVar. “Who says it’s a guy?”
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Kaylee grasped the top of the chain-link fence and boosted herself up. She swung one leg over the bar, then eased down the other side until she was close enough to the ground to jump. She’d parked the car in the grocery store parking lot, where it blended in with a mass of vehicles. Now all she needed to do was sneak past an abandoned warehouse.
At end of the warehouse parking lot, the macadam blistered and sprouted weeds. She encountered a second fence. The wooden barrier divided urban decay from the perceived safety of Georgia Sims’s neighborhood. Kaylee pulled gloves over her hands, just like the criminals did on television shows. Excitement surged through her body. Dressed from head to toe in black, she was one with the night. She located a broken board and slipped through the fence, emerging into a yard with a ranch house before her and a raised deck off the back. She checked for witnesses and hurried from tree to tree until she crossed onto her enemy’s property.
Lights shone inside Georgia’s home, but her car wasn’t in the driveway. Kaylee knew Georgia’s schedule. Her rival worked until midnight at the shelter, leaving her house unattended all evening. Kaylee was about to pick the lock on the back door and enter through the kitchen when the hairs tingled behind her neck. Was someone watching her? Kaylee sensed a trap, though nobody moved inside the house.
She slipped a hand into her pocket and removed her latest toy—a palm-size device that detected hidden cameras and listening devices. Oh, the wonderful things one could purchase on the internet. Kaylee flipped the switch and aimed the antenna at the house. Labeled as a bug detector, the device searched for GPS signals. As she swept the antenna to the right, the device emitted a high-pitched beep. She paused, wondering if the device was defective. She aimed the antenna to the left, then brought it back to the right.
There. Another beep.
The whore was on to Kaylee. She’d placed cameras around the house.
Kaylee stayed close to the walls and circled the house until she’d located two cameras. One stood above the front entryway. The other was somewhere inside the bedroom. Georgia was an idiot if she believed she could fool Kaylee. When Kaylee was certain the neighbors hadn’t noticed her, she slid the stocking over her head. The hosiery made her face itch, especially on humid nights.
The dining-room window stood open to the screen. She removed a multi-tool from her pocket and slipped the knife between the screen locks and the frame. After jostling the knife, she popped the screen off its tracks and pushed it open.
She stood inside the dining room. Aware of the camera over the entryway, Kaylee avoided the living room and kitchen and turned down the hallway. Gloom thickened here. The doors stood open to the study and bathroom. She didn’t understand why a ditz like Georgia owned a study. Kaylee stuck her head inside and snickered at a half-completed painting balanced on an easel in the corner. The painting depicted a grinning dog amid a maze of sunflowers. She was tempted to destroy the painting or draw something lewd on the canvas, but she didn’t want to waste time.
Inside the bathroom, she pawed through the cabinets, hoping she’d find Georgia’s medications. Except for an ibuprofen bottle, there were no pills inside the cabinet, no anti-anxiety or depression medications.
Kaylee waited outside the bedroom door with the bug detector. The light flashed. The device beeped when she directed the antenna inside. Kaylee chuckled. Georgia had placed the camera between the snow globes on the bookshelf. Crouching below the camera’s view, Kaylee dropped to the floor and crawled across the carpet, like a predator dragging itself out of a Florida swamp. When she reached the bookcase, she felt between the snow globes until her hand closed over the camera. She was tempted to hurl the camera against the wall. Instead, she turned the camera around so it recorded the bookcase. With a snicker, Kaylee climbed to her feet.
She marched straight to the dresser and pulled the drawers open. Going through Georgia’s clothes gave Kaylee a rush, though she couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was the clandestine searching that excited her, the hidden look into Georgia’s life.
Damn, the woman was boring. Baggy sweatpants, bulky shirts, sweaters. Even the panties drawer appeared stocked from the discount shelves at Target. When had Georgia lost her sense of adventure? During high school, Georgia had worn low cut shirts and short skirts. She’d even donned fishnet stockings until some prudish teacher called her out and threatened to report Georgia to the principal.
Kaylee closed the drawer. Her eyes landed on a business card lying on the bedside table. Kaylee reached out with a gloved hand and picked the card off the table. Chelsey Byrd, Wolf Lake Consulting. How dare Georgia hire a PI? Kaylee’s face flushed with hatred. She wanted to rip the stocking off her head, slip inside the closet, and wait for Georgia to return from work. Then she’d stab the whore in her bed.
But she couldn’t act hastily. She’d screwed up with Tina Garraway. The sheriff knew someone murdered Tina, though he hadn’t connected Tina’s death with Harding Little’s. And Georgia’s PI—this Chelsey Byrd person—had entered the picture. Kaylee needed to ensure Georgia’s death looked like an accident. No more mistakes.
Returning the business card to the table, Kaylee snapped a photograph with her phone so she’d remember Wolf Lake Consulting’s address. As she turned away from the closet, a car motor pulled her attention to the front of the house. Wary of the entryway camera, Kaylee sneaked down the hallway and stood outside the living room. Headlights moved across the window with searching eyes. The car idled at the curb. Music played inside the vehicle.
Kaylee poked her head around the corner and studied the black Chrysler Limited. She’d encountered a car just like this one in Sheriff Shepherd’s driveway the morning she’d slashed the truck’s tires. Kaylee didn’t believe in coincidences.
She shut down the camera detector and stuffed it into her back pocket. The car continued to rumble curbside. That’s when she recognized the driver. The long dreadlocks and black skin marked the teenager as the boy she’d spied behind Thomas Shepherd’s house. The same boy who’d spoken with little ole wheelchair girl. Kaylee squinted. Partially concealed by darkness, Scout Mourning sat in the passenger seat. How cute. The boy had brought the crippled girl along for the ride, intent on catching a prowler. Did the teens work for Chelsey Byrd?
The damn teenagers refused to leave. The car remained outside the house, the boy peering at Georgia’s window. Suddenly worried the cameras had caught her, Kaylee whirled and hustled to the dining-room window. The screen stood open, inviting mosquitoes and moths into the house. As she climbed through the opening, a door slammed on the Chrysler Limited. The boy had seen her.
Kaylee’s foot caught on the sill. Something crashed to the floor behind her as she stumbled into the yard. A cat screeched. Footsteps rounded the house, coming fast.
She pushed herself to her hands and knees and sprinted through the neighbor’s yard. The fence waited a hundred feet ahead. Where was that broken board?
The boy was close now. She heard him in Georgia’s yard.
Kaylee found the opening in the fence and squeezed through. A jagged point tore her shoulder and drew blood.
Her chest heaved as she dragged herself to her feet. The warehouse loomed before her, its shattered windows black and soulless eyes. Beyond that, the welcome lights of the grocery market.
Kaylee stood with her back against the fence and listened. She’d lost the boy.
Certain her pursuer was outside Georgia’s house, probably inspecting the open window, Kaylee removed the stocking and stuffed it inside her pocket. She mussed her hair and swung her gaze across the abandoned property. That was too close.
The private investigators were a problem. She’d deal with them before she murdered Georgia.
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Thomas Shepherd balanced on a stool in complete darkness while Jack watched from the bed. Three wires slithered down from the bedroom ceiling. He aimed the flashlight and identified the black and white wires. He’d thrown the breaker for the master bedroom, which killed the power in the hallway, too. Even with the door open, the light from downstairs failed to cross the threshold.
Removing the new lighting fixture from the box, he connected the wires, set the fixture in place, and tightened the screws. With his eyes adjusted to the darkness, his gaze penetrated the night-cloaked yard below the window. Starlight reflected off Wolf Lake as waves sloshed against the shoreline.
He felt most calm at times like these. Though he’d taught himself to enjoy the camaraderie, the raised voices ruffled his nerves at the office. He loved working with his hands, installing appliances, and repairing the house.
LeVar hadn’t returned with Scout yet, and it was after nine-thirty. He spied his phone on the bed. If there was a problem, LeVar would text him. He trusted LeVar’s judgment, but the teenager was cutting it close with Scout’s curfew. He crawled down from the stool and placed the screwdriver in the top drawer of the toolbox. Always in the same place. Not because it would be easier for him to find, but because he was a creature of habit.
Jack’s head popped up, and the enormous dog pricked its ears. He didn’t growl, but his eyes focused on the yard.
Thomas moved to the dog’s side and stroked his fur. He followed Jack’s gaze to the yard until he spotted a shadow moving along the shoreline. Jack stood. Thomas continued to pet the dog, keeping him calm as he watched the unknown figure slip into the yard.
Jack barked.
The figure waved an arm above his head. “It’s only me.”
Thomas relaxed his shoulders. “It’s Darren, Jack. Let’s see what he wants.”
Jack followed Thomas down the staircase and through the kitchen. The state park ranger stood outside the sliding glass door when Thomas arrived.
“You’re out late,” Thomas said, motioning Darren inside. “You want a drink or something to eat? I’ve got leftover pasta in the fridge.”
“No thanks, but I could go for a tall glass of water. It’s hella-warm out there.” Thomas started toward the cupboard, but Darren held up a hand. “I’ll get it. How’s Jack tonight?”
Tongue hanging out, the dog panted at Darren’s feet. Darren ran the faucet and filled the glass. Thomas invited Darren to join him at the table.
“How’s the new trail coming along at Lucifer Falls?”
Darren gulped the drink and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “We’re almost finished. It will take a while to prune back the pricker bushes, but the trail should be open to hikers by autumn.”
Thomas rose and poured his own drink. “But you didn’t walk all the way down here in the dark to discuss the trail project.”
“LeVar mentioned Chelsey’s reaction after you suggested she hire Scout.”
Thomas hesitated before sitting down. “I remember. Something is stressing Chelsey lately.”
“I know what’s going on. But this has to stay between us. Chelsey trusted me to keep my yap shut, yet here I am, blabbing like a teenager with a hot rumor.”
“What am I missing?”
“You heard about the village reassessments?”
Setting his glass on the table, Thomas sat forward. “How could I not? The village raised the assessed value on the A-frame by twenty percent.”
Darren winced. “Well, they hit Chelsey pretty hard, both at her house and at Wolf Lake Consulting. If she doesn’t sell the house, the tax load will drain her savings.”
A shock moved through Thomas. “She hasn’t told me anything about this.”
“The firm dipped into the red. She’s worried she’ll lose Wolf Lake Consulting, if she doesn’t cut her investigators’ hours.”
“You mean Raven and LeVar. That explains why she won’t hire Scout.”
Darren shifted his chair to face Thomas. “A simple fix exists. Chelsey needs to raise her prices. I told her ten percent, but why stop there? Boost rates twenty percent to make up for the new tax bill, and the firm will turn profitable. Her prices are too low.”
“Chelsey still needs to sell her house. She moved her belongings into my place two weeks ago. The old house is just collecting dust.”
“There’s a problem with the realty agency. The agent did a lousy job with her listing. Look it up on the website. The pictures make the house appear dingy and rundown.”
“She has a beautiful house. Small, but well-maintained.”
“All the more reason for her to switch to a different agency.”
Thomas rubbed his eyes. Why hadn’t Chelsey divulged her problems?
“I’ll approach her as if you and I never spoke.”
Thomas got a faraway look in his eyes as he slumped in his chair.
“Sorry for upsetting you.”
Thomas refocused. “No, it’s not that. I’ve had a lot on my mind today. Remember the murdered television reporter?”
“It’s all over the news.”
“A few days before the murder, I responded to a call outside Treman Mills. A jogger fell off the cliffs and landed in the gorge. Treman Mills PD discovered the body and called us in, since the gorge is county jurisdiction.”
“What’s bugging you?”
“I’m not sure. I sense the cases are related, but I can’t say why.”
Darren scratched his shoulder. “The medical examiner declared the jogger’s death accidental, right?”
“Yeah. We never found signs of a struggle. Just a set of footprints leading straight off the cliff. I haven’t ruled out suicide, though the guy was married with kids and seemed to have his life together.”
Darren snapped his fingers. “That’s it. Both deaths appeared accidental. Didn’t the medical examiner initially conclude the television reporter died after falling in the tub?”
Thomas stood up from the table and paced the floor. “You’re right. We would have written her death off as a freak accident, except Claire Brookins discovered blunt force trauma that didn’t match the shape of the faucet. The killer concealed the attack by striking Garraway’s injured head.”
“There’s your connection. Two deaths that appear random and accidental.”
“That doesn’t prove they’re connected. But if you’re correct, I missed something important at the cliffs, and someone threw the jogger into the gorge.”
Darren carried the empty glass to the sink and washed it. “If I were you, I’d go over the report again and check the pictures. See if there’s evidence the jogger didn’t run off the cliffs on his own.” The state park ranger peered through the sliding glass door. “I’d better get back to the cabin before Raven worries I fell into the lake.”
“Thanks for telling me about Chelsey, Darren. Talk to you tomorrow.”
Thomas didn’t notice the deck door sliding open and closing. For a long time, he stood with his gaze fixed on the wall, not seeing the wall, but viewing the cliffs on the day Treman Mills PD called him to the gorge. Did the person who killed Tina Garraway murder Harding Little?
He jolted when the phone rang. It was Chelsey.
“Where are you?”
“Thomas, we need you in Treman Mills. Georgia Sims’s stalker is back.”
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Thomas stopped his truck in front of Georgia Sims’s house. He recognized Detective Sandoval from the Harding Little investigation, as two uniformed officers took photographs outside the home. Hopping down from the hood of her car, Chelsey crossed the sidewalk and met Thomas. He spied LeVar over her shoulder. The teenager’s Chrysler Limited sat curbside, with Scout buckled into the passenger seat.
“What happened?”
Chelsey stared at the house and averted her eyes from Thomas. “I never should have left Georgia Sims alone.”
“Is anyone hurt?”
“No, she’s inside the house, speaking with Treman Mills PD. Darren and I installed security cameras to catch the stalker. Georgia told me someone turned the bedroom camera to face the wall, and the camera over the entryway caught nothing.”
Detective Sandoval waddled over to Thomas. His feet dragged, suggesting he’d worked a long day.
“Thanks for coming, Sheriff.”
“Detective.”
Sandoval tilted his head toward LeVar, who leaned against the Chrysler with his arms folded over his chest. “The boy says he knows you. That true?”
“I can vouch for LeVar Hopkins. He lives with me.”
The detective stammered and wiped a hand across his lips.
“According to Hopkins, he drove past Georgia Sims’s residence a little over an hour ago. Noticed nothing out of the ordinary. So he circled the neighborhood and came back. That’s when he spotted a shadow moving over the downstairs window.”
Thomas glanced back at LeVar, but the boy was busy talking to Scout through an open window.
“Claims he rounded the house to catch the prowler and found the dining-room window open. The prowler fled that way,” Sandoval said, pointing toward the backyards. “Hopkins says he didn’t enter the house. My officers are checking.”
“If that’s what he said, you can believe him. LeVar studies criminal justice, and he interns with Wolf Lake Consulting.”
“Georgia Sims hired my firm to watch the house,” Chelsey said. “I told LeVar to monitor the place while Sims was at work.”
Thomas met LeVar’s eyes. The teenager raised his palms in exasperation and Thomas motioned him forward.
“Are we searching for the prowler?” LeVar asked. “Or do the officers need to grill me again about why I’m hanging out in a white neighborhood?”
Sandoval licked his lips. “Now, now. That’s not what we asked. We needed to ensure you’re who you say you are.”
The way Sandoval’s eyes darted around worried Thomas. Had the officers profiled LeVar and allowed the stalker to escape?
“I showed you my driver’s license and told you why I’m here.” LeVar gestured at his vehicle. “If I wanted to rob the place, would I bring Scout with me?”
Scout fiddled with her phone in the passenger seat of LeVar’s car. Thomas knew it was past her curfew.
Reading the question on Thomas’s face, Chelsey spoke up. “I phoned Naomi. She’s aware of the situation and will stay awake until LeVar brings Scout home.”
Thomas set a hand on LeVar’s shoulder. The boy stared at the pavement. “I’ll speak with the officers about what happened. Tell me what you saw, and I’ll deal with the rest afterward.”
LeVar narrowed his eyes at Sandoval before focusing on Thomas. “It’s like the detective said. On our second pass, Scout and I noticed a shadow inside the living room. I didn’t want to leave Scout alone in the car, especially with the prowler inside. That’s when I heard someone climbing through a window behind the house. I locked the doors and told Scout to call Chelsey. By the time I circled the house, the prowler escaped through the backyard.”
“Did you see which direction he ran?”
LeVar lifted his chin at the neighbor’s property. “There’s a fence bordering the backyard. I found a broken board, large enough for someone to squeeze through.”
“What’s behind the fence?” Thomas asked Sandoval.
“An abandoned warehouse. There’s a shopping market across the road and a few restaurants.”
“Which means our prowler might have stowed his vehicle in the lot.”
Sandoval lifted his radio and ordered one of his officers to interview the manager at the shopping market.
“You’re finished with Mr. Hopkins, correct?”
Sandoval nodded.
Thomas turned to the teenager. “Take Scout home. We’ll talk in the morning.”
LeVar raised his eyes to Thomas. “Did I mess up again?”
“Not at all. You did the best anyone could do, given the circumstances. If it wasn’t for you, our stalker would still be inside Sims’s house, waiting for her to come home.”
LeVar straightened his shoulders without looking at Sandoval. “I’ll bounce, then. Catch you in the morning.”
As LeVar headed for the car, Chelsey touched Thomas’s arm. “I’ll check on Georgia. She’s a nervous wreck, and I don’t blame her.”
Now that Thomas was alone with Sandoval, he shifted his jaw and glared at the detective.
Sandoval shuffled back a step. “Sheriff, this isn’t what you think.”
“The officers didn’t question LeVar because he’s a black teenager in a white neighborhood?”
The detective coughed into his hand. “Treman Mills PD is a diverse department. We don’t have those sorts of problems.” After Thomas fixed him with a silent stare, Sandoval glanced toward the officers and pressed his lips together. “Look, they might have acted overzealous. Here’s this big tattooed teenager with dreadlocks, and his driver’s license says he lives in Wolf Lake. Wouldn’t you ask questions, if you were in our place?”
“I’d question any stranger at a scene. But LeVar displayed ID and explained why he was here. He’s unarmed, he’s driving with a paralyzed girl, and he works at a private investigation firm. That should have been enough, but clearly it wasn’t. And while the officers grilled LeVar, Georgia Sims’s stalker escaped.”
“I don’t like what you’re suggesting.”
“I’m not suggesting anything, just stating the facts.”
Sandoval puffed out his mustache.
“Now look here. My brother-in-law is black, and he’s at our house every holiday. If you’re claiming I’m racist—”
“I’m not calling anyone a racist. But the officers never would have spent that much time questioning a white teenager, and we both know that’s true.”
“I’m sorry and disappointed you feel that way, Sheriff. If you don’t mind, I’ll join the officers now. I have an investigation to conduct.”
Another cruiser arrived. Thomas lifted his eyes heavenward when Aguilar stepped over the curb.
“Tough night?” she asked.
“I don’t want to go into it.”
Thomas filled Aguilar in on the break-in. “There’s an open window around back that leads into the dining room.”
“I’ll dust for prints.”
“Tell me what you find.”
Even if the stalker left prints, Thomas doubted the guy had a criminal record. This person flew under the radar.
He found Chelsey on the stoop with Georgia Sims. After Chelsey made introductions, Georgia walked them inside.
Thomas stared at the security camera above the entryway. “Motion detector?”
“It records after the sensor picks up movement,” Chelsey said.
“The cameras send recordings to my phone,” Georgia said. The phone trembled in her hand. She set it on the counter so they could watch. “This is the entryway camera.”
Thomas bent close to the screen. A shadow moved across the floor and set off the motion detector. Then the footage stopped. “That’s the entire recording?”
“From that view, yes.”
Chelsey stiffened her back and cursed under her breath. “How about the camera inside the bedroom?”
Georgia switched views. Again, a shadow slid across the doorway before a figure crouched in the entryway and slid beneath the camera’s view.
“Stop the video,” Thomas said. “Can you rewind the footage to where the intruder steps into view?”
Georgia paused the video. The figure in the doorway appeared blurry, but he could see the intruder wore a black shirt and pants. The face was washed out. It took a moment before Thomas realized the stalker wore a stocking.
“I can send the video to you.”
“Please do. I’ll clean up the video and enlarge the picture. With any luck, I’ll make out a face.”
Chelsey exhaled through her nose. “It’s like the stalker knew where the cameras were. How is that possible?”
“You can buy devices that search for GPS signals,” Thomas said. “Our unsub assumed Ms. Sims would install cameras or a security system. He’s one step ahead of us.”
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Wade Tenny’s shoulders burned beneath the sun, and his body glistened with salty sweat as he trimmed the bushes fronting his house. The T-shirt lay draped over the porch rail. He glanced down at his belly and twisted his mouth. When had he gained twenty pounds of fat? Sure, he ate too many sugary treats and drank beer on the weekends. But he lifted weights at the gym and played pickup hoops at an outdoor court in the city park. He shouldn’t be fat, not with his thirtieth birthday five months into the future. It seemed God was out to get him.
Beneath the soft abdominals, he was the predator he’d been during high school and college. Attracting women came easily to guys like Tenny. So he wasn’t ashamed of working shirtless in the front yard. He was in better shape than his piggish neighbors.
He tossed the trimmings into a wheelbarrow, removed his gloves, and wiped his forehead. This morning, he’d received a text from Benny. Would you believe it? Tina Garraway died. Tenny had last seen Garraway three summers ago at the annual get-together. She’d acted standoffish, as if the bitch had outgrown her old friends. Now she was dead.
As much as the Garraway news stunned him, it had followed Harding Little’s freak death. What the hell was happening? Just last month, Tenny ran into Harding at the store. There had been the usual platitudes and a promise to shoot eighteen holes some weekend. It never happened, and now it never would. People in their twenties weren’t supposed to die.
Tenny wheeled the yard waste to the curb and dumped it in the street.
Then he saw her.
At first, he thought she was a mirage. A figment of his imagination. The woman’s long red curls spilled over her shoulders. She had a bounce to her step and long, muscular legs that commanded attention. Designer sunglasses. An orange minidress that left nothing to the imagination. Good lord, she was gorgeous. Tenny gawked as she strode down the sidewalk. It didn’t occur to him until he’d watched her for over a minute that she was heading his way.
He turned to see if anyone was behind him. Nobody. The woman grinned as she crossed the street and headed up his driveway. She held a tray a food covered in aluminum foil.
Tenny swatted at a curious bee and gave his armpit a quick sniff. He didn’t stink too bad. Still, he felt self-conscious in the beautiful redhead’s presence.
“Hey, neighbor,” she said, crossing the lawn.
“We’re neighbors? Do I know you?”
“Do you want to know me?”
He grinned. “What do you think?”
She lowered her sunglasses and eyed him over the lenses.
“Slow down, big guy. Kim Harris,” she said, handing him the tray. “I bought the house at the end of the block.”
Tenny scratched his head. “The Myers house?”
The redhead hesitated. “Uh, yeah. The Myers house. Are you gonna tell me your name, or are you like a secret agent or something?”
“Wade Tenny, at your service,” he said, balancing the tray on his arm. The sweet scents beneath the foil made his mouth water. “Why am I holding this tray?”
“Because I brought you dessert, you big silly. Isn’t that what neighbors are supposed to do?”
“I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to bring you food, since you’re new and all.”
“Well, Wade.” She stuck her forefinger between her lips. Her tongue flicked out for a moment. “You didn’t show initiative, so I made the first move. Is that okay? Me making the first move?”
Tenny coughed. “It sure is. Kim, was it?”
“That’s right. It’s hot out here, Wade. Why don’t we go inside where it’s cool. That will give us privacy.”
Tenny’s heart pounded. Suddenly he was twenty-one again, on top of the world, every woman at his beck and call. She lifted a high-heeled foot off the driveway and scratched the back of her calf. He stared at her legs until she fixed him with an expectant glare.
“What?”
“You were about to invite me inside, yes?”
He bobbed his head and stumbled backward, almost dropping the tray. Tenny righted himself and stood aside for the redhead. As she bounced past, he muttered an expletive. This hot chick was throwing herself at him, and he kept screwing up. He took a deep breath and calmed his nerves. Her flowery perfume traveled back to him and buckled his knees.
Tenny held the door open. Kim stepped into the living room and peered around, as if she was a real estate agent assessing the interior. She waited for Tenny to shut the door.
“Mind if I drop these in the kitchen?” he asked.
“Not at all.” She trailed behind him with her hands clasped. “Just you here, Wade?”
“Yeah, I’m a bachelor.”
“Seriously? A cute guy like you hasn’t tied the knot? I don’t believe it.”
Tenny set the tray on the counter. “Still searching for the right woman, I guess.”
Kim placed one heel on a wooden chair and adjusted the strap around her ankle. She pushed her sunglasses over her hair. When she bent over, he saw down her shirt. She wore a cherry-red, lacy bra.
“What does the right woman look like, Wade?”
“Come again?”
“Is there a certain type you go for?”
He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry.
She slid into the chair and tossed her hair back. “Why don’t you join me and relax? You worked so hard outside. And you got some sun on that hot bod of yours.”
This wasn’t happening. Women flirted with him all the time—well, not as often as they had several years ago—but he failed to recall a woman this beautiful falling over him. It was enough to tickle his lizard brain and warn him something wasn’t right. But he didn’t care. All he could think about was this woman flat on her back in his bed, those fiery auburn curls spread across the pillow, her legs wrapped around his shoulders. It was going to happen. She sent hints every second.
“Wade?”
He flinched and realized he hadn’t moved. As he pulled out a chair, she tutted.
“Don’t you want to sample my dessert?”
His mouth hung open. “I sure do.”
She clapped her hands. “Yay. I made brownies. Be a gentleman and bring me one? I’m really hungry.”
His eyes never left Kim as he shuffled to the counter. After pulling two plates from the cupboard, he removed the foil and placed a brownie on each. At the table, he passed one dish to Kim and slid into the chair beside her.
She nudged him with her elbow. “I have to make a confession.”
“What’s that?”
“I’m not much of a baker. This is my first attempt at brownies. I hope they came out okay. Try one and give me your honest opinion.”
“Yummy.” He raised the brownie in a toast. “Here’s to new neighbors and lasting friendships.”
“Aw, Wade. That’s so sweet.”
He bit down and chewed. The brownie tasted too sweet, as though she’d overdid it with the sugar. And there was a strange aftertaste he couldn’t place. He swallowed the brownie, not wanting to ruin his chances with the goddess.
“They’re amazing,” he said between bites. “Really, really tasty.”
“You’re not just saying that because you don’t want to hurt my feelings?”
“Best brownies I’ve had this year.”
Which wasn’t a lie. These were the only brownies he’d eaten this year. Tenny wished for a jelly donut or pastry to wash the chemical tastes away. He kept smiling and chewing, and after he finished the brownie, he returned to the counter for a second.
“So what do you do for a living, Wade?”
“I’m a manager with an accounting firm in the city.”
A lie. He’d never sniff a managerial position.
“Is that what you always wanted to do? Accounting? I respect people who are good with numbers. Perhaps you can help me with my taxes next spring.”
“Be happy to.”
He popped the second brownie into his mouth and swallowed it whole. The quicker he finished the dessert, the sooner he’d forget how horrible they were. Then he’d talk her into the bedroom. And after they had mind-blowing sex, he’d toss the brownies in the garbage.
“Last year, I owed the state two-thousand dollars. I’m afraid I screwed up my withholdings. What do you think?”
When he joined her at the table, his head spun. Tenny rubbed his face. He’d probably gotten too much sun.
“Without access to your financial statements, I can’t say for sure. Bring me your return this week, and I’ll go over it with you.”
“That’s so kind of you.”
“What about you, Kim? What do you do for a living?” When she opened her mouth, he held up a finger. “No, let me guess. You’re a model.”
“I’m not a model, but you’re close.”
“Bet you’re on TV. An actress?”
“No, I’m a dancer.” She lifted a shapely leg. “See?”
Her words sounded muffled, as if pillows were clamped against his ears. But he hardly noticed. He focused on that beautiful bare leg. “You most certainly are a dancer. What made you stop by? Why choose me over the other neighbors?”
She crossed her leg over her knee and fiddled with the heel strap again. “You’re not stuffy like your neighbors. I saw you working in the yard without your shirt and figured, that’s my kind of guy. He’s not afraid to show skin.”
His arm twitched, a painful spasm that made him wince. He was vaguely aware that she hadn’t touched her brownie yet, and this set off another internal alarm.
“Kim, aren’t you going to eat?”
The room gyrated. He blinked.
“What’s that, hon? You don’t look so guh-guh-good.”
Her stutter jiggled something dangerous loose from his memory. There had been a girl at Treman Mills High with a nasty stutter. What was her name?
“The brownie. You haven’t—”
His legs locked in crippling cramps, as if he’d run a marathon.
“Maybe you should lie down. Let me help you.”
Her hand clamped around his wrist. Something deep inside Tenny told him to get the hell away from this woman. He stared up at Kim as she stood over his chair. Contempt swam in her eyes.
“What did you do to me?”
Another spasm burned through his abdominals. His face twisted, and he cried out in agony.
“It’s what you did to me, darling. You know how long I’ve waited for this moment, Wade?”
His mouth fell open as she yanked him out of the chair. Tenny was powerless, his limbs useless, his legs wooden oars, stiff and stricken with pain. He willed his muscles to relax, but they refused to obey. The muscles constricted until his lips trembled, the agony racing through his body. He fell and bashed his head against the kitchen floor.
Kim stood over him now, her legs straddling his chest. She placed one pointed heel on his sternum and leaned forward with her weight. The heel dug into the center of his chest, grinding, cracking the breastbone. His ribs wanted to fan out like butterfly wings and snap through his flesh. As he gasped, she reached up and removed the wig.
A jolt ran through his body. He knew this woman, but couldn’t place her face. The eyes seemed so familiar. They were ghosts from his past.
Then a memory tore through the pain and gave him a moment of clarity. He pictured an obese girl staggering through a crowd of teenagers, with her hands clutched against a bloody nose. Tina Garraway laughed behind the girl. What was the fat girl’s name? Kelsey?
No, Kendra.
“I know you,” he uttered through gritted teeth. “What’s happening to me?”
She smiled and moved the pointed toe of her heel against his throat.
“You consumed strychnine, Wade. It’s a common pesticide, and it leads to agonizing death. The spasms you’re feeling are merely tremors before the earthquake hits. Soon, you’ll lose control of your body. The pain will be excruciating.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because I can.” She checked her watch and sighed. “Hurry and die, will you? I have work to do.”
His back muscles tightened into taut cords. It seemed his body was tearing down the center.
“I’m sorry, Kendra. For the way.” He wheezed. “For the way I made fun of you. Please believe me.”
“Oh, honey. Harding and Tina were sorry, too. But that wasn’t good enough.”
When the truth hit him that she’d murdered his friends, he opened his mouth to scream. Nothing emerged. The woman gave him a knowing smile and walked to the counter, where she wrapped up the brownies. She stopped in the entryway and glanced over her shoulder.
“It was nice knowing you, Wade. Well, not really. But at least it’s finally over.”
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Thomas scrolled through digital photographs from the Harding Little investigation. Sitting on the back deck, he had a picturesque view of the lake. But he didn’t see the water, only the footprints leading toward the cliff edge on his iPad.
He swiped to a picture of Little beside the stream. His bones were shattered from the fall. The man’s head twisted skyward while his body lay stomach-down. Thomas remembered staring up at the cliffs and experiencing vertigo, wondering how the jogger could have run off the edge.
The deck door slid open, and Jack padded outside beside Chelsey. Thomas set the tablet down and kissed her.
“You’re home early,” he said, stroking the hair out of her eyes.
“I’m meeting with my realty agent.”
“Oh? What’s going on?”
He didn’t want to admit Darren had told him about the firm’s financial crisis.
“My house still hasn’t sold. The agent royally screwed up the photographs.”
“That should be an easy fix.”
“I hope so,” she said, falling into the chair beside his. “At this point, I’m paying for taxes and utilities on a house I don’t even live in.” She eyed him. “Aren’t you supposed to be off today?”
He gave her a sheepish grin and pulled the tablet onto his lap. “I’m going over the Harding Little investigation again.”
“I thought that was an open and shut case. He fell into the gorge, right?”
“That’s what I thought. Now I’m not so sure. Look at the footprints. They lead to the cliff and stop four feet short of the edge.”
“Suicide?” Chelsey studied the picture as she anchored her hair behind her ear. “It appears he jumped.”
“Why not walk to the edge and jump if you intend to commit suicide?”
“Maybe he couldn’t stomach standing on the edge, so he got a running start.”
Thomas snapped his fingers and pointed at Chelsey. “He was definitely running. I measured the distance between the strides, and the average worked out to two-and-a-half feet. But there’s no way Little ran over the edge by accident. Like I said, four feet to the edge. Unless his legs suddenly grew, I have to believe Little jumped, or someone pushed him off the cliff. This whole time, I assumed he was exercising by himself above the gorge.”
“What if he wasn’t jogging? What if he was running from someone?”
“The idea occurred to me.”
“Except you only found one set of footprints.”
“Little’s footprints didn’t appear until he neared the cliffs. If somebody was up there with him, it’s possible the killer threw Little over the side and swept away the prints. It wouldn’t take long.”
“Sounds like you’ve narrowed it down to suicide or homicide.”
“This wasn’t an accident.”
Thomas shut down the iPad. He loved solving mysteries with Chelsey and wanted to spend the afternoon with her. But she kept checking her phone with worry in her eyes. He needed to come up with a plan to save Wolf Lake Consulting before Chelsey abandoned her livelihood and Raven and LeVar lost their jobs. And he had to drive to the cliffs in case he’d missed something important during the investigation. Perhaps he could trick Chelsey into discussing the tax issues by bringing up the assessment on the A-frame.
Before he spoke, Chelsey’s phone buzzed with a new message. She read the text with a furrowed brow, then stuffed the phone into her pocket.
“That’s my agent. I’m meeting her at the house in twenty minutes.”
“Want me to drive over with you?”
“You have work to do, Thomas. Let me deal with this.”
He rose with Chelsey and gave her a hug. “I realize you’re going through a difficult time. But it will work out. The house will sell.”
She dropped her head onto his shoulder. “I’m sure you’re right. It’s a timing issue. There’s just so much going on at the office, and I can’t deal with this right now.”
“You’ll be home for dinner?”
“Not until after seven. Don’t wait for me. I’ll eat when I get home.”
They kissed again. Then Chelsey exited through the sliding glass door, with Jack following her inside. Thomas slumped into the chair and glanced at the water. Beside the shoreline, the guest house door opened. LeVar wheeled Scout up the concrete pathway to the porch. Thomas wanted to discuss what happened last night. It sickened him that Treman Mills PD had profiled LeVar. He was proud of the teenager for keeping his cool.
“Shep Dawg, I got big news. Scout just broke your cases wide open.”
Thomas raised an eyebrow. “The Georgia Sims break-in?”
“No, the Tina Garraway and Harding Little investigations.” He pushed Scout’s wheelchair up the ramp. The girl wore an embarrassed, uncertain expression. “Tell Thomas what you found.”
Scout curled her hair around her finger. “I recalled what Agent Bell told me about escalation. You’ve had two unexplained deaths in less than a week, and each appeared to be an accident.”
“Go on,” Thomas said.
“You already proved someone murdered Tina Garraway. If Harding Little didn’t fall off the cliff on his own, that means our unsub is escalating.”
“Are the cases related?”
“I figured the victims might share a common background. Well, they do.”
Scout handed her laptop to Thomas. The web browser displayed four pictures. Though Harding Little and Tina Garraway were eleven years younger, he recognized the victims in each photograph. In one picture, Garraway wore a pink, frilly dress, while Little donned a tuxedo. The high school prom. The other three photographs were candids.
“They knew each other?”
“Harding Little and Tina Garraway graduated from the same class at Treman Mills High School. The pictures prove they were friends.”
Thomas squinted at the photographs. “The deaths might be a coincidence.”
“Possibly,” Scout says. “But then I found this picture.”
She pulled up an image of five girls in prom dresses in mock party poses, one girl with two fingers raised in a peace-out sign. Thomas recognized Tina Garraway in the middle. But who was the girl beside her?
“Shep,” LeVar said, patting a proud hand on Scout’s shoulder. “That’s Georgia Sims.”
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The wind kicked up when Georgia Sims drove into the parking lot at Ascend, the shelter for abused women. She ducked and covered her eyes as a gust flung dust across the pavement.
Inside, she checked in with the security guard and crossed the lobby. Soft green colors covered the walls. Combined with the neutral tones of the furniture and decor, the paint lent a sense of calm to the interior. She pushed through the double doors and entered the living quarters. Each residence had three rooms—a general living area with a bed, a kitchenette, and a full bath. Some rooms included two beds for women with children.
As Georgia did every day after she arrived for work, she knocked on the doors and asked the women about their days. Most of the doors stood open. When Eleanor welcomed Georgia into her apartment, Georgia peeked her head through the entryway and found the woman at the kitchen table, wrapping a present. A bandanna pulled sandy hair off Eleanor’s tall forehead. She had a long face and a sharp nose, pale skin like January snow. Eleanor had a way of flinching at shadows, as if she expected a fist to swing at her.
“Looks like you’re busy. What are you working on?”
Eleanor taped a bow onto the gift. “We’re celebrating Shana’s birthday tonight, and it’s going to be spectacular. Jolene and I planned everything, from the balloons to the dessert. We bought a chocolate and peanut butter cake.”
“Sounds delicious.”
The woman placed her forefinger against her lips. “But don’t tell Shana. It’s a surprise party.” Eleanor wore a conspiratorial grin. “She doesn’t have a clue.”
“I promise I won’t tell,” Georgia said, laughing. “Everything good?”
“Absolutely.”
As Georgia turned out of the doorway, Eleanor called to her. “You’re welcome to stop by. It’s just gonna be us girls. Eight o’clock?”
“I’ll be there.”
Georgia smiled as she moved to the next room. It was just as important for the women to talk about the fun times as it was to get the hardships off their chests. She found Tamika in her reading chair with a T.R. Ragan novel open in her lap. Tamika glanced up when Georgia poked her head inside, then she slapped the book shut and set it down with a huff. One thing Georgia had learned during Tamika’s month-long stay at the shelter: never interrupt the woman while she’s reading.
“How are you tonight, Tamika?”
“I’d be better if I could get some peace and quiet.”
Down the hall, Beverly’s six-year-old daughter played with a jump rope outside their apartment. Tamika raised an expectant eyebrow.
“I’ll talk to Beverly about Lorraine playing in the hall.”
“It’s not right, these kids raising a ruckus in the shelter. They should be out in the yard. That’s where kids belong. The way my mama raised us, we spent our energy outside with our friends. But when we came in.”
Tamika pantomimed a zipping motion across her lips.
“Maybe you should close your door.”
“I like it open,” Tamika said, folding her arms. “I’m allowed fresh air and quiet, am I not?”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Georgia left Tamika to her book. When someone was having a bad day, Georgia knew better than to poke the bear. She passed the community room. The door stood closed, and someone had taped a handwritten do not enter sign to the outside. Which meant the women were setting up Shana’s party and didn’t want to spoil the birthday girl’s surprise. Georgia loved working at the shelter. Helping others gave her a sense of purpose. After college, she’d turned down a six-figure salary to work with abused women. Her income was a third of what she could have earned, but she didn’t care. She downsized her life, choosing a modest home in Treman Mills instead of a cottage along the lake. She rarely took vacations, and when she did, it was always somewhere affordable and within driving distance.
As she strode the halls, the memory of the break-in followed Georgia like a phantom. While she greeted the women, she paid close attention to stories about angry spouses. Chelsey, the private investigator, theorized someone’s husband had targeted Georgia. And though Georgia felt certain her stalker was someone from her past, she remained attentive to alternate possibilities.
Freda turned the corner with a clipboard tucked beneath her arm. She motioned for Georgia to join her in the staff break room, a tiny room with three chairs surrounding a table, a dorm-size refrigerator, and a sink.
“Micah is asking for you,” Freda said from the tops of her eyes.
Georgia sighed. “Okay, I’ll meet him in the lobby. Can you finish my rounds for me?”
“I’ve got you covered.”
Georgia brushed her fingers through her hair and retraced her steps to the lobby. Micah was the only man who visited the shelter for counseling. Statistics showed a quarter of abuse victims were male, sobering because no abuse shelters for men existed in Nightshade County. Though the shelter offered counseling to male victims of spousal violence, men weren’t allowed to stay here.
“Micah, I’m glad you came,” Georgia said, pushing through the double doors.
Micah spun on his heels, as if he hadn’t expected Georgia to arrive so quickly. The security guard eyed the slender man from the corner. A purple bruise grew on Micah’s temple. A hair taller than Georgia, the man looked like a scarecrow. His pallid skin never saw the sun, and the clothes drooped off his body like peeling wallpaper. When he spoke, he never made eye contact.
“Are you injured?”
Staring at the floor, he wiped a hand over his nose and shook his head.
Georgia waved him toward her office. “Come with me.”
Georgia closed the office door behind Micah and gestured for him to sit. He didn’t. The man stood with his back slumped over, his hands buried in his pockets and jangling his keys.
“How’s your head? Do you need a doctor?”
Photographs of water falls, ocean sunsets, and deep green meadows hung on the walls.
“It’s nothing,” he said as he studied the pictures.
Georgia sat on the edge of her desk with her hands clasped over one knee. “Would you like to talk about what happened?”
A half-hearted shrug.
“Who did this to you?”
Micah’s eyes glistened. He turned his head and swiped a forearm across his eyes.
“Did Ursa hit you again?”
He scuffed the carpet with the toe of his shoe. “It was my fault.”
“No, it wasn’t,” Georgia said, rising to face Micah. “There’s never justification for striking your spouse. What was it about this time?”
“The boss put me on overtime shifts this weekend. Ursa and I were supposed to visit her family in Schenectady. I should have said no.”
“Did work give you an option?”
“Not exactly.”
“So you didn’t have a choice. Regardless, nobody has the right to hurt another person.”
Micah’s voice cracked. “She didn’t mean to.”
The fresh bruise took on a reddish, angry tint. The lump had grown during their conversation. Georgia had a hard time believing a woman could do that much damage with her fists, but nothing surprised her anymore.
“You should get that bruise looked at.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
He fixed her with a glare. If Micah walked into an emergency room, the doctors would question how he received the injury.
“So you won’t go to the hospital?”
“It’s not that bad,” he said, gingerly prodding around the bruise. “Ursa is under a ton of stress between her job and taking care of Louisa.”
Louisa was Micah’s eight-year-old daughter. The last time Ursa struck Micah, he showed Georgia pictures.
“You’re justifying her behavior again.”
“If I didn’t have to work so much overtime—”
Then what? Abusers always found excuses to hurt their loved ones.
“You should press charges.”
“No.”
“That would teach Ursa not to hurt you when she’s angry.”
“I won’t press charges against my wife. We promised to love and protect each other, and I intend to keep my vows.”
“Ursa isn’t keeping hers.” When Micah set his jaw, Georgia returned to her desk and sifted through the drawer. She found the flyer and handed it to Micah. “If you won’t press charges or visit a doctor, I don’t want you going home tonight. The closest shelter for men is in Rochester. If you leave now, you’ll arrive before sunset.”
He handed the flyer back to her.
“I can’t go.”
“Yes, you can. You need a safe place, Micah, someplace where you can work this out in your head and make a rational decision.”
“If I leave town, work will fire me. What am I supposed to do, drive back and forth between Rochester and Kane Grove every day?”
“It’s better than the alternative.”
She held the flyer out again. He raised a hand.
“Micah, if you won’t take my advice, why do you keep asking me what you should do?”
His jaw clenched. The red around his eyes told Georgia he was struggling not to break down in front of her.
“No matter how she acts, I still love her.”
“Ursa needs help, Micah. If she won’t seek help, you need to walk away. Think of yourself this time. And Louisa. Get her out of that house.”
“My wife would never raise a hand to her Louisa. Perhaps you could talk to Ursa. I could bring her with me.”
“I’m not qualified to treat an abusive spouse. She needs a psychiatrist.”
The keys rattled inside his pocket.
“Then I guess I shouldn’t have come.”
Micah opened the door and headed toward the lobby. Georgia followed Micah and pleaded with him to stay. Experience had taught her there was no convincing Micah once he made his mind up.
“Please don’t go home tonight.”
He turned and raised his palms. “What choice do I have?”
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“No, no, no. Not today,” Chelsey said, covering her mouth. “This can’t be happening now.”
Sweaty from her morning run, she leaned in the kitchen entryway inside Wolf Lake Consulting and stared at the puddle on the floor. The steady plink-plink-plink of dripping water carried from beneath the sink. Walking on tiptoes, Chelsey skirted the flood and pulled the doors open. Just as she expected, the catch pipe had burst, spilling murky water through the kitchen. She bit off a curse. Bits of soggy vegetables and decayed food matter lay within the mess.
Chelsey used the flashlight app on her phone and studied the catch pipe. The bottom had rusted through, red and orange flecks dangling off the bottom. Reaching inside the cabinet, she shut off the water. Something green and viscous dripped on her forehead.
After retrieving the toolbox from the bedroom closet, she searched through the contents until she located a pipe wrench. The nut refused to budge. Clenching her teeth, she threw her muscles behind the wrench and strained until the veins stood out on her neck. No luck.
“Well, that’s wonderful.”
Chelsey tossed the wrench into the toolbox and leaned back on her heels. She needed to call a plumber, and that meant more money. Frustrated, she eyed the plumbing, determined to replace the pipe on her own. But the nut had rusted and congealed onto the tailpipe. No amount of elbow grease would fix this.
Chelsey searched the listings for a plumber and dialed the most reputable company in Wolf Lake. The woman from the answering service told her the plumber wouldn’t arrive at work for fifteen minutes. Chelsey left her number.
She stuffed the phone in her back pocket and studied the pipe again. Then she retrieved a mop from the closet and wiped up the mess. Before she finished, the phone rang. Had the plumber arrived early?
“Hello?”
Silence followed. Chelsey straightened her spine, remembering the dead silence of the previous calls.
“There’s a trace on this line, so it will be easy to find out who you are if you don’t stop calling.”
A laugh came through the receiver.
“You’re in over your head,” the caller said, using voice alteration software. It sounded disturbingly robotic. “You and your investigators need to back off.”
“Who is this?”
“I’ve let you live until now. But you’re testing my patience. Back off, or I’ll make you sorry you stuck your nose into my business.”
Click.
Chelsey stared at the phone. Because of the voice alteration, it was impossible to recognize the caller. She immediately punched a code into the phone and attempted to call the person back. A series of beeps announced the call had failed. Whoever this person was, he knew how to conceal his voice and hide his number.
Hurrying to the office, Chelsey spread the open case files across her desk. The caller had warned her to back off, suggesting this was someone they were investigating. Maybe Georgia Sims’s stalker. The revelation that Georgia Sims was high school friends with Tina Garraway and Harding Little sent shivers through Chelsey. Thomas had already declared that someone murdered Garraway, and Little’s fall into the gorge became more suspicious by the day. Was someone killing Treman Mills High graduates? Sifting through the names, she eliminated Albert Slater, who was still in jail for attacking his wife. Most of the investigations were in their early stages.
That left Osmond Bourn. The contractor had no connections to Treman Mills High, but Chelsey remembered LeVar’s close call inside Level 13. The man concealed a dark secret.
Last year, the firm investigated an infidelity case, which turned into an abduction investigation. Damian Ramos and Mark Benson kidnapped Ellie Fisher, intending to hold the woman for ransom. Raven followed Ramos, but Benson struck her from behind, kidnapped Raven, and held her inside a farmhouse outside Wolf Lake. Raven suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder after her escape, fearing Ramos and Benson would break out of prison and target her again. That possibility came to fruition when Benson escaped jail and stalked Raven. While Chelsey and LeVar searched the abandoned farmhouse, Benson shot at them. The bullet grazed Chelsey’s forehead and came within an inch of killing her.
Now Chelsey wondered if Osmond Bourn was more dangerous than she believed. Was he another Mark Benson, an unhinged psychopath in the making? Until now, she’d assumed Bourn was a cheater. Nothing more. Yet an air of mystery surrounded Bourn. He left his house in the dead of night without explanation and hung out at a club which, if she believed LeVar, might be run by a Harmon gang called the 315 Royals. And though her investigators caught Bourn flirting with women, he hadn’t cheated on his wife.
LeVar and Raven were following Bourn to a job site in Wolf Lake this morning. Raven still intended to flirt with Bourn tonight and talk the contractor into sleeping with her. Originally, Chelsey had balked at the idea. Though rooms at the Flamingo Inn were dirt cheap, she couldn’t waste money, with the firm teetering on the edge of bankruptcy.
A darker thought crept into Chelsey’s head. What if Bourn attacked Raven and murdered her in that dingy motel room?
Chelsey picked up the phone. Raven and LeVar needed to be careful with Bourn.
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Seated at his desk, Thomas set the phone on the receiver. Five minutes ago, the lab confirmed his unsub had poisoned Georgia Sims’s fish tank. Then Detective Sandoval from Treman Mills PD called about a dead man discovered in his kitchen. Virgil and Claire were en route to the scene. According to Sandoval, the death appeared accidental. And that made Thomas’s skin crawl.
He snatched his keys and followed the hallway to Deputy Aguilar’s desk. Lambert was in the village, responding to a dispute between two feuding neighbors. Aguilar was typing a report on her computer terminal when Thomas stopped beside her desk.
“Got a call from Detective Sandoval over at Treman Mills PD.”
Aguilar narrowed her eyes. “The jerk who profiled LeVar Hopkins the other night? What does he want with us?”
“Courtesy call. Sandoval realizes the optics from the encounter look bad. My guess is he wants to get back on my good side. Sandoval discovered a dead guy in Treman Mills. The detective thinks the victim died of asphyxiation.”
“Unless somebody strangled the vic, I don’t see what this has to do with us.”
“To quote Sandoval, ‘the death appears accidental.’ That sound familiar to you?”
Aguilar straightened her cap. “Too familiar.”
During the drive to Treman Mills, Thomas filled Aguilar in on the details. The victim was an accountant named Wade Tenny. His neighbor knocked on the door to return a hedge trimmer and noticed Tenny’s legs extending over the kitchen threshold into the living room. Unable to unlock the door, the neighbor dialed 911. Tenny was already dead when Treman Mills PD arrived.
The two uniformed officers from Georgia Sims’s house stood inside Wade Tenny’s entryway when Thomas and Aguilar parked the cruiser in the driveway. Sandoval gave Thomas an all-too-friendly wave and crossed the lawn to greet them.
“Thanks for coming, Sheriff.” Sandoval repeated the story he’d told Thomas over the phone. The neighbor, Jerome Bernhardt, had spotted Tenny through the window and called 911. “Everything appears up and up, just a freak accident. But I thought you’d want to check things out, just in case.”
“Any reason to believe Wade Tenny’s death is connected to the Tina Garraway murder?”
“No reason to assume that. Tenny’s death doesn’t appear suspicious. The medical examiner is inside.”
Inside the kitchen, Virgil and Claire examined Tenny’s corpse. The dead man was barefoot, with two flip-flops beside his legs. Grass clippings poked out from between his toes, green plant matter covered his shirtless chest, and dirt smudged his shorts.
“It appears our victim was working in the yard and collapsed after he came inside to cool down,” Virgil said, kneeling over the body.
Claire clicked her tongue. “He died from asphyxiation. We’ll know more once we get him to the morgue, but right now I have to agree with the detective’s assessment.”
Behind Thomas, Sandoval angled his gaze over the sheriff’s shoulder. “No signs of a struggle. We found crumbs on the table. Could be Tenny sat down to eat before he keeled over.”
Thomas glanced at Claire. “So it’s possible he choked on his food?”
Claire scrutinized the pallid victim. “There are multiple causes of asphyxiation. Food getting caught in the airways is one. Strangulation is another, though I don’t see ligature marks on the neck. Also drowning and chemical asphyxiation, with the most common cause being carbon monoxide poisoning.”
“I think we can rule out drowning,” Sandoval quipped.
The detective cleared his throat after nobody laughed.
Thomas searched the walls and spied a combination smoke and carbon monoxide detector in the living room. Pulling a chair out of the kitchen, he climbed up and pressed the test button. The shrill screech caused Virgil and Sandoval to cover their ears.
“The detector works,” Thomas said.
Aguilar moved in for a closer look. “What about an allergic reaction? The detective says the police discovered crumbs on the table.”
“No telling yet when Tenny ate, or if the food caused an allergic reaction,” said Claire. “But that’s a possibility. We’ll examine the stomach contents.”
Sandoval raised his palms. “The crumbs looked like chocolate, but I could be wrong. The lab tests will tell us for sure.”
“Maybe the guy developed a chocolate allergy,” Aguilar said. “My great uncle ate shellfish his entire life. Then one day, when he was in his sixties, his throat closed up after he ate fried shrimp. His wife drove him to the hospital. Doctor told him he was allergic to shellfish. News to my great uncle.” Aguilar snapped her fingers. “Just like that. Pretty scary.”
“What’s your guess?” Thomas asked Virgil.
The medical examiner scratched his head. “I lean toward chemical asphyxiation, possibly poisoning.”
Thomas’s gaze snapped to Claire.
“It’s possible whatever he ate poisoned him,” Claire said. “Until we conduct an autopsy, we’re speculating.”
As the ambulance crew wheeled Tenny from the house, Thomas and Aguilar knocked on the neighbor’s door. A few inches shy of six feet, Jerome Bernhardt was in his mid-thirties. He parted his black hair on the side, had a dimpled chin, and wore a collared shirt with a golf bag emblem. The dirt beneath his fingernails suggested he’d worked in the yard before returning the hedge trimmer.
“I can’t believe Wade is dead,” Bernhardt said, staring at his neighbor’s house, as though he expected Tenny to wander outside at any second.
“Were the two of you close?” asked Aguilar.
“We talked over the fence a lot and shot some links together. I hired him to do my taxes last spring.” Bernhardt tugged at his shirt and looked down. “I feel bad saying this, but he didn’t do a very good job. But with outdoor equipment, Wade owns two of everything. Two lawn mowers, one push and one riding. Two sets of clippers, two electric hedge trimmers. That’s why I borrowed the trimmer. I knew he had an extra lying around.”
“Is it just you here?”
“No, I’m married. Marianne works until five.”
Thomas pulled out a pen and pad. “Did Tenny have any visitors in the last twenty-four hours?”
“As a matter of fact, he did. Not sure if it was a new girlfriend. But the woman was smoking hot.”
“When did this woman visit Tenny?”
“Middle or late afternoon yesterday. They were talking in the driveway, and it appeared they were flirting with each other. I figured I should mind my business. But damn, she was gorgeous. It made me wonder how Wade found a girl like that.”
“Can you describe the woman?”
“Skirt up to about here,” Bernhardt said, placing the edge of his hand against his upper thigh. “Shorter than Wade, about five-foot-four. A redhead. Long red curls past her shoulders.”
Aguilar glanced over her shoulder when a car drove past, then turned her attention to Bernhardt. “And you never saw her before yesterday?”
“Never. A woman like that struts through the neighborhood, and you don’t forget.”
“Struts? Where was her car?”
Bernhardt creased his forehead. “Now that you mention it, I never noticed a car. One second, she was crossing the street. Next, they’re going inside.”
“When did she leave?” Thomas asked.
“An hour later. I felt like a creep, staring at her through the window. So I showered, since I’d spent a few hours working in the yard. That was the last I saw of Tenny or the woman.”
Thomas and Aguilar questioned the other neighbors. Nobody besides Bernhardt recalled seeing a beautiful redheaded woman, or a vehicle parked outside Wade Tenny’s house. Thomas’s instincts told him the woman had something to do with Tenny’s death.
With Lambert busy on another call, Thomas phoned Chelsey from the cruiser. She told him about the burst pipe and the threatening phone call.
“Where are Raven and LeVar?” he asked, concerned Chelsey was alone.
“Watching Osmond Bourn.”
“Call them back to the office. Until we figure out who’s harassing you, you’re not to be alone.”
“I don’t want to burden everyone.”
“You aren’t. But while you’re at the office, you can help me with some information.”
Thomas heard Chelsey’s chair rolling across the office floor.
“Shoot.”
“Ask Scout where she found the Treman Mills yearbook photos, the ones with Georgia Sims, Tina Garraway, and Harding Little together.”
“I can do that.”
“Recheck the pictures. Search for a boy named Wade Tenny. If he ran with the other three, I need to know.”
“Who’s Wade Tenny?”
“The latest Treman Mills graduate to die. Oh, and search the yearbook for a pretty redhead with curls past her shoulders.”
“You into redheads, Sheriff?”
“I like brunettes just fine, thanks.”
“Good answer. What do you want with the redhead?”
“She might be the last person who saw Tenny alive.”
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Chelsey could finally breathe now that LeVar and Raven had returned to the office. Their surveillance mission yielded nothing. While LeVar and Raven spied on Osmond Bourn, the contractor repaired a deck. No flirting. No surprise, since the owner was a rotund, bearded fellow with a beer belly. Then Bourn drove to Kane Grove, bought a sandwich at the deli, and took the entrance ramp to the highway. LeVar and Raven followed Bourn’s SUV for fifteen minutes as he motored into the heart of the Finger Lakes. Raven suspected Bourn was on his way to Coral Lake again. They abandoned the mission before Bourn reached his destination.
“Tell me again about the phone call,” Raven said, leaning against her desk.
Chelsey recounted the caller’s threat to back off.
“It could be anyone,” LeVar said. “We’ve closed so many cases over the last two months, it’s possible we ruffled someone’s feathers.”
“All the more reason to nail Bourn,” Raven said, propping her feet on the desk. “Let me work my magic.”
“Bad idea, Raven,” Chelsey said as LeVar nodded in agreement.
“If Bourn is messing with you, let’s catch him in the act and take him out of action.”
“Take him out of action? We’re proving he’s unfaithful to his wife. It’s not like he’ll go to jail for being a leech.”
“True. But catching him will be sweet revenge.”
Chelsey rubbed her eyes. “Speaking of Rosemary Bourn, I’m scheduled to meet with her in an hour. She’s driving me bonkers with this investigation.”
As LeVar and Raven typed at their computers, Chelsey answered the phone. Raven gave her a concerned glance before Chelsey shook her head, signaling it wasn’t the mystery caller. She was surprised when the woman identified herself as Brynn Ortega. All morning, Chelsey had put out feelers for anyone who’d graduated with Georgia Sims, hoping someone would shed light on the woman’s stalker. Chelsey found Brynn through social media. She was the only person to answer Chelsey so far.
“Sure, I remember Georgia,” Brynn said.
The birdsong in the background told Chelsey Brynn was outdoors.
“Did she have any enemies?”
“Georgia was one of the popular girls, though she was always kind to me. I played the clarinet, so I wasn’t one of the cool kids,” she said, giggling.
Another line rang in the office. Raven had left to use the bathroom, and LeVar was on another call.
Tapping the tip of her pen against the desk, Chelsey asked, “Is there a time we can meet and talk about high school?”
“I suppose. What’s this about?”
The phone kept ringing.
“I promise I’ll tell you everything when we get together.”
“I suppose. There’s a fun place down the road called The Wetlands Brewery. Know it?”
“Yeah.”
“How about two o’clock on the day after tomorrow?”
Chelsey glanced at her calendar. “That’s perfect. I’ll be there at two.”
By the time Chelsey got off the phone with Brynn, the other caller had given up.
Raven passed the office and headed for the kitchen. She returned to her desk with a salad.
LeVar rocked back in his chair and eyed his sister. “I wish you’d reconsider this plan of yours.”
Raven opened the plastic container and huffed. “I’ll be fine. It’s not like we haven’t done something like this before.”
“Yeah, but this Osmond Bourn guy isn’t just a cheater. I’m telling you, Level 13 is a 315 Royals club, and Bourn is up to no good.”
“He’s having a midlife crisis. I’m not worried.”
“You should be.”
Raven forked lettuce into her mouth and scowled. “Salad won’t hold me over until dinner. Hey, what if we all go out for lunch? Someplace nice with tablecloths. What do you say?”
LeVar shrugged and glanced at Chelsey.
The last thing Chelsey wanted to do was spend money on an expensive lunch. “What about the leaking pipe?”
“We’ll go after the plumber arrives.”
Chelsey chewed the inside of her cheek. “Sure.”
Raven pumped her fist and gave her brother a high-five. “Yes! Real food.”
A knock on the door brought LeVar’s head up.
Chelsey held up a hand. “It’s okay. That’s the plumber.”
LeVar followed Chelsey to the door until he confirmed the visitor wasn’t Osmond Bourn. Woody Kowalski, proprietor of Kowalski Plumbing, adjusted his tool belt and hiked up his sagging pants as Chelsey walked him into the kitchen. LeVar returned to the office and argued with Raven over her plan to catch Bourn. Their voices carried down the hallway as Kowalski shone a light over the rusted catch pipe.
“Yep, I see your problem. These pipes are older than time, by the looks of them.”
“Can you fix it?”
Kowalski lay on his back and peered at the piping from below. “Won’t be a quick fix, I’m afraid. The tailpipe needs to go. While I’m at it, I might as well change out all the pipes.”
That sounded like a lot of money. Chelsey stuffed her hands inside her pockets. “Is that necessary?”
“Nope. We can switch out the catch and the tail and leave the others as is. But you’re living on borrowed time if you do. You’ll spring leaks every six months until the pipes completely rust through. Then you’ll have a bigger mess on your hands.”
“What’s the best course of action?”
With a grunt, he wiggled out of the cabinet and touched the small of his back.
Kowalski let out a breath. “Replace all the pipes. Pay a little now, or a lot later. But I’ll be straight with you. I don’t skimp on materials, and I don’t go for the cheapest option. I have a solid reputation in Wolf Lake, Ms. Byrd. Not because I’m affordable, but because people only need to call me once. Fix the problem right the first time, then forget I exist.”
“Shouldn’t you install PVC so it doesn’t rust again?”
“PVC has too much play. I use galvanized steel. Those pipes will outlive the both of us. It will be a hundred years before someone replaces them. And by then, neither of us will care about plumbing issues and home repair costs.”
Chelsey pictured a cash register ringing up a massive bill. But she trusted Kowalski.
“Let’s do it. Galvanized steel, it is.”
“You won’t regret the decision. Give me a minute to grab the supplies from my truck. I’ll be out of your hair in a few hours.”
While Kowalski was outside, Chelsey called Rosemary Bourn and rescheduled their appointment, moving it ahead three hours in case the plumbing job took longer than expected. Rosemary balked, complaining about Chelsey and her team failing to catch her cheating husband. Chelsey half-wished the woman would demand a refund and take her business elsewhere. But Chelsey needed Rosemary Bourn’s business, even if she wanted to wring the woman’s neck.
Kowalski whistled a Jimmy Buffett tune about attitude and latitude changes as he carried the shiny new pipes into the kitchen. After aiming two flashlight beams under the sink, he squeezed his bulky frame into the opening and went to work. Metal clanged as the plumber fought with the corroded connections.
Chelsey reached inside the refrigerator and grabbed a fruit drink. “Can I offer you something to eat or drink while you work?”
“Just had lunch, but thank you all the same. So what’s it like being a private investigator?”
She swallowed down the wrong pipe and coughed into her arm. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. But it’s a living, and I enjoy solving people’s problems.”
“Would you say it’s more like The Rockford Files or Magnum PI?”
Chelsey set the drink down before she snorted or shot fruit juice out of her nose. “Neither, but I can picture myself catching bad guys in Hawaii. That might be fun.”
Kowalski grunted in agreement. His voice sounded hollow from beneath the sink. “Maybe I should take my business on the road. They need plumbers in Hawaii, right?”
“I suppose so.”
Kowalski drained the pipe’s liquid contents into a plastic basin. “Come January, it sure would be nice to work in Hawaii. The frozen tundra of Nightshade County grows old after you’ve lived here for fifty-three years.”
“So you’ve lived here your entire life?”
“Born in Wisconsin. My folks moved to Wolf Lake when I was three. Been here ever since.”
“So you must know plenty of contractors in the area.”
“Sure. You need a recommendation for a project?”
Chelsey fiddled with the bottle’s loose label. “What do you think of Osmond Bourn?”
The clanging ceased, the kitchen suddenly quiet. Several seconds passed before Kowalski spoke. When he did, his voice dropped an octave.
“What do you want with Bourn?”
“Between my leaky roof and the sagging deck out back, I need several repairs. His name comes up frequently.”
Kowalski slid out from beneath the table and wiped his hands on a stained cloth. “Find another contractor.”
“What’s wrong with Bourn?”
The plumber pressed his lips together in consideration. “I don’t trust the guy. I know two things, Ms. Byrd. Plumbing and people. And Bourn isn’t good people.”
“Is he unscrupulous or something?”
“Couldn’t tell you about his business practices. It’s more the way he looks at you from the corner of his eye.”
“Like he’s watching you?”
“More like he’s thinking of where to hide your body.”
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Kaylee wore her Uma Thurman wig and black sunglasses. Sitting across the street from Wolf Lake Consulting, she pretended to read her phone until the three investigators exited the office and climbed into an orange Honda Civic. Kaylee recognized the dark-skinned boy from Sheriff Shepherd’s backyard. The same teen had poked his head into her business after she broke into Georgia Sims’s house. She didn’t recognize the two women. That was fine. She’d deal with them soon.
Kaylee lowered her head and waited until the Civic disappeared down the thoroughfare. After checking for witnesses, she edged the door open and crossed the street. Rather than strolling across the private investigation firm’s parking lot, she cut between two shops, rounded the firm, and approached from the back. She kept her attention glued to the roof and walls, wary of security cameras. A sign on the back door read, Out to Lunch. Be Back Soon. At the door, she glanced around and removed the lock picks. The lock proved more difficult to pick than the one at Georgia Sims’s house. After a minute of concentration and cursing, Kaylee opened the door.
She stood in the entryway with anticipation tingling through her bones. Though breaking inside other people’s homes gave her a rush, she had business to attend to. A hallway stretched before her. Two open doors lined the corridor to her right, where she spied a bathroom and a bedroom. How unusual. Did the investigators live here in some weird crime solving commune? She laughed and covered her mouth. The giggle sounded loud amid the quiet of the vacant business.
Kaylee turned left. Another bedroom stood at the end of the hallway beside a kitchen. She padded inside the office and surveyed a row of filing cabinets, three desks holding computers, and a murder board on the wall. She expected to find her misdeeds scrawled on the board. Instead, she read some drivel about a contractor cheating on his wife. The investigators had no idea who Kaylee was.
Or did they?
Perhaps the dark-skinned teenager had spotted Kaylee before she escaped through the fence behind Georgia’s house. She’d worn a stocking over her face, and the black clothing made her invisible at night. Yet worry crept up her spine. Had the investigators or the sheriff identified Kaylee on the bedroom security camera?
She moved from one computer to the next. Every computer prompted Kaylee to enter a password. Wearing gloves, she typed at the terminal, unable to crack the passwords. Next, she slid the filing cabinet drawers open and read through the case files. The firm arranged the folders in alphabetical order, so she quickly located the Georgia Sims case file. Thumbing through the pages, Kaylee searched for her name. She didn’t find it. The pages chronicled the dates and times Kaylee had broken inside Georgia’s house. There was a reference to camera footage and a masked person entering the bedroom, which meant the idiots weren’t even sure if they were searching for a man or a woman.
Kaylee’s heart stopped pounding. Nobody was on her trail.
According to the case notes, the sheriff possessed the video file, and there was a copy on Chelsey’s computer. Sliding the filing cabinet shut, Kaylee scanned the desks until her eyes stopped on a nameplate with Chelsey Byrd written across the front. She recognized the name from the business card. Chelsey Byrd was the whore Georgia Sims hired to catch her stalker. Good luck with that.
Determined to crack Chelsey’s password and view the camera footage, Kaylee peeked out the window and watched shoppers stroll through the village without a care. Little did they know a murderer stared at them through the glass. When she was sure no one had seen her, Kaylee typed passwords into Chelsey’s computer. Nothing worked. She pulled the desk drawers open and sifted through Chelsey’s belongings—business cards, salty snacks, old photographs of a younger Chelsey and a good-looking boy.
She drew in a breath. The boy in the photograph was a younger version of the sheriff. Chelsey Byrd was dating Sheriff Shepherd.
Kaylee froze when the front door opened. Laughter trailed down the hallway.
She glanced around, a deer caught in the headlights of an onrushing semi. Kaylee noticed a closet along the wall and slipped inside. As she closed the door, the teenage boy rounded the corner, trailed by a woman who’d been inside the Honda Civic.
“I can’t believe I forgot my wallet.”
“Raven, if your head wasn’t screwed on tight, you’d forget that, too.”
“Up yours, LeVar.” The woman pawed through her desk drawer and snagged her wallet. “Got it.”
“Hurry. Chelsey wants to get back to the office by three.”
They were halfway through the entryway when the boy stopped and stared across the office. Kaylee stepped deeper into the shadows.
“Did you hear something?” LeVar asked.
“Yeah, my stomach screaming for a steak.”
“Hold up.” As Kaylee held her breath, LeVar stalked through the office, stopping to ensure the windows were closed and locked. He stared at the monitor on Chelsey’s desk. “Why am I seeing a password prompt?”
Raven scrunched her brow and followed LeVar to the computer. “That’s weird. The screen turns black after five minutes.”
LeVar moved to the other two computers and shook his head. “All three display password prompts.”
“Maybe your fat feet jostled the mice when you stomped through the office.”
LeVar chewed the corner of his mouth as he scanned his desk. “Weird.”
“Can we go? I’m starving.”
The boy’s eyes locked on the closet door. Kaylee touched her pocket and located the switchblade. She removed the knife as the boy swung his gaze between the windows and the closet. When Kaylee was sure LeVar sensed her hiding inside the closet, he threw up a shoulder and turned back to his sister.
Raven glared at LeVar. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s nothing. Let’s go.”





34

Inside the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, Thomas put Scout on speaker phone. The teenage girl had called after searching through Wade Tenny’s background. The deputies sat in two chairs across from the desk, Aguilar scribbling on a notepad while Lambert listened with intensity in his eyes.
“Scout, you did great work linking Georgia Sims to Harding Little and Tina Garraway. Chelsey says Wade Tenny also graduated from Treman Mills High. What else can you tell us about him?”
When Scout replied, her voice quivered with anxiety. “Um, Wade Tenny played varsity basketball with Harding Little. I didn’t find him in pictures with the others, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t friends.”
“Don’t be nervous, Scout. You know everybody here.”
“Hey, Scout,” Aguilar said, grinning.
“Good afternoon, Deputy Aguilar.”
Lambert mouthed, “Why is she so nervous?”
Thomas grinned. Scout wanted to work in law enforcement so badly, she probably treated this like a job interview. “What else did you find?”
Scout took a breath. “Wade Tenny played football. He was a linebacker, and Harding Little played wide receiver. They were outstanding athletes. I searched newspaper articles online. Little and Tenny both made the all-state basketball team. Little set a school record for receiving yards against Ithaca High, while Tenny led the team in tackles during his senior year.”
“So there’s a fair chance Tenny and Little were more than mere acquaintances.”
“The best athletes gravitate toward each other.”
“Anything else of note?”
“Chelsey never found a redheaded girl who fit your description. I searched three different yearbooks and couldn’t find her, either. That was a long time ago, Thomas. Maybe the woman who visited Tenny colors her hair.”
“Or I’m wrong, and the woman never attended Treman Mills High. Might be a new girlfriend.”
“Tenny works for an accounting firm,” Scout said, though Thomas had already looked into Tenny’s work history. “The firm has a website, but I never found a woman with red hair in the company pictures. She might be Tenny’s client.”
“If so, we’ll find records at the accounting firm. Thanks for searching, Scout.”
“Anytime.”
After the call ended, Thomas clasped his hands on his belly. “Little, Garraway, and Sims were friends during high school. And it’s a fair bet that Tenny hung out with Little.”
“Let’s interview the families again,” Aguilar said, adjusting her back. “This time, we’ll ask about their friends at Treman Mills High. Could be they kept in contact after graduation.”
Lambert bobbed his head. “Did they have a common enemy?”
Thomas arranged the papers on this desk. “How does this mystery woman fit in?”
“It’s as you said. She might be Tenny’s girlfriend or a client from the accounting firm. Scout and Chelsey checked the yearbooks, and nobody matched the woman’s description.”
“Something doesn’t feel right. As far as I can tell, she was the last person to see Tenny alive. Hold on a second.”
Thomas clicked through his computer files and located the footage from Georgia Sims’s bedroom. After the video loaded, he angled the monitor so everyone could see. A moment later, a shadow crossed the doorway. A figure dressed in black edged into view, then dropped to the floor and crawled beneath the camera’s view.
“The intruder knew where the camera was all along,” Lambert said, pointing at the screen.
Thomas reversed the video and froze the footage when the stalker appeared. His legs hopped with nervous energy beneath the desk. “All this time I figured our intruder was a thin male. What if that is our mystery woman?”
Aguilar set her forearms on the desk. “The woman from Tenny’s house?”
“Exactly.” He drummed his fingers on the desk as he stared at the freeze frame. “She murdered Tina Garraway in the shower, pushed Harding Little into the gorge, and killed Wade Tenny.”
“When did we decide Tenny was murdered?”
Thomas held up a finger and dialed the medical examiner’s number. Virgil Harbough answered.
“Do you have the autopsy results, Virgil?”
“You must be clairvoyant, Sheriff. Ms. Brookins and I are staring at the results right now. Hold on while I switch to speaker.”
After a second, Thomas asked, “What did you find?”
“We examined Mr. Tenny’s stomach contents,” Claire said. “He consumed chocolate, as Detective Sandoval theorized.”
“So he had an allergic reaction?” Aguilar asked.
“Tenny died from asphyxiation, but he didn’t choke or die from anaphylactic shock.”
“Tell the sheriff what you discovered,” Virgil prompted in the background.
Claire took a composing breath. “After viewing the corpse, I became suspicious of poisoning, just as Virgil theorized after we discovered the body. I ran tests and found traces of strychnine.”
“Strychnine,” Thomas repeated. “That’s a pesticide, correct?”
“Correct.”
Lambert set an ankle on his knee. “Tenny was working in the yard before he died. What if he came into contact with a pesticide and got it on his hands before he ate?”
“A small amount on his hands would make him sick, but it wouldn’t kill him. Your victim was poisoned.”
Thomas thanked Claire and Virgil and ended the call.
Maggie’s voice carried through the office as she spoke on the phone at her desk. The administrative assistant had worked for the sheriff’s department since before Thomas interned under Sheriff Gray.
Thomas stared at Lambert and Aguilar.
“Call the media and give them a description of our mystery woman.”
“I’m on it,” Aguilar said, rising from her chair.
“And get a hold of Georgia Sims. She knows our killer.”





35

LeVar pulled the Chrysler Limited into the parking garage across from the Level 13 club. He chose a space on the second level with an unobstructed view of the street. Then he swept the binoculars across the sidewalk where a crowd of leggy women in low-cut shirts mingled with guests. They belonged to the Royals, though most of the women had joined after LeVar left gang life. The same bouncer worked the door, palming wads of greenbacks before he allowed anyone to pass.
“You read me, Raven?”
Several seconds passed before Raven confirmed receipt over the radio.
“I’m crossing now, LeVar.”
LeVar cocked his head over the wheel. Dressed in a miniskirt and a black leather jacket she’d borrowed from Chelsey, Raven strolled across the street with a bag slung over her shoulder.
“Keep the radio on at all times.”
“I remember.”
“And if Bourn gives you the wrong vibe, signal me.”
Raven didn’t answer. She took her place in line and waited as the throng of guests gained entry. The bouncer leered at Raven when she reached the front. LeVar wanted to march down there and slam his fist against the oaf’s face for ogling at his sister.
Earlier this evening, Levar and Raven had followed Bourn from his palatial home to Level 13. LeVar still didn’t trust Raven’s plan. She planned to cozy up to Bourn inside, get him to buy her a drink or two, then flash the Flamingo Motel room key.
LeVar worked the tightness out of his neck as Raven passed the bouncer and disappeared inside. Now he couldn’t see her. He’d only hear her progress while she pushed through the crowd and searched for Bourn. Electronic music pulsed through the speaker.
“Target acquired,” she spoke into the radio.
LeVar pictured Raven leaning over the bag and speaking from the corner of her mouth.
“Be careful,” he said to himself.
A cacophony of raised voices, thundering beats, and clinking glass burst over the receiver. It was impossible to decipher the noise. LeVar placed the radio on the dashboard and glared across the road at the concrete facade. Somewhere inside Level 13, Raven walked among 315 Royals gang members and a middle-aged contractor, who wasn’t who he claimed to be. The Royals members knew LeVar’s face, but Raven had moved to Wolf Lake before LeVar rose to prominence with the Harmon Kings. He convinced himself she was safe inside the club. So why did he need to wipe the sweat off his palms every few seconds?
Too much time passed without a word from Raven.
“Say something,” LeVar willed the radio.
The clamor continued. For all LeVar knew, Raven might be unconscious on the floor, while a security member who’d linked LeVar to his sister searched her belongings. If Raven didn’t speak in the next two minutes, he’d have to enter the club. No chance he’d pass the bouncer after what happened last time he visited Level 13. He’d need to sneak in through the kitchen entrance and hope nobody spotted him before he reached the dance floor. Between the deep shadows of the club’s first level and the secret rooms upstairs, there were too many places to hide a body.
He was ready to go after Raven when her voice came over the radio. She was talking to someone, flirting with a deep-voiced guy. It had to be Osmond Bourn.
LeVar leaned toward the speaker and monitored the conversation. It didn’t take long before Bourn purchased a drink for Raven. A shared laugh. She giggled at a joke.
“So, are you married?” Raven asked, shouting over the music.
“Why do you assume I’m married?”
“All the good-looking guys are taken, so I figure I’m wasting my time flirting with this gorgeous Adonis.”
“Is that what we’re doing? Flirting? And here I thought you just wanted a free drink.” More laughs. “So, how are you single? A woman like you shouldn’t need to pick up guys at a club. You’ve been turning heads since you walked through the door. You’d have to be blind to not be interested.”
“Stop.”
“I mean it. You’re beautiful. And check out those guns.” LeVar flinched before realizing Bourn was referring to Raven’s arms. “You push serious weight in the gym, am I right?”
“I love to train.”
“We should hit the gym together sometime. I belong to a private club in downtown Syracuse. Say the word, and I’ll get you in.”
Raven had Bourn wrapped around her finger.
And that bothered LeVar. It seemed too easy. During all the times Raven and LeVar had spied on Bourn, he never cheated on Rosemary.
The banter continued as Raven steered the conversation toward a potential rendezvous. Again, too easy.
“I’ve got a room at the Flaming Motel,” she said, jangling the key.
“That place is a dive.”
“Tell me about it. But it’s perfect if you don’t want anyone to see what you’re up to.”
“And what are we up to, baby girl?”
“Drive me back to the room, and you’ll find out.”
“What about your car?”
“I rode an Uber.”
Raven closed the deal. Bourn called out to some guy named Carl as he led Raven out of the club. LeVar lifted the camera, focused on the door, and waited for Bourn to appear with Raven on his arm. He fidgeted as customers filed inside. Again, he imagined someone overpowering Raven and dragging her upstairs. A chill rolled down LeVar’s back.
Then the door opened, and Raven staggered onto the sidewalk, laughing. Bourn propped her up. Raven was a hell of an actor. Even LeVar bought that she was fall-down drunk. Distortion over the radio drowned out the conversation. Something about a valet bringing Bourn’s SUV around. Which was another conundrum. Everyone at Level 13 treated Bourn like a god. Who the hell was this guy?
A teenage boy with spiked hair pulled Bourn’s SUV to the curb. Bourn dropped a twenty-dollar bill in the valet’s palm and slapped the kid on the back. As the valet held the passenger door open, Bourn helped Raven inside. She laughed harder now, her head bobbing and her shoulders bouncing.
“Laying it on a little thick, aren’t we?” LeVar said.
After Bourn closed the door, LeVar turned on the engine and backed out of the parking space. His tires squealed as he raced through the parking garage, following the one-way arrow to the exit. The machine swallowed his credit card. He waited for the receipt to print while Bourn merged with traffic and accelerated into the city. Several seconds passed until the machine returned his card. The gate lifted. He threw the Chrysler into drive and cut in front of a sports car.
Horns chased LeVar down the road. Someone flashed brights in his mirror. He didn’t see Bourn’s SUV, only a never-ending string of traffic lights and intersections in the distance. Raven kept laughing over the radio, though she sounded groggy now.
“We’ll have some fun tonight,” Bourn growled.
“Where the hell are you?” LeVar said, hoping Raven would ditch the act and give him a hint.
“I got my first car there,” Raven said.
“At the auto mall?”
“Yeah, when I was seventeen.”
LeVar pumped his fist. “Good girl.”
He cut down a side street and sped toward the auto mall. When he reached Schuyler Avenue, he spotted Bourn’s SUV three blocks ahead and motoring toward the interstate. LeVar stomped the gas pedal and closed the distance. Streetlights whipped past in a blur. He lowered the window and let the night air heighten his senses.
Bourn’s SUV climbed the ramp to the highway. LeVar stayed a half-mile behind, not wanting to spook the contractor. The Flamingo Inn was a twenty-minute drive away. LeVar wished Raven would call off the charade and end the date. They had enough evidence for Rosemary that her husband was a lying cheat. But Raven was trapped in his SUV.
After Bourn’s SUV descended a hill, LeVar killed his headlights. Despite the danger of driving at highway speeds without his lights on, LeVar needed to hide from Bourn’s mirrors.
Five miles up the road, Raven stopped talking. No more girlish giggles, no flirting. Something was wrong.
LeVar tapped the radio and ensured it still functioned. Cranking the volume, he listened to Bourn’s engine in the background. The contractor flipped the stereo on. A Frank Sinatra song drifted through the SUV.
The turn appeared too fast. LeVar’s tires shrieked as he yanked the steering wheel. The rear tires skidded across the median, the green mile markers hurtling toward his windshield before he regained control. His heart pumped into his throat. Pulling off the shoulder, he fought the urge to turn the headlights on and give himself away. Bourn’s taillights were red cat’s eyes on the horizon.
LeVar pushed his speed as fast as he dared to in the dark. A mile up the road, Bourn left the highway and entered a rest area.
The teenager stared as the SUV turned into an angled parking space. “What the hell are you up to?”
Bourn’s SUV was the only vehicle at the rest stop. No tractor trailers, no travelers rushing to the restrooms. Did the contractor need to use the bathroom? Was Raven sick?
Concerns fluttered through LeVar’s brain like frantic birds. Coasting into the rest stop, he parked a few hundred feet behind the SUV and waited. Nobody moved inside the vehicle. Frank sang about making it in New York, and the engine kept purring beneath the starlight.
LeVar studied the SUV through the binoculars. Bourn sat casually in the driver’s seat. Beside him, Raven’s head bobbed until she slumped against the door.
It hit LeVar. Bourn had drugged Raven.
The act was over. He needed to get Raven out of that vehicle before Bourn raped her.
Or worse.
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LeVar didn’t know whether to call Thomas, or sneak out of the Chrysler and rescue Raven.
He did both.
Edging the Chrysler’s door open, LeVar stepped into the night. Gravel crunched between his sneakers and the blacktop. Keeping his eye on Bourn’s SUV, LeVar ran from the car to a trashcan and crouched down. Rotten meat scents wafted from the can, and something sticky congealed to his sneakers. The SUV slept a hundred feet away, Bourn still sitting in the front seat as Raven leaned against the window and door. Good. The creep hadn’t attacked Raven yet.
LeVar dialed the sheriff’s department. Deputy Lambert answered.
After LeVar told Lambert that Osmond Bourn had drugged Raven, the deputy said, “Give me your position.”
LeVar peeked out from behind the trashcan and read the exit marker, keeping his voice low.
“I’m on my way, LeVar. Under no circumstances should you engage Bourn. Do you understand?”
LeVar understood. But there was no way he’d let Bourn rape his sister. He crept out of hiding and moved across the rest area, close enough to sniff the SUV’s exhaust as Sinatra’s muffled voice pumped out of the vehicle. He should have realized Bourn had slipped something into Raven’s drink. But he’d believed his sister was putting on an act and playing easy to get.
He moved in for a closer look and noticed Bourn talking on the phone. Odd. If Bourn wanted to rape Raven, why would he place a call?
The teenager was ten paces from Bourn’s vehicle when the contractor’s eyes caught him in the mirror. LeVar lunged for the bumper. Bourn’s tires burned rubber before the SUV shot toward the highway. LeVar scrambled to his feet and raced back to his car. With every stride he took, Bourn drove further away. LeVar couldn’t lose sight of the contractor. If he did, he’d lose his sister forever.
He phoned the sheriff’s department again while he drove, pushing the Chrysler past eighty miles per hour. Lambert was already en route, but the dispatcher took LeVar’s information. LeVar updated dispatch when Bourn swerved onto the exit for Kane Grove and drove through a red light.
The SUV sped down deserted streets. LeVar glued his eyes to the glowing taillights, refusing to give up the chase.
“Back off, LeVar.”
Lambert’s voice came through the radio. LeVar glanced around but didn’t see the deputy’s cruiser.
“He’s driving south on Route 29 through Kane Grove,” LeVar said.
“I’m a half-mile behind you.” Headlights flashed in LeVar’s mirrors. “Pull over and let me pass.”
“He has my sister.”
“I’m not letting Bourn take Raven. Move aside, LeVar. That’s an order.”
A second pair of headlights appeared on the horizon, driving toward Bourn. If Lambert wanted to pass, LeVar wouldn’t stand in his way. But Raven was the teenager’s priority, and he wouldn’t allow anything to happen to his sister.
He stomped the gas pedal as Lambert kept pace. Bourn was only a quarter-mile ahead now.
“He won’t get away,” Lambert said. “We’ve got him cut off.”
That explained the oncoming headlights. Aguilar was approaching Bourn from the opposite direction.
Without warning, Bourn slammed the brakes and spun out. LeVar saw the SUV flying at his windshield a split-second before he yanked the wheel. The Chrysler skidded across the gravel shoulder and stopped inches from the ditch. Bourn exited the SUV and leaped the ditch, his arms and legs pumping as he fled into the darkness. LeVar stumbled out of the car on shaky legs and searched the night. He needed to check on Raven, but he didn’t want Bourn to escape.
Lambert’s cruiser pulled beside LeVar’s Chrysler. A confusion of red and blue lights swept over the pavement as Aguilar exited her cruiser and sprinted after Bourn.
Gunshots blasted overhead. LeVar ducked before Lambert threw his body into the teenager. They toppled to the blacktop as two bullets exploded through the grille of Lambert’s cruiser. More shots tore through the night. LeVar hoped Aguilar was doing the shooting. Otherwise, Bourn had them pinned down.
When the suppressing fire ended, LeVar scrambled to the SUV and pulled the passenger door open. He opened his arms, prepared to catch Raven if she tumbled out. The seatbelt held her in place.
“Raven, can you hear me?”
Her eyelids flickered and closed.
Lambert radioed for backup and came to LeVar’s aid. “Is she conscious?”
“Bourn slipped something into her drink. I think he meant to rape her.”
Aguilar jogged back to them. “I lost Bourn. He’s somewhere between Route 29 and Highland Parkway.”
“Kane Grove PD is on the way,” Lambert said.
Sirens rose and fell in the distance. With a grunt, LeVar unbuckled Raven and lifted her out of the vehicle.
“Raven needs to get to the hospital,” Aguilar said as she helped LeVar.
Just then, Raven’s eyes opened. She peered at Lambert, Aguilar, and LeVar in confusion. “Where the hell am I?”
“Outside Kane Grove,” LeVar said, hauling her to his car. “Bourn drugged you inside Level 13.”
Raven touched her forehead. “Oh, shit. I should have known he’d try something like that.”
LeVar set Raven on the Chrysler’s passenger seat and buckled her in. The hospital was a ten-minute drive from Route 29.
But LeVar had a bigger problem on his hands. Bourn wasn’t carrying a peashooter. Those gunshots had sounded like cannon fire when they dug holes into the grille of Lambert’s cruiser.
Osmond Bourn was no ordinary contractor.
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The dashboard clock ticked past eleven when Chelsey pulled her Civic into the hospital parking lot. She found LeVar with Darren and Deputy Aguilar in a waiting room on the hospital’s second level. Chelsey’s eyes locked on LeVar’s as she hurried inside.
“She’s going to be fine,” LeVar said, pulling Chelsey into a hug.
Chelsey lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh, thank goodness.”
“The doctors hooked her to an IV. She’s tired but lucid.”
“Bourn shot at you?”
“Believe it. And that was no ordinary gun. Bourn fired .44-caliber ammo. If I was a betting man, I’d say he shot at us with a Titanium Gold Desert Eagle.”
Chelsey held the teenager at arm’s length. “I told you not to mess with Osmond Bourn. Why did Raven insist on luring him back to her motel room?”
LeVar raked fingers through his dreadlocks. “She wanted to close the case, Chelsey. With all the investigations we’ve taken on, Raven knew we needed to catch Bourn and move on.”
Chelsey’s shoulders sagged. “I never should have thrown so many cases at you.”
The teenager jammed his hands into his pockets and wandered to the window, where he stared out at the parking lot. “I’m sure you had your reasons.”
Chelsey pressed her hands against her eyes. What if Raven had died tonight? She’d caused this mess, and she was damn well going to fix it. The puzzle pieces fell into place. Osmond Bourn was her mystery caller, the man who’d disguised his voice and threatened her over the phone. Yes, Chelsey was over her head. But only because she didn’t know who she was dealing with. Chelsey yanked the phone out of her pocket and scrolled through her contacts.
LeVar eyed her from the window. “Who are you calling?”
“Rosemary Bourn. I’m putting the call on speaker so you can listen. What the hell did she get us into?”
Chelsey didn’t expect the woman to answer at this time of night, but Rosemary picked up on the first ring.
“Where’s your husband, Rosemary?”
“I told the police I haven’t seen Osmond since this morning. How should I know where he’s run off to?”
“Call your husband and tell him to turn himself in. Find him, Rosemary, before someone gets hurt.”
“Isn’t it your job to tell me where Osmond is? That’s why I hired you. He’s probably with some other woman and—”
“Osmond isn’t cheating on you.”
Silence.
“Rosemary?”
“What do you mean, he isn’t cheating on me? He must be. Where does he go in the middle of the night?”
Chelsey pinched the bridge of her nose. “Mrs. Bourn, you own a six-bedroom French Tudor on Riverwalk Drive. A bit extravagant for a one-income family, don’t you agree?”
“Osmond is the county’s most respected contractor.”
“Oh, he’s a contractor, all right,” LeVar said.
“Who’s speaking?”
“That’s LeVar Hopkins,” Chelsey said, “one of my investigators. Your husband shot at him tonight. Rosemary, you couldn’t even afford the taxes for that house on a contractor’s salary.”
“What are you implying?”
“This evening, my investigators tracked Osmond to a club in Syracuse called Level 13.”
“Probably so Osmond could dance with some young floozy.”
“You’re not listening. We believe the 315 Royals gang runs Level 13. Furthermore, my firm photographed Osmond at Coral Lake, meeting with a man named Hunter Dalbec. If I dig into Dalbec, something tells me you won’t like what I find.”
Rosemary hitched over the phone. “I’ve never heard of anyone named Hunter Dalbec.”
“Your husband works for the mob, Mrs. Bourn. He sneaks out while you’re asleep because he’s working for Dalbec.”
“No, no. This isn’t possible. We’re members at the Kane Grove Country Club, and Osmond is running for alderman. We have a perfect life, Ms. Byrd.”
“A perfect life neither of you can afford.” Chelsey glanced up when a short doctor with a black mustache appeared in the doorway. “I need to go. If you hear from Osmond, call the police and the sheriff’s department. You’ll get my bill on Monday.”
While Chelsey and LeVar listened in, the doctor told Darren they would release Raven by morning.
“She needs rest and fluids, but she’ll make a full recovery. I’ll allow you to see Ms. Hopkins, but you only get five minutes. After that, I want her resting.”
While Darren conferred with the doctor, Chelsey pulled LeVar aside. “I’m sorry for getting you into this mess. The firm is hanging by a thread. We’re almost bankrupt. That’s why I accepted so many investigations.”
LeVar leaned his back against the wall. “How is that possible? Business has been great for almost a year now.”
“It’s the tax increase. That, and my house hasn’t sold. I realize it’s not fair when my personal problems affect everybody, but that’s my reality. I need to sell my house by the end of next month, restructure our rates, and close as many cases as I can in the interim. If everything goes as planned, Wolf Lake Consulting might be viable by Halloween.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?”
“Because I didn’t want you to worry.” Chelsey waved her hands in the air. “Yeah, I made a terrible mistake. But you’re my friends and family. If anything happened to you tonight, I couldn’t live with myself.”
Aguilar returned to Chelsey and LeVar. After speaking into her radio, the deputy lifted her chin at Chelsey. “So the doctor thinks Bourn slipped Rohypnol into Raven’s drink.”
“A roofie. Standard date rape drug.”
“You figure he intended to rape Raven?”
Chelsey glanced at LeVar and shook her head. “This was personal. Bourn must have spotted us at a job site and figured we were investigating his mob ties. He drugged Raven so he could get her out of the club, kidnap her, and force us to back off.”
“Thomas said you received a threatening phone call at the office. That must have been Bourn.”
“Yes.”
LeVar exhaled. “What happens next?”
Aguilar set her hands on her hips. “You go home and get some rest.”
“I’m not leaving until the doctors finish with Raven.”
“I understand, but you’re no good for your sister if you’re too exhausted to think straight.” Aguilar moved her eyes between them. “Don’t get any bright ideas about revenge. Let us catch Bourn. There’s a BOLO out, and the entire county is searching for Bourn. It’s just a matter of time before we rein him in.”
LeVar folded his arms. “We’re not backing off until we catch Bourn. This time, I’m coming up with the plan.”
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Thomas Shepherd didn’t believe in fate. Yet he acknowledged the universe had dealt him a stroke of luck.
Five minutes ago, while he coordinated with Syracuse and Kane Grove police over the Osmond Bourn search, the Treman Mills school district had contacted him about career day. Because of a last second cancellation, there was an opening for a guest speaker at ten in the morning.
“You’re accepting the invitation?” Aguilar asked, curious why an introvert like Sheriff Shepherd wanted to speak to a few hundred students in a crowded auditorium.
“It’s an opportunity to poke around and ask questions about our victims.” Thomas straightened his hat. “Do I look okay?”
“Definitely. Not at all like fresh bait thrown into shark-infested waters.”
“It won’t be that bad, will it?”
“You remember how teens act.” She patted Thomas on the shoulder. “Stand tall and keep your chin up. And never let them see you sweat.”
During the drive to Treman Mills, Thomas checked on Chelsey at the office. She was alone today while LeVar took an exam for a summer class at the community college. Raven was home resting after the hospital released her.
“My team refuses to back off the case,” Chelsey said over the phone. “And I don’t blame them.”
“I contacted Agent Gardy at the FBI about Hunter Dalbec. He doesn’t investigate organized crime, but he put me in touch with an agent who does.”
“Did the FBI confirm Dalbec and Bourn have mob affiliations?”
“Dalbec appears clean on paper, but he’s been on FBI radar for several years. That confirms our suspicions about Bourn. Look, I can’t prevent Wolf Lake Consulting from tracking down a fugitive. But let us apprehend Bourn.”
“That’s a deal, Thomas. Just remember that it’s personal now. Bourn threatened me, drugged Raven, and shot at LeVar. A lot of people want a piece of that jackass.”
A grin worked across Thomas’s lips as he took the Treman Mills exit. God help Osmond Bourn if Wolf Lake Consulting caught him first.
Principal Victoria Guerrero welcomed Thomas outside the school auditorium. The woman wore a pantsuit and high heels. She walked faster than she talked, and Thomas could barely get a word in edgewise as she led him into the waiting room.
“You’ll go on after Mrs. Sennett’s discussion on developing apps for smart phones.”
Thomas swallowed. Teens practically lived for their phones. How could he follow that presentation?
His palms were clammy and his throat dry by the time he took the stage. A bright light shone in his eyes and caused him to squint. It was hard to see faces in the crowd with the spotlight aimed at him. After a few snickers, Thomas drew them in, opting not to discuss careers in law enforcement. Instead, he told stories, focusing on how they tracked suspects.
His fifteen minutes concluded in a blink of an eye. Guerrero met him at the exit, all smiles.
“You did wonderful, Sheriff. A rough start, but you righted the ship and commanded their attention. Nice work.”
Thomas glanced down the hallway. Four presenters awaited their turns, while several teachers mingled outside the staff room.
“If I could have a minute of your time, Principal Guerrero. I’m investigating the deaths of three Treman Mills alumni and would appreciate any background information you can provide about the students.”
Guerrero’s hands tugged at her shirt. “Three students dead? Why hadn’t I heard about this?”
“The students in question graduated from your high school a little over a decade ago.”
“Oh, then I’m afraid I can’t help you. I came from the Marcellus school district five years ago.”
Thomas deflated. He’d hoped Guerrero remembered enough about the victims to theorize why someone would kill them. After Guerrero clicked away and gave the next presenter a pep talk, Thomas interviewed the teachers in the hallway. They all had nothing but positive things to say about Tina Garraway, Wade Tenny, and Harding Little. Tenny and Little were great athletes. Garraway was the prettiest girl in school and so friendly to the underclassmen. Their comments raised red flags. It wasn’t possible for so many people to have only wonderful opinions of three popular teenagers from over a decade ago.
He was about to leave when a slender man with razor-burned cheeks eyed him from the staff room. The teacher appeared no older than thirty, and his forehead still held the hint of recent acne.
“You wish to speak with me?” Thomas asked.
The man glanced over Thomas’s shoulder at his coworkers. “Ty Kiermayer. I teach physics, and I’m a Treman Mills graduate. Garraway and Little were one year younger than me.”
“So you knew the victims.”
“I did. The teachers you spoke to taught Garraway, Little, and Tenny. But I went to school with those jerks. So I can tell you how they acted when the teachers weren’t watching.”
Thomas led Kiermayer away from the others. “How did they act?”
Kiermayer blew out a breath and snickered without mirth. “They were the biggest assholes in the school. Bullies, all three of them.”
“How bad are we talking? Like stealing lunch money and picking fights?”
“Worse than that. They ran the school, Sheriff. If you ended up on their bad side, they were ruthless. Little and Tenny would gang up on a kid half their size and beat the hell out of him. Their popularity gained them access to teachers and administration. Yeah, that doesn’t seem fair. But for whatever reason, the principals and teachers believed the lies Tenny and Little told them. Those two raised hell for four years, and neither of them spent a day in detention.”
“What about Tina Garraway?”
Kiermayer rolled his eyes.
“Nasty. You know, I actually felt bad for her once.”
“Why’s that?”
“Tina Garraway’s mother was a piece of work. Meanest woman in Treman Mills. No way I ever got close enough to Garraway to talk about her home life. She wouldn’t have been caught dead talking to a dweeb like me. But I’m certain the mental abuse played a role in who Garraway became. She made Tenny and Little seem like saints.”
Thomas reached into his pocket for a notepad. “Would anyone want revenge after all these years?”
“Sure, the entire school.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. None of them changed. I ran into Tenny and Little around town over the years. Same jerks they always were. You assume people grow up after graduation, but not everyone does. And I never bought Garraway’s act on the news. All those crocodile tears when tragedy struck. Leave it to Tina Garraway to build a reputation over people’s suffering.”
“So Garraway was a bully, too.”
“The worst. That girl started more fights than the rest of the school combined.”
“She ever hurt anyone?”
Kiermayer shrugged a shoulder. “Lots of bloody noses and hurt pride. I always knew when Tina was beating some poor girl up, because you’d see Tenny and Little circling around to watch, shooting warning glances at anyone who thought about intervening.”
“What about Georgia Sims? Was she friends with the others?”
Kiermayer peeked down the hallway and ensure nobody eavesdropped. He scratched his cheek. “Georgia was part of their exclusive group. But she wasn’t like them.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Georgia realized her friends had gone too far and tried to talk sense into them. She never let the popularity go to her head. The girl had a conscience. I wasn’t surprised when I read Georgia took a position at Ascend. She genuinely wants to help people.”
“Think hard, Mr. Kiermayer. Was there somebody Tenny, Little, and Garraway crossed who’d seek revenge eleven years later?”
“I’m certain the entire graduating class would have loved five minutes alone with any of them. But enough to kill?” Kiermayer shook his head. “I just don’t know.”
Two minutes later, Thomas concluded the impromptu interview and hurried to the parking lot.
As he started the engine, he glanced at the school. For many graduates, Treman Mills High provided cherished memories and feelings of nostalgia. But for one person, high school had been a prison, a private hell.
He needed to identify that person before the killer struck again.
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The evening crowd gathered inside Level 13 when Aguilar and Lambert stepped through the doorway. The deputies refused the bouncer’s demand for fifty dollars, instead flashing their badges. Moving away from the door, the bouncer pleaded that he didn’t want trouble.
A deejay worked the crowd from a stage along the far wall. Aguilar, wearing a faded jean jacket, blue jeans, and sneakers, muscled her way across the dance floor with Lambert trailing. Lambert also wore street clothes—khakis, sneakers, and a fashionable collared shirt. Aguilar’s partner appeared uncomfortable and out of his element inside Level 13, wound tighter than a cheap watch.
Aguilar glanced at the women near the bar. All eight wore alluring outfits—miniskirts with high heels and fishnet stockings. None appeared a day over twenty-one.
She tapped Lambert on the shoulder. “See those girls?”
“The hotties beside the bar?”
“Hookers.”
“You sure about that?”
Aguilar leaned toward Lambert’s ear to be heard over the clamor. “I recognize a few of the faces. Those are 315 Royals girls.”
Lambert scanned the crowd. “The Royals are here?”
“Possibly. Keep your eyes open.”
Aguilar squeezed between two men nursing bourbon glasses. One man ogled Aguilar before he spied Lambert. Then he pulled his buddy aside and gave the deputies room. A blonde woman with a gap between her two front teeth worked the bar, polishing a glass with a white cloth.
“Help ya?”
“I’d like to speak with the manager,” Aguilar said as Lambert dropped onto the neighboring stool.
“Oh, you must be Karen.”
“That’s funny. I like you.” Aguilar set her badge on the bar. “Who runs Level 13?”
The bartender swallowed and ran her eyes over the crowd. “Put that badge away. You want to start a riot or something?”
“Those girls,” Aguilar said, tilting her head at the hookers. “They hook for the 315 Royals. Three girls I recognize from Harmon, and they’re under twenty-one. Now, you can either lead me to the manager, or we can check IDs.”
A pinched expression formed on the bartender’s face. “Okay, okay. Keep your voices down. I’ll take you to Jesse. Just don’t start a fight. Some of our customers aren’t fans of law enforcement.”
The woman tossed the rag on the counter and motioned for a younger man with brown hair to take over at the bar. She led Aguilar and Lambert toward a staircase. Two men who looked like football players guarded the stairs. Aguilar lifted her gaze to the closed doors on the second level. Her body tingled, wondering what dangers lay hidden upstairs.
“Who are these guys?” a bearded bouncer asked the bartender.
“Let us through, Lou. They’re here to speak to Jesse.”
Lou and his partner glared bullets through Aguilar and Lambert. The two goons moved aside, and Lambert patted Lou on the shoulder.
“Having a fun time tonight, Lou?” Lambert grinned.
“The fun’s just starting, pig.”
Their shoes clomped up the staircase. Another bouncer glared at them from the end of the second-level corridor. A door opened, and a woman in her early twenties peeked her head through. She quickly shut the door and turned the lock, but not before Aguilar spied a man in bed, pulling the covers up to his navel.
“What kind of business are you running here?” Aguilar asked the bartender.
The woman clamped her lips together and knocked on the third door on the left.
“Come in,” a man’s voice said from behind the door.
Aguilar touched the weapon concealed beneath her jacket.
“These officers wish to speak with you, Mr. Fairbanks.”
Jesse’s eyes widened. He stuffed a folder inside his desk. Jesse Fairbanks, manager and owner of Level 13, had a dark, receding hairline and sausage-like fingers. The obese man sat behind his desk and swung his gaze from Aguilar to Lambert, before shooting the bartender a reproachful glare. The woman raised her hands and shook her head, signaling that the officers hadn’t given her a choice.
“Leave us alone,” Jesse said.
“Want me to send Lou upstairs?”
“Unnecessary. I’m certain we can clear up whatever concerns the officers have.”
Music poured inside the office when the bartender opened the door. After it shut, the walls continued to rattle from the bass. Aguilar stood with her body angled between the desk and the door, in case someone burst inside.
Jesse clasped his hands on the desk. “How may I help you, officers?”
“I’m Deputy Aguilar with the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department, and this is Deputy Lambert.”
“Sheriff’s Department? That’s a first. Local PD stops in from time to time, but never the sheriff’s department. What may I do for you?”
“We’re looking for a man named Osmond Bourn.”
Jesse’s eye twitched before he composed himself. “I’m afraid I don’t know that name.”
Lambert moved a step closer to the desk. “Don’t play dumb, Mr. Fairbanks. We have witnesses who placed Osmond Bourn inside your club on multiple occasions in the past week.”
Jesse smirked. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but Level 13 is packed with customers every night. I don’t know their names.”
“I’m positive you’re familiar with Mr. Bourn. He spends a lot of time on the second floor. Only VIPs pass the security check, am I right? By the way, what goes on upstairs?”
“Nothing. I have my office, and the other rooms are for VIPs who wish to escape the noise.”
“So they’re not having sex with the prostitutes who hang around the bar?”
“What prostitutes? I’m not running a brothel, deputy.”
“Strange that you have beds inside the VIP rooms. Do your customers require naps?”
Jesse straightened his collar. “Enough with the baseless accusations. Unless you have a warrant, I’ll have to ask you to leave.”
“Not until you tell us where to find Osmond Bourn,” Aguilar said.
“I told you, I’ve never met anyone named Osmond Bourn.”
“Bourn works for a mobster in Coral Lake named Hunter Dalbec, and those girls downstairs are prostitutes with the 315 Royals. I spied one half-naked with one of your VIPs. I could shut you down right now.”
“If those women are hookers, point them out. I’ll have my men toss them out of the club.”
“You’re dealing with a dangerous man, and that makes me wonder if you’re affiliated with Dalbec, too.”
“Nonsense. I’ve never heard the names Hunter Dalbec or Osmond Bourn. Go back to your station, deputies, and don’t return without a warrant.”
Sweat glistened over Jesse’s brow. He reached for a paper covered with financial figures.
“If that’s the way you want to play this,” Aguilar said as Jesse made a shooing motion with his hand. “You know, Lambert, I dig this club.”
Lambert grinned. “So do I.”
“I could get used to hanging out every night. What do you say we show up in full uniform tomorrow, hang out at the bar, and hobnob with the patrons?”
“Hell, yes.”
Jesse brushed the paper aside. “This is harassment.”
“It’s a free country,” Aguilar said. “I can visit any club I wish.”
Eyeing the door, Jesse wrung his hands together. “All right, all right. What do I need to do to stop you from visiting my club every night?”
Lambert crossed his arms. “Give us Osmond Bourn, and we’ll leave you alone.”
“Would you lock the door, deputy?”
Aguilar and Lambert shared a glance. Lambert placed his ear against the door before he threw the bolt.
The owner rubbed his eyes. “You’ve got it all wrong.”
“Then tell us the truth,” said Aguilar.
Suddenly, Jesse appeared twenty years older. His eyes hung with mental exhaustion. “I’m losing Level 13.”
“That’s impossible. With all those customers crowding the bar and dance floor, you must rake in big bucks.”
“Sure, if I kept my money.”
“What do you mean?”
“You need to promise to protect my family if I tell you the truth.”
“That can be arranged.”
Jesse sighed. “Six months ago, this big lug visited the club after hours and demanded I pay him ten percent to stay in business.”
“Osmond Bourn.”
“He claimed it was protection money,” Jesse said, making air quotes around protection money. “I asked him who I needed protection from, and he claimed the 315 Royals were moving in on my block and wanted the club. I told him to leave. Then the next night, one of my security guards ended up in the hospital with fractured ribs and internal bleeding. Said a bunch of guys he didn’t recognize jumped him in the parking lot after closing time.”
“You didn’t call the police?”
“Bourn threatened he’d go after my wife and kids if I did. So I paid the man. Then ten percent turned into fifteen, and fifteen into twenty. Turns out we had nothing to fear from the Royals, because the Royals work for Bourn and his boss. In exchange for Level 13 staying open, Bourn and the Royals run a prostitution ring inside the club. They keep the profits, and I keep my business. Those monsters guarding the stairs aren’t my guys. Bourn replaced my security with his goons. Now they run the show.”
“How often does Bourn collect his money?”
“Once per week.”
“When is the next payment due?” Lambert asked.
“Tomorrow night at ten o’clock.”
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The Wetlands Brewery off Route 7 was a long wooden structure with plenty of windows that let in natural light. Patrons filled every table inside the brewery. Servers bustled from one table to the next. Outdoor seating at picnic tables handled the spillover. The lawn offered spectacular views of the Nightshade River, and a food truck in the parking lot served sandwiches, lobster rolls, all-beef hot dogs, and chicken barbecue.
Chelsey exchanged messages with Brynn Ortega until she located the woman at a picnic table on the grass. Brynn seemed all bones beneath her jeans and T-shirt. She wore her blonde hair in a bun, and her eyes appeared two sizes too large for her face. The woman worked on a grilled vegetable sandwich and a side of fries as Chelsey arrived.
“Sorry I’m late,” Chelsey said, setting her bag on the bench. “I hope you didn’t have to wait long.”
“No problem. I just ordered.”
“What’s good?”
“The veggie sandwich rocks, but I recommend the lobster roll. They get a truckload from Maine every morning.”
A server with a mid-afternoon shadow on his cheeks took Chelsey’s order. She opted for the lobster roll and a fruit juice.
“So you want to talk about Georgia Sims?” Brynn said, eyeing Chelsey over her drink. “Gotta admit, I haven’t thought about Treman Mills High in a long time.”
“What do you remember about Georgia Sims?”
A smile formed in Brynn’s eyes. “I grew up down the street from Georgia. We were as thick as thieves during our younger days, what the kids today refer to as besties. Sleepovers, bike rides, giggling about cute boys. Stereotypical best friends.”
“Did you remain friends throughout high school?”
Brynn lowered her gaze to the table and set her sandwich down. “Georgia grew into her body at thirteen. Me, not so much. I’ve always been the scrawny, mousy type. Georgia discovered boys and forgot about me. Once middle school started, she rocketed up the totem pole and left me behind.”
“You mean she became popular.”
“Very. And she changed, too.”
“How so?”
Brynn brushed a stray hair off her forehead. “She stopped talking to anyone outside her circle of friends. For a while, she was a real snot, stuck on herself and in love with her newfound popularity. It hurt to lose Georgia’s friendship, but I wanted nothing to do with the people she hung out with. I lost touch with Georgia in high school. We’d see each other in the halls. Most of the time, she looked the other way, like knowing me embarrassed her. But she softened before graduation. She even waved to me a couple times.”
“Who did Georgia hang out with?”
“All the popular kids. But her closest friends were Tina Garraway, Harding Little, and Wade Tenny.”
And all three lay dead.
The server returned with Chelsey’s lobster roll. Chelsey waited until he departed before continuing.
“Did you stay in contact with Georgia after high school?”
“No. I left for college early and moved into student apartments that July. There was nothing for me in Treman Mills. I waitressed summers at a bar off campus. Never came home except to visit my family on odd weekends.” Brynn set her hands flat on the table and tossed her hair back. “But things eventually worked out between Georgia and me.”
“Oh?”
“At our ten-year reunion, yes. Wow, that was already a year ago. Georgia spent the night apologizing for the way she treated me. Which struck me as weird because she blew me off during high school, but I can’t honestly say she acted mean. She remembered how close we were before middle school, and that meant a lot. Georgia said she worked to turn her life around after high school.”
“So she’s making amends.”
“More than making amends. She became a person with a purpose. After she told me she worked at Ascend and counseled battered women, I almost cried. As beautiful as Georgia always was, she was more so inside. I’m proud of her.”
Chelsey finished her meal and wiped her mouth on a napkin. “Tell me about Georgia’s friends.”
“Ugh.” Brynn waved a hand through the air. “Georgia was best friends with Tina Garraway. I still can’t believe Tina died. And now the sheriff’s department is calling it a murder? Wonder who she pissed off.”
“I was hoping you might tell me. The same person who murdered Tina might want to hurt Georgia.”
“Are you sure? Georgia hadn’t contacted Tina in years. She told me at the reunion.”
“What about her other friends, Harding Little and Wade Tenny?”
“Two class-A jerks and the biggest bullies in the school. I can’t say anything nice about either. It’s crazy what happened to Harding Little. Did he really jog off a cliff and fall into a gorge? I never liked the guy, but I wouldn’t wish something like that on him.” Despite the sunny warmth, Brynn rubbed a chill off her arms. “So weird, Tina and Harding dying in less than a week.”
“And Wade Tenny.”
Brynn swallowed her drink down the wrong pipe and leaned over, coughing. “What? Wade died? Since when?”
“Treman Mills PD found Tenny dead in his kitchen. The rumor is someone might have poisoned him.”
As the after-lunch crowd thinned, Brynn searched the faces, as though she sensed eyes watching her. “That’s not a coincidence. Georgia was friends with all three. And you say someone is harassing Georgia?”
“There have been multiple break-ins at Georgia’s house. So far nobody has attacked Georgia, but the intruder killed her fish.”
“Oh, my God. She must be horrified. I wish there was something I could do to help.”
“There is. Brynn, think back to high school. Did Georgia’s friends make an enemy who might seek revenge years later?”
Brynn sat back in her chair, her face blank. “I can’t imagine anyone from school committing murder. But people change.”
“I know you said they bullied everyone in school. But was there one person in particular? Some boy they tortured worse than the others?”
The woman stared into the distance, remembering. Then her eyes lit, and she snapped her fingers.
“Do you remember someone?”
“Not a boy, but a girl.”
Chelsey clicked her pen and opened her notepad. “Who was it, Brynn?”
“Kendra Harmon. She was overweight and had a terrible stutter. Tina Garraway’s life mission was to make Kendra miserable. Tina chased Kendra and beat her up on multiple occasions.”
“Didn’t the school step in and suspend Tina?”
“Wade and Harding always backed up Tina’s stories. They had the principals in the palms of their hands. And poor Kendra probably never turned them in, figuring Tina would hurt her worse next time.”
“Whatever happened to Kendra?”
Brynn lifted a shoulder. “She fell off the edge of the world after high school. I haven’t heard Kendra’s name in over a decade.”
“She didn’t attend the reunion?”
“God, no. And can you blame her? She didn’t have a single friend in high school.”
Chelsey turned Kendra’s name over in her mind. Was Kendra the mystery stalker? Brynn’s description didn’t match the sexy redhead at Wade Tenny’s house.
As Chelsey pocketed her notepad, Brynn’s phone buzzed with a received message. “That’s my cousin. I need to drive her to the airport in two hours.”
“I won’t keep you.” Chelsey stood and shook the woman’s hand. “Thank you so much for coming.” Reaching into her wallet, Chelsey handed Brynn her card. “If you think of anything else, please call me.”
Brynn threw the bag strap over her shoulder. As the wind pulled dust from the parking lot, the woman’s face paled.
“Ms. Byrd?”
“Yes?”
“Am I in danger?”
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Squeezed between a pickup truck and a minivan, Kaylee watched from her car as the private investigator met with a strangely familiar woman.
“Brynn Ortega,” Kaylee whispered from the front seat of the Alpha Romeo. “I forgot you existed.”
Kaylee never harbored ill thoughts about Brynn. During high school, Brynn was the shy girl who played in the orchestra, hardly an ice queen like Tina Garraway. Brynn probably dealt with her share of bullying at Treman Mills High. Because of that, Kaylee once felt a kinship for Brynn.
But the bitch had turned on Kaylee and run straight to the PI to blab about the murders. Brynn might as well have knelt before Tina, Harding, Wade, and Georgia, and kissed their feet. The sellout.
Kaylee had a bigger problem now. The PI, Chelsey Byrd, was sleeping with Sheriff Shepherd. In a matter of moments, Byrd would call Shepherd. Then the truth would come out. They’d link the murders back to Kaylee.
She needed to leave the country. Yes, that idea might work. Thanks to Grandpa, she possessed enough money to purchase a plane ticket anywhere. The sheriff wouldn’t search for Kaylee in another country.
Kaylee’s fingers curled around the steering wheel and squeezed. She wanted them dead. All of them. The sheriff, the PI, Brynn Ortega, Georgia Sims, and everyone who stood in Kaylee’s way. At the picnic table, the two women rose and shook hands. The PI tossed her trash in the garbage can, while Brynn hustled through the grass as if she had somewhere important to go.
Someone would pay the price. Brynn deserved to have her throat slit for talking to the PI.
Then again, getting rid of Chelsey Byrd made sense. Kill the whore before she blabbed to the sheriff and ruined Kaylee’s plans.
Brynn climbed into her car and started the engine. Across the parking lot, Chelsey Byrd punched a number into her phone and slid behind the wheel of an orange Honda Civic. As Kaylee tapped her nails against the steering wheel, the two vehicles turned out of the lot, their drivers unaware of the cold-blooded killer hiding in the shadows.
Which one would Kaylee kill?
She twisted the key in the ignition and smiled when the Alpha Romeo rumbled to life. Kaylee pulled out of the parking space.
She made her choice.
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Chelsey pressed the phone to her ear and hustled up the steps to her home in Wolf Lake. Jutting out of the lawn near the sidewalk, the for-sale sign rocked in the wind. A fallen branch lay across the steps. Chelsey picked it up and tossed it into the grass.
“Brynn Ortega says the girl’s name is Kendra Harmon,” Chelsey told Thomas over the phone.
“That’s interesting because I’m thinking the person on the bedroom security camera is a woman. Kendra Harmon, you said?”
“Right.”
“I’ll throw her name into the computer and see what pops up.”
Chelsey fumbled with the key before she unlocked the door.
“You sound like you’re in a rush.”
“After I finished my interview with Brynn Ortega, a neighbor called and told me a woman knocked on my door and wanted to tour the house. Says she’s desperate to buy and wants to make an offer. Apparently, she’s stopping by in fifteen minutes. Who needs a real estate agency?”
“That’s terrific news.” Thomas hesitated as Chelsey stumbled into the entryway. “This woman wouldn’t be a beautiful redhead, right?”
“There you go, talking about hot redheads again. Tara says the woman had short black hair. So no, it’s not Wade Tenny’s mystery girlfriend.”
“Do me a favor and keep your eyes open. And call me as soon as you finish.”
“I will.”
Chelsey closed the door behind her. This was the first time she’d been inside the house in two weeks. The quiet hit like a hammer. She stood for a long time with her back against the door, her breathing shallow as her eyes traveled over the bare living room, the dining room, the shadowed staircase to the second level. Outside, a young boy shouted as he rode past on his bike.
Chelsey twirled the keyring around her finger and forced herself to move. If she didn’t, the next owner might find her frozen to the floor. Not wanting to spook the visitor, Chelsey tugged a windbreaker out of the closet and threw it on so the jacket covered the holstered gun.
In the kitchen, she spied what appeared to be black granules on the counter. Mouse droppings. Every house had a mouse problem. The little monsters always found a way inside. But mouse excrement would kill any hope of making a positive impression on the prospective buyer.
She ripped off a paper towel and ran it under the water. As she wiped the mess off the counter, the doorbell rang.
Chelsey searched for somewhere to toss the towel. There was a garbage can beneath the sink. She threw the paper towel into the can and cleaned her hands with soap and water. The bell rang again.
“Coming! Just a second.”
Drying her hands on her shirt, Chelsey rushed to the door, half-expecting Thomas’s alluring redhead to lunge through the entryway with a knife. Instead, she found a slender woman with short black hair that reminded Chelsey of someone. A singer? No, a character in a movie. The woman looked like Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction.
“Hi, you must be the woman who inquired about the house.”
“Kay Harper,” the woman said, offering her hand.
“Chelsey Byrd.”
“Your home is beautiful from the outside. The photos online don’t do it justice.”
Rolling her eyes, Chelsey held the door open for Kay. “That’s a long story. Come in and I’ll show you around.”
As they traveled from one room to the next, Kay listened with rapt attention, her hands clasped behind her back and a polite smile glued to her face.
“I just love the hardwood floors,” Kay said, admiring the dining room floor and not caring about the long scratches from when Chelsey moved the table by herself. “They have character.”
Chelsey opened the cabinets in the kitchen, then showed off the pantry. “You wouldn’t guess the kitchen has this much storage space, but it does.”
“Why on earth do you want to sell?”
Heat rose in Chelsey’s cheeks. “I’m consolidating. My boyfriend has a beautiful home by the lake.”
“He must be special.”
“What is it you do for a living, Ms. Harper? That is, if you don’t mind me asking.”
“Architecture,” the woman said, running her eyes over the ceiling and walls. “What about you, Ms. Byrd?”
“I own a firm in town.”
“A law firm?”
“A private investigation firm, actually.”
“How devilishly wonderful. You must have amazing stories. So, who are you investigating now?”
“Nobody but bad guys.”
“Aren’t there bad girls, too?”
Chelsey cleared her throat. “Would you like to see the upstairs?”
“Oh, yes. I can hardly wait.”
The purr in the woman’s voice gave Chelsey pause. Kay Harper seemed eccentric, but Chelsey brushed the oddness off. She’d sell her house to the devil himself if he wrote her a check.
Still, Chelsey felt uncomfortable with Kay hovering behind her on their way up the stairs. Close enough for the woman’s breath to warm the back of Chelsey’s neck.
“So the upstairs has three bedrooms. I converted one bedroom into a study. The neighborhood is quiet if you plan to work from home.” She pushed the bathroom door open. “You saw the half-bath off the kitchen. This is a full bath. The insert covering the tub is only four-years-old, and I replaced the sink last year.”
“How about the plumbing?”
“I changed out the pipes when they installed the bath insert.”
Their eyes locked in the mirror. Kay stared into the glass over Chelsey’s shoulder, and for a heartbeat, Chelsey swore the woman reached for something in her pocket and pulled back at the last second. A quiver moved through Chelsey’s body. She suddenly didn’t want Kay behind her.
“I hate to be rude,” Chelsey said, “but I have an appointment in an hour. If you’d prefer a thorough tour, contact my agent. I have her number.”
“No need. I’ve seen enough to decide.”
There was that twitch again: the woman’s hand dropping toward her pocket. Chelsey jumped when a car horn honked outside.
“Nervous, Ms. Byrd?”
“I had trouble sleeping last night.”
“Must be difficult being a private investigator, with so many dangerous people out there. Well, I’ll get out of your hair.”
Without another word, Kay strolled into the hallway. Chelsey didn’t like Kay wandering out of view. She brushed a reassuring hand over the weapon concealed beneath her jacket.
She turned the corner. And there was Kay, grinning with maniacal eyes.
“I so enjoyed meeting you, Chelsey Byrd.” A moment passed where neither woman spoke. Kay’s eyes fell to the bulge on Chelsey’s hip beneath the windbreaker. “So sorry we couldn’t chat longer.”
“You’ll contact my agent if you’re interested in the house?”
“I will. Ta-ta, Investigator Byrd.”
Chelsey followed Kay to the door. Her skin crawled as she observed the woman disappearing down the sidewalk. Where was her car?
Before Chelsey left for the station, she ensured she’d locked all the doors and windows. The last thing she wanted was the odd woman sneaking inside.
When she drove out of her driveway, there was no sign of Kay Harper.
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Chelsey repeated Brynn Ortega’s story after she arrived at the Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department. As Thomas scribbled notes, Deputy Aguilar searched for anyone in Nightshade County named Kendra Harmon. The search came up empty.
“I left a message on Georgia Sims’s phone,” Thomas said. “Doesn’t she work nights at Ascend?”
“Georgia works the swing shift. I’m curious if she remembers Kendra Harmon. Perhaps they ran into each other after high school.”
Thomas found the contact information for the Ascend battered women’s shelter and placed a call. The security guard confirmed Georgia Sims was safe inside the building and counseling one of the women.
Behind them, Aguilar blew out a frustrated breath. “There’s nobody named Kendra Harmon in Nightshade County. I got two hits in New York State, but one is an eighty-three-year-old woman and the other a fourteen-year-old girl.”
Thomas typed the name into Google and couldn’t find a match in Nightshade County. “We might be on a wild goose chase. Kendra Harmon was a bullying victim, but that’s all we have.”
“But you’re convinced the person on the security camera is a woman,” Chelsey said. “Do we have a photograph of Kendra Harmon from high school?”
Aguilar’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “Should be easy to find. We already have the link to the online yearbook, thanks to Scout Mourning.”
They gathered around Aguilar’s terminal as she scrolled through Georgia Sims’s graduating class.
“Go back a page,” Thomas said, leaning over Aguilar’s shoulder. “I think we missed her.”
Aguilar clicked the mouse. A dozen color photographs filled the screen. Kendra Harmon’s picture lay in the center.
The deputy shook her head. “This is no good. Kendra Martin has straight black hair. She must weigh one-hundred-sixty pounds in this photo. The woman who visited Wade Tenny was described as lean.”
“And she had red hair,” Thomas added. “Maybe this isn’t our stalker.”
Aguilar zoomed in on the picture. A chill rippled through Chelsey. There was something about Kendra’s eyes.
“You all right?” Thomas asked.
Chelsey swallowed. “You said Georgia Sims made it to work?”
“Security confirmed she did. What’s on your mind?”
Chelsey slid into a chair and furrowed her brow. “Kendra Harmon went through hell during her teenage years. Bullied, harassed. If we assume she’s our killer, she must have had a mental breakdown after graduation.”
“A fair assumption. What are you getting at?”
“Somebody in Kendra’s position would go to extremes to turn her life around before she sought revenge on her tormentors. What if Kendra Harmon changed everything about herself after school? Like she shed the fat, colored her hair, and became a new person.”
Aguilar spun in her chair and pointed at Chelsey. “Not just a new person, but a new identity.”
“A name change,” Thomas said.
Aguilar called up another database. After a minute of typing, she angled the monitor to face Thomas and Chelsey. “Kendra Harmon legally changed her name to Kaylee Holmes.”
“Where is Kaylee Holmes now?”
The deputy scanned the screen. “Twelve Orchard Street in Kane Grove.”
“That’s a short drive to Treman Mills and Barton Falls.”
Aguilar pulled up the driver’s license photograph for Kaylee Holmes. Chelsey froze and covered her mouth. Now she knew why the girl’s eyes had affected her in the high school photograph.
“I think I just met Kaylee Holmes,” Chelsey said.
Thomas touched her shoulder. “When?”
“The woman who visited my house. That was her. Either she changed her hairstyle again, or she wore a wig. But I’m positive it was Kaylee Holmes.” The realization that she’d invited a murderer into her home took Chelsey’s breath away. “My business card.”
“What about it?”
“Georgia Sims left my card beside her bed the night she reported the intruder. Kaylee must have read the card and realized Georgia had hired me to catch her stalker.”
Thomas dialed Kane Grove PD and alerted them about Kaylee Holmes. After a brief discussion, the detective agreed to wait until Thomas arrived before visiting Kaylee’s house.
“Call Raven and make sure she knows what’s going on. Does anyone know where LeVar is?”
“Searching for Osmond Bourn.”
Thomas set his chin on his fist. “Bourn is supposed to visit Jesse Fairbanks at Level 13 tonight.”
“I want that collar,” Aguilar said. “Send me in with Lambert and a handful of local PD in plainclothes, and we’ll take Bourn down.”
“He’s yours.” Thomas turned to Chelsey. “I’ll want someone to dust your home for prints. Did she touch anything? The doorknob, kitchen counter, a chair?”
“Not that I recall,” Chelsey said.
“Kaylee Holmes targeted you. That means you’re in danger. Call Darren and have him meet you at Naomi and Scout’s house.”
“Why there?”
“Because I don’t want anyone alone until we find Kaylee Holmes.”
“Georgia Sims is my responsibility.”
“You found Georgia’s stalker. Let me take it from here.”
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The sun was one hour from setting when Thomas pulled into the Kane Grove PD parking lot. He met Detective Presley in the lobby. Tall and thin, Presley wore her almond hair in an angled bob. She dressed in a charcoal pantsuit and moved with determined efficiency as she crossed the hallway to greet him.
“Seems we’re always meeting under less-than-ideal circumstances,” Presley said, offering her hand as an officer moved to her side.
“Good to see you again, Detective.”
“You remember Officer Stanton from the Gardner Raimi investigation?”
“I do,” Thomas said, touching the tip of his hat.
Gardner Raimi had murdered two people in Barton Falls before Thomas and Detective Presley stopped the teenager.
“Brief me on Kaylee Holmes while we walk.”
As Presley took long strides through the doorway, Thomas gave Presley the background story on Kaylee Holmes.
Presley scowled. “Why do kids treat each other so badly? It’s criminal. What else?”
“Holmes quit her job last week. Interesting because she purchased a red Alpha Romeo and paid cash.”
Stanton whistled. “Those don’t come cheap. How is it she quit her job and still had enough money to buy a high-end vehicle?”
“My lead deputy dug a little deeper and discovered Holmes inherited a large sum of money from her grandfather. The grandfather’s death might be the trigger that set her off.”
“Three classmates dead, and a fourth has a stalker,” said Presley, removing the keys from her pocket.
“Classic escalation.”
“I couldn’t get a search warrant.”
“That’s not a problem. All we’re doing is driving out to Kaylee Holmes’s place to ask a few questions.” Thomas tapped the top of his cruiser. “I’ll follow you out to the house.”
“Let’s hope she’s home.”
Presley and Stanton climbed into a Kane Grove PD cruiser and turned out of the parking lot. Thomas followed. His body tensed as they hit every red light in downtown Kane Grove. It seemed the fates wished to delay his encounter with the suspected murderer.
A blood-red stripe marked where the sun had vanished below the horizon. Darkness clawed down from the trees, and shadows claimed the land with each passing second. As Thomas waited for the light to turn, a pickup truck pulled behind him with its brights on. Thomas squinted into the mirror and caught his reflection. He hoped he wouldn’t need to fire his weapon, that the night would have a peaceful conclusion, with Tina Garraway’s murderer behind bars. Experience had taught him to expect otherwise.
The traffic light turned green, and Thomas followed Presley’s cruiser through the intersection, past the car dealership on the corner with the patriotic-colored pennants waving in the breeze, beyond an outlet mall clogged with shoppers, into the suburbs. The police band radio crackled with activity. Something was going on in Kane Grove, but the voices spoke over each other and drowned out the relevant information. He glanced at the GPS. Kaylee Holmes’s neighborhood lay six blocks to the north.
Presley turned down a tree-lined avenue with McMansions sprouting out of the earth. The streetlights flickered on, as if night announced its presence through magic and sleight of hand. They passed another block, and a charcoal scent drifted into the cruiser. He chalked it up to a bonfire somewhere nearby.
Two blocks from Orchard Street, the vengeful spirit of an emergency siren screamed over Kane Grove. Synapses fired in Thomas’s head and made spurious connections between the sounds and scents in the coming night. And that’s when the truth slammed Thomas and sent his pulse into overdrive.
Presley’s brake lights flared as the cruiser came to an abrupt stop. A black Jeep blocked the road.
“Why are we stopping?” Thomas asked over the radio.
“Hold on.” Presley’s voice.
Thomas threw the cruiser into park as Detective Presley stepped out of the vehicle with Stanton alongside. A bearded man in a Mets cap leaned against the Jeep. He held his own radio and kept gesturing at an invisible location in the distance, arms waving with animation.
With a huff, Presley whirled and strode back to Thomas’s cruiser. He was already out of the vehicle and waiting for Presley to give him the ugly news.
“The fire department closed the road, and my radio is going ballistic. Apparently, there’s a raging house fire two blocks to the north.”
“It’s Kaylee Holmes’s house.”
“We don’t know that for sure.”
“Yes, we do. Get us there.”
Presley gave him a grim nod.
The detective yanked the cruiser down Morgan Lane. A red and blue light twirled atop Presley’s vehicle as Thomas rode the cruiser’s bumper. Two more turns, and they arrived on the far end of Orchard Avenue before the fire police could set up roadblocks. Someone shouted and waved a cautionary arm as the two cruisers sped past. Thomas’s lights and siren added to the mayhem. Smoke thickened the farther they progressed, as looky-loos gathered in yards, pointing and gawking. Thomas tapped the brakes, afraid someone would wander into the road to snap a photograph.
He heard the explosion before he saw the flames. Thomas instinctively ducked.
A memory bubbled to the surface. Thomas standing on the front lawn of a gang house in Los Angeles. Music thumping as a vehicle turned the corner. Someone shouting, “Gun!” before the bodies hit the lawn and the bullet tore into his back.
Thomas pulled his cruiser to the curb as a firetruck passed him on the left. Then he jumped out of the vehicle and watched from the front lawn of a sea-green Cape Cod, with Presley and Stanton beside him. An inferno engulfed Kaylee Holmes’s house. Another explosion shot sparks into the night sky, bathing the officers in heat, illuminating their faces, as though they witnessed the devil’s fireworks.
Now a smoke plume curled above their heads like the tongue of a hunting dragon. A wall collapsed with a whump of flames and thunder, the heat driving them back, the fire reflecting off the red Alpha Romeo parked curbside.
One thing was certain. No one inside could have survived.
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Before Chelsey drove back to the lake to watch over Naomi and Scout, she stopped by the abused women’s center and checked on Georgia Sims. The woman seemed torn in multiple directions, her hair mussed and her eyes rimmed with black circles.
“Sorry it’s so crazy here tonight,” Georgia said from behind her desk. “There was an incident in the parking lot. A spouse showed up drunk and demanded to see his wife. Security had to call the police to calm him down.” She wiped a hand across her cheek and gave Chelsey an incredulous stare. “Are you certain my stalker is Kendra Harmon? She was so gentle during school. I can’t picture Kendra hurting anyone.”
“She’s a different person now, Georgia. Different name and appearance. She showed up at my house, posing as a prospective buyer. I’m certain she got my name from the business card on your nightstand.” Chelsey loaded Kaylee’s driver’s license photo on her phone. “This is what she looks like now.”
“Kaylee Holmes,” Georgia said, shaking her head. “She looks so different. I’d never believe that was Kendra.”
“You’re the last person on her target list. First Harding, then Tina and Wade.”
“But I never bullied Kendra. I screamed at Tina over how she treated that poor girl. The bullying almost destroyed our friendship.”
“Almost,” Chelsey emphasized. “Your friendship survived, and Kendra sees you as the enemy.”
“I’ve spent my adult life atoning for the way I treated people when I was young and naïve. There are so many things I regret, so many mistakes I made. If I had it all to do over again, I would defend Kendra and ensure nobody hurt her.”
Chelsey’s phone hummed. She read a text from Thomas and held her breath. Kaylee Holmes’s house was burning to the ground in Kane Grove.
Georgia interpreted the shock on Chelsey’s face. “Did something happen? Does this have to do with Kendra?”
“I have to go, Georgia. After your shift ends, a sheriff’s deputy will follow you home.”
“Yes, I received a call from the sheriff’s department an hour ago.”
“Contact me if anything changes.”
Though dozens of women and a security team surrounded Georgia, Chelsey couldn’t shake the creeping sensation that she’d abandoned her client. Darkness pressed on the Honda Civic as she followed the highway back to Wolf Lake. Whenever headlights appeared in her mirror, she scrutinized the vehicle, wary of a red Alpha Romeo storming out of the darkness. But that made no sense. According to Kane Grove PD, flames engulfed Kaylee’s house, and the Alpha Romeo sat on the road three houses down. The evidence suggested Kaylee had been inside when the fire began. No one made it out alive.
Why hadn’t Kaylee parked her new car in the driveway?
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Dressed in blue jeans and casual attire, Aguilar and Lambert watched from an unmarked car as two officers in plainclothes entered Level 13. As it had in recent nights, the crowd of people hoping to get inside stretched around the corner.
“Do you trust Fairbanks?”
Aguilar glanced at Lambert. “I trust nobody. For all we know, that story about protection money is bullshit.”
“He seemed frightened when Bourn’s name came up.”
“If Fairbanks is telling the truth, Bourn should arrive in . . .” Aguilar checked the time. “Sixty minutes.”
Their radios buzzed with the voices of emergency workers.
“Everything seems to be happening a bit too perfectly tonight,” Lambert said, leaning his elbow on the windowsill. “Thomas identifies Georgia Sims’s stalker. Then Kaylee Holmes’s house burns down with her car parked outside.”
“You don’t think she’s dead?”
Lambert shrugged. “I’m not sure how to take the news.”
Aguilar’s head popped up when a familiar figure approached along the sidewalk, with his head lowered and his hands buried inside his pockets. When Aguilar fell quiet, Lambert followed her gaze.
“Isn’t that—”
“LeVar Hopkins,” Aguilar said, popping out of the car. “And it looks like he’s ready for a war.”
Lambert and Aguilar dodged traffic and rushed down the sidewalk. Aguilar shot glances over her shoulder to ensure nobody recognized their faces.
“What the hell are you doing, LeVar? We told you to stay out of this.”
The teenager lifted his chin. “That’s not how it’s going down tonight. Osmond Bourn started the fight, and I intend to finish it.”
“It’s a suicide mission. I won’t allow you to walk into gang territory. There are people in that club who will shoot you on sight.”
“Not worried about that, Aguilar.”
Lambert set a hand on LeVar’s shoulder, then removed it when LeVar sent him a warning glare. “Easy, my friend. We’ll have four undercover officers inside Level 13 when Bourn shows his face. He’s not getting away.”
LeVar worked his jaw back and forth. He was a lit fuse.
“You’re not going in there,” Aguilar said, straightening her shoulders. “Use your head. You’re unarmed and you’re a target. The second you walk through those doors, everyone will recognize you. Someone will tip off Bourn, and he’ll drive off.”
“Listen to Aguilar,” Lambert said, blocking the sidewalk. “You’re talented, LeVar. If New York State allowed it, Chelsey would hire you immediately. With your smarts, you’ll have a world of opportunities in front of you after graduation. Local PD, the sheriff’s department. Hell, even the FBI. Don’t blow it over revenge.”
A touch of heat fled LeVar’s eyes.
Aguilar touched the boy’s arm. “Think of the people who put their reputations on the line for you. How would it look for Thomas, if you busted down the door to Level 13 and started a full-scale riot?”
Folding his arms, LeVar said, “I can’t stand aside while you go after Bourn.”
“Then don’t. Hey, we can use an extra set of eyes outside the club.” When LeVar shook his head, Aguilar turned his chin to face her. “I mean it. We have multiple blocks to cover, and Bourn won’t park across the street with so many people searching for him.”
“So you want me to roam the streets until I find him.”
“Or spot his SUV, sure. We aren’t blowing you off, LeVar. We need your help.”
LeVar bit his lip and stared over Lambert’s shoulder toward Level 13. “Aight, we got a deal.”
“You have your radio?”
The teenager patted his pocket.
“Good. If you spot Bourn, let us know.”
“Only if you keep me in the loop. If Bourn walks through those doors, I don’t want to hear about it on the eleven o’clock news.”
“I’ll keep you in the loop. But you aren’t to enter Level 13. Agreed?”
“Sure, whatever.”
The boy turned on his heels and strolled away. Ice formed in Aguilar’s chest. Though she trusted LeVar and considered the teen a friend, she hadn’t forgotten he was the most-feared member of the Harmon Kings gang a little over a year ago.
“I hope he keeps his promise,” Lambert said as the boy turned the corner.
“If he doesn’t, this operation will blow up in our faces.”
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Ash and smoke stained the air as Thomas sipped from a thermos beside Presley and Stanton. The fire department hadn’t put out the inferno so much as the structure had collapsed and burned itself out. The emergency workers focused their hoses on neighboring roofs and walls, intent on confining the fire. Kaylee Holmes’s house was a total loss, nothing but embers and the blackened remains of a home that had stood for seventy-five years.
A firefighter directed water over the wreckage. Embers popped, sizzled, and shot six feet into the air when the water touched them. The fire marshal, an imposing figure with a bald head, walked back to Thomas and his cohorts. Soot blackened his face except where the protective goggles kept his skin clean. The effect made his eyes appear like saucers.
“I can’t spend more than a minute in that mess without retreating. Too damn hot. We could use a cold rain right about now, but that’s not in the offering.”
Thomas gestured at the charcoaled wreckage. “Any idea how it started?”
“Arson, without question. The house went up so fast, there must have been accelerant involved.”
“Gasoline?” Presley asked.
“It burned so hot, my guess is acetone. Acetone has an ignition temperature of almost nine-hundred degrees, and judging by the wreckage, I’d say the fire was damn close to that temperature when it started.”
Thomas’s radio crackled. He ignored it. “How soon before you know if anyone was in the house?”
“Like I said, I’m retreating as soon as I wade inside. We’re doing our best, but it might be morning before we know for sure.” A shout brought the fire marshal’s head around. “Or not. Give me a second.”
The marshal hurried back to the smoldering wreckage. Another firefighter, picking through the remains, aimed a light into what might have been the living room. He stepped away, driven back by the heat. Thomas stepped off the curb and wandered closer. He could see what appeared to be a body amid the ruins. More shouting, then the firefighters began yanking debris aside and digging the corpse out.
“Kaylee Holmes,” Presley said beside Thomas.
He shared a glance with Stanton. The officer issued a noncommittal grunt. After five minutes of work, the fire marshal returned to Thomas and pushed his goggles above his head.
“It’s a woman,” he said, out of breath. “She’s burned beyond recognition, but she has a lean build.”
“That matches Kaylee Holmes’s description,” Thomas said.
Until the medical examiner brought the body back to the lab, the woman would remain unidentified. Thomas wondered how Virgil and Claire would identify the victim. Dental records, perhaps. There was little else to go on.
When the marshal rejoined the firefighters, Presley rubbed the smoke out of her eyes. “It appears the Kaylee Holmes saga has ended.”
Thomas scratched his chin. “I’m not so sure.”
“The woman’s build fits the description, and it was the only body in the house. Plus, her Alpha Romeo is parked beside the curb.”
Thomas turned toward the car. The moon reflected in the windshield.
“Why didn’t she park in the driveway? She just dropped a hefty sum of cash on the Alpha Romeo, and her driveway is empty. If I owned a car like that, I’d worry about a neighbor driving down the street and clipping the bumper, or a couple kids tossing a baseball around and denting the exterior.”
“If Kaylee Holmes is our killer, and the evidence suggests she is, she’s too disturbed to worry about a new car.”
“The marshal thinks it was arson. If that’s her body, we’re assuming she committed suicide. Does that make sense?”
Stanton nodded. “It fits. Maybe she was overwhelmed with guilt after murdering three of her classmates. Holmes would have to be unstable as hell to kill over something that happened eleven years ago.”
Thomas had to admit the odds leaned toward Kaylee Holmes lying dead among the wreckage. After killing three people who’d tormented her during their teenage years, she crumbled under the grief and committed suicide.
But something about the car in the street bothered Thomas. He couldn’t say why, only that there was a missing puzzle piece on the board. Thomas checked the time.
“Georgia Sims gets off work soon. I’ll drive to Ascend and follow her back to her house.”
“You don’t think Kaylee is still out there, do you?” Presley asked. “If that’s not her, why is her car parked on the street, and who is the woman inside the house?”
Lacking an answer, Thomas shook his head.
“Call me if the crew finds anything new.”
Thomas slid behind the wheel and started the engine.
Until the medical examiner identified Kaylee Holmes, Georgia Sims wasn’t safe.
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Five minutes after ten. Still no sign of Osmond Bourn.
Aguilar hung out near the back wall of the club as Lambert monitored the staircase from beside the stage. Across the floor, two plainclothes officers stared bullets at the entryway. Maybe Bourn wasn’t coming. The media had picked up on the shooting. With Bourn’s face plastered on every news channel between Syracuse and Rochester, he’d probably decided returning to Level 13 carried too much risk. He’d send another thug to collect his money.
Though Bourn was late to the party, experience taught Aguilar to remain alert. If the mobster appeared, they’d only have seconds to disarm the man before he began shooting. A woman covered with glitter brushed against Aguilar and knocked her against the wall. After issuing a drunken apology, the dancer stumbled to her partner, a twenty-something male wearing a backward baseball cap.
Aguilar took a calming breath and scanned the crowd. An imposing middle-aged male crossed the dance floor. The throng parted and gave the man room as he strode toward the stairs. Aguilar glanced toward Lambert, but couldn’t see her partner over the dancers. She lifted the radio.
“Possible Bourn sighting at your six o’clock.”
Lambert radioed back as Aguilar spied her fellow deputy angling sideways through the crowd to cut off the suspect. The lights hit the man’s face. It wasn’t Bourn.
Aguilar huffed. “False alarm. It’s a security guard out of uniform.”
Now Bourn was twenty minutes late. Fairbanks had told them ten o’clock sharp. Aguilar glared up the staircase toward the closed doors on the second level. Too many shadows upstairs. If Bourn was already on the second level, she couldn’t see him.
“Our target isn’t coming,” a local officer named Cunningham said over the radio.
Aguilar didn’t argue with the man. If Bourn had any sense, he’d head into Mexico or jet to another continent.
“Give Bourn a little longer. He’s a wanted man, and chances are he’s watching the club to ensure it’s safe to collect his money.”
The officer didn’t reply, but Aguilar spotted him scowling beside the wall. The music gave her a headache, and the strobe lights and lasers didn’t help. To Aguilar, every song sounded the same—a thick beat, then a buildup, followed by a heavy drop that sent the dancers into a frenzy. She chided herself for growing old and losing touch with music trends.
Cunningham was right. Bourn wasn’t coming tonight. She gazed across the crowd one more time, then studied the darkened landing above the dance floor. All those closed doors. No movement since they’d arrived. Two goons guarded the stairs.
As the bass overwhelmed Aguilar’s senses, her radio buzzed with activity. She searched for a quiet area, as if such a thing existed inside Level 13. Aguilar hurried toward the bar and pressed the radio to her ear, her free hand covering her other ear to block out the pounding beat.
“Repeat,” she said into the radio.
“I found Bourn’s SUV.”
That was LeVar’s voice.
“Where?”
“Two blocks south of the club on Robinson Street inside a parking garage.”
Aguilar knew the garage’s location. Downtown shoppers used the garage during the daylight hours. Most stores closed at nine o’clock, which meant the parking garage saw little in the way of traffic after night fell.
“Do you see Bourn?”
“Negative. I’m cutting through the alley between Robinson and State. That’s the best route to the club, if you want to avoid attention.”
“If you spot Bourn, don’t engage him. Are we clear, LeVar?”
“One hundred percent.”
She doubted LeVar was clear about anything. The teenager wanted to avenge his sister, and Aguilar didn’t blame him. She worried about the teenager. LeVar was as tough as they came, but Bourn was a grown adult who worked for the mob. And if LeVar was correct, Bourn carried a .44-caliber Titanium Gold Desert Eagle.
“You copy that?” Aguilar asked Lambert over the radio.
“Copied.”
The two officers acknowledged they’d heard, too.
Aguilar felt as if someone dumped a bucket of ice water over her head. Her senses came alive, her vision honed and searching the club now that LeVar had spotted Bourn’s SUV.
But it was Lambert who noticed the mobster first.
“Shit,” Lambert said. “He’s heading for the stairs. Bastard must have come in through the window in the women’s restroom.”
Aguilar shoved between two drunk men arguing over a spilled drink. She was aware of bourbon splashing across her cheek. Bourn strode at the two guards beside the stairs. They moved aside for him.
The mobster took one step up the staircase and paused. His head turned, and his eyes locked on Aguilar as she weaved among the dancers. Somehow, he knew she was a cop.
The warning shout left her lips. Bourn reached out with one muscular arm and hauled a stunned male in front of him. Lambert and the two officers converged on Bourn and stopped in their tracks. Bourn held the barrel against the hostage’s head. The man didn’t look a day over twenty-one, his shirt soaked with sweat, eyes full moons of terror as Bourn snaked his free arm around the man’s neck.
Screams rang out through the club. Dozens of people raced for the exit as the music shut off. Now only frightened shrieks filled the room, people colliding and shoving each other aside in a desperate race for cover or escape.
“Drop your weapons, or I’ll blow this guy’s head all over the wall.” Bourn locked eyes with Cunningham. “I’m talking to you, pig.”
Cunningham shared a glance with his partner. After a moment of consideration, they set their weapons on the floor.
“You, too—”
Bourn stared toward the spot on the floor where Aguilar had been. She’d slipped between two men pushing toward the front door. The gangster glanced around the club, searching for the deputy.
A glass shattered. A man tossed a barstool against the wall and hoisted a shattered leg to use as a weapon, as though it would help him against a gun-wielding gangster.
Bourn spat and whispered into the hostage’s ear. The captured man hyperventilated in the mobster’s grip.
Aguilar edged closer, sticking to the shadows as beams of light flicked over her head. Bourn walked the hostage toward the corridor, keeping his victim between him and the two officers. Aguilar lost her angle on Bourn. Cursing, she checked on a fallen teenage girl who never should have made it past the door. The girl clutched her ankle and cried as the stampede moved past, heedless of her. By the time Aguilar pulled the girl to safety, Bourn tossed the hostage against the wall and ran for the exit.
The crowd rushed in front of Aguilar before she could pursue the mobster. The door flew open. She glimpsed a moonlit street and a car rushing past. Then the door swung shut.
Lambert struggled through the crowd to reach Aguilar. They checked on the two officers as they retrieved their weapons.
Aguilar radioed for backup. Bourn was getting away.
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LeVar stood in the alleyway, with his back against the wall, the bricks still bleeding heat from the departed sun. Above his head, a vent blew the scent of Chinese food into the alley. A dumpster stood across the way, and discarded cardboard boxes accumulated beside the trash container.
Raised voices over the radio told him all hell was breaking loose inside Level 13. Then Aguilar’s voice announced Bourn had taken a hostage. As LeVar turned the corner, the club emptied, people spilling into the streets and shouting for the police, some warning others to take cover. It was pure mayhem. A man built like a football player shoved a girl half his size and knocked her into the street. Tires squealed as a driver swerved to avoid thundering over the girl. She climbed to her feet, knees and palms leaking blood, sheer terror on her face.
LeVar caught the girl when she stumbled.
“Get out of here,” she said. “There’s a nut case inside with a gun. Where the hell are the police when you need them?”
He wanted to tell her they were already inside, with more on the way, but she took off running and joined the herd streaming down the sidewalk. LeVar dodged more people flooding into the street. He felt as if he waded upstream against ripping currents. As he fought his way toward the club, the door shot open and whipped against the wall. Osmond Bourn burst onto the sidewalk and glanced around. LeVar ducked into a storefront before the mobster recognized him.
LeVar breathed. Patient. Bourn needed to run in LeVar’s direction to reach his SUV.
The teenager crouched and waited. His body tingled with a mixture of anger and spiking adrenaline as footfalls raced down the sidewalk.
From the dark corner of the storefront, LeVar watched Bourn approach. The man wore a smug grin. He’d escaped the cops, and soon he’d merge with the crowd and blend in. LeVar killed the radio, not wanting to give himself away. But now he couldn’t hear Aguilar and Lambert. Were they hurt? Had Bourn shot them?
The footsteps pounded down the concrete, closer now. LeVar smiled. The mobster had no idea what awaited him.
Bourn’s eyes widened when LeVar lunged out of hiding and drove the mobster against the sidewalk. The man’s teeth clicked together as his head bounced off the pavement. Before Bourn reacted, LeVar swung and knocked his foe’s jaw sideways. Blood spurted from the man’s mouth and wet the concrete. LeVar bashed him again when Bourn reached for the monstrous gun on his hip. The two battled for control of the weapon. LeVar was faster and stronger. He ripped the gun away and smashed it against the man’s temple.
Bourn’s eyes crossed. “Who the hell are you?”
“Not a pretend gangster like you. I’m the real deal, Holmes. And this is for my sister.”
LeVar leapt and kicked Bourn’s chin, snapping the man’s head back. Bourn flopped around on the sidewalk as a crowd gathered. Most had fled the club and recognized the man who’d pulled a gun on the dance floor. They cheered LeVar to destroy Bourn, to knock the man into next week.
When LeVar reached back for another punch, Lambert shouted behind him. Two officers in plainclothes converged on Bourn, one shoving the mobster’s face against the sidewalk as his partner wrestled Bourn’s arms behind his back. Aguilar grabbed LeVar and pulled him away. Instinctively, LeVar raised his arms. The gun dropped from his hand, bounced off the pavement, and came to rest.
“Easy, LeVar. It’s me. It’s Aguilar.”
The fury left LeVar’s body. LeVar wasn’t sure how far he would have gone had Aguilar not intervened. On the sidewalk, the officers read Bourn his rights.
“You don’t gotta hold on,” LeVar said. “I’m not gonna kill the guy. He’s not worth it.”
Aguilar released LeVar, and a female shouted from the crowd. “That kid caught the shooter. He kicked his ass big time.”
LeVar turned his head and recognized the girl he’d saved from the stampede. Someone clapped, and more joined in. Before LeVar knew it, the crowd was cheering for him as if he’d hit a home run to win the World Series.
“Looks like you’ve got your own fan club,” Lambert said, stepping past LeVar with a wide grin on his face.
While Lambert ensured the officers had Bourn under control, Aguilar set a hand on LeVar’s chest. “He would have gotten away if it weren’t for you. You deserve those cheers. Word to the wise, brother. You need to be twenty-five to be a private investigator in New York, but you’re only three months shy of the deputy requirement.”
LeVar stared at Aguilar. “I wouldn’t have a shot at a deputy position. Not with my background.”
“Under another sheriff, you wouldn’t. But Thomas knows you, and we’ll put in a good word.”
The teenager shuffled his feet. “You’re serious.”
“Ever know me not to be?”
LeVar ran his eyes over the crowd. People aimed their phones at him. He was probably trending on social media.
Aguilar held his gaze. “Don’t wait too long. Your stock is pretty damn high right now. It’s time to cash in.”





50

Georgia Sims hid inside the restroom and cried in front of the mirror. An hour ago, Eleanor had met with her husband, intent on patching up their failed marriage. The reunion broke down with the spouse screaming at Eleanor in their car. The bastard grabbed her hair when she scrambled out through the passenger door, and somehow she’d gotten a bloody nose.
After she heard the news, Georgia raced to Eleanor’s room to console the distraught woman. Freda stopped her in the hallway. Micah was in the lobby, and this time Ursa had taken the abuse to new extremes. She’d clawed bloody rivers into her husband’s cheeks and blackened his eye.
But when Georgia entered the lobby, the security guard awaited her with grim news. The woman previously known as Kendra Harmon was dead, burned alive in a house fire in Kane Grove. The Nightshade County Sheriff’s Department was sending someone to ensure Georgia made it home safely.
Overcome by three horrible shocks, Georgia retreated to the restroom to pull herself together while Freda met with Eleanor. Georgia was no use to Micah in her current state. She stared at the haunted, tear-streaked face in the mirror and wondered if this was her penance for mistreating people during her youth.
Georgia splashed water over her face and took a long, shuddering breath. Tonight couldn’t get any worse.
She found Micah in the lobby with a red-tinted washcloth pressed against his cheek. The man had been crying. He tried to hide it by glancing away. Georgia touched his arm.
“Everything will be okay,” she said, and he fell willingly into her embrace.
For a long time, he sobbed with his shoulders hitching, Micah’s salty tears wetting Georgia’s shirt.
“Why does she have to do it?” he cried. “It’s not my fault I had to work late.”
This wasn’t the time for another speech. Georgia would sell Micah on the shelter for abused men in Rochester once he calmed down. Right now, he needed to vent.
Through the window of the door separating the lobby from the women’s quarters, Georgia spied Freda leading Eleanor to one of two counseling rooms. Freda had only worked at Ascend for three months. Though she possessed a heart of gold, Freda didn’t have the experience to talk Eleanor off the ledge.
“Let’s go to my office,” Georgia said, taking Micah by the arm.
He was all flesh and bone, as though he’d dropped twenty pounds since Ursa struck him earlier this week. Georgia pressed her lips together. Micah needed help. His condition would only worsen until he escaped the abusive household.
She led Micah inside her office and sat him down. It killed Georgia to abandon him, even for ten minutes. But Ascend was a shelter for women, and Eleanor remained Georgia’s priority.
“I need to meet with someone for a few minutes. A woman who’s going through the same things you are.”
“It’s okay, I’m not going anywhere.”
Georgia stared over her shoulder at the security guard, who’d wandered to the office doorway to check on her.
He doesn’t trust men inside Ascend.
Georgia gave Micah one last glance and entered the hallway after closing the door behind her.
“He okay in there by himself?” the guard asked.
“I trust him.”
Doubt filled the man’s eyes as she hurried to the counseling room.
Georgia opened the door and found Eleanor hunched over in the chair, arms wrapped around her belly, hands cupping elbows, head hanging between her knees. The hair hung over the frightened woman’s face.
“Oh, Eleanor. I’m so sorry. What happened with Theo?”
Georgia knelt and wrapped her arms around the sobbing woman. Strange. The sobs sounded like laughter.
The switch blade flicked out and pressed against Georgia’s Adam’s apple. She gasped. The woman glaring back at her wasn’t Eleanor.
With her free hand, the stranger removed the black-haired wig and flung it aside. Georgia stared at the woman in shock. Though the woman had changed over eleven years, Georgia recognized Kendra Harmon’s hateful glare. But she was dead. The guard had told her so.
“Miss me, Georgia?”
“You . . . they told me you—”
“What? Burned to a crisp? I’m smarter than that, Georgia. Had you cared about me in high school, you’d have known. Now shut your mouth, so I don’t have to listen to you anymore. If you make a peep, I’ll puncture your Adam’s apple.”
Kendra gave the point of the blade a cruel twist against Georgia’s throat. One hand clamped Georgia’s mouth and nose shut, suffocating her. Footsteps moved through the hallway and stopped outside the office. Georgia whimpered, but the steps moved away, abandoning her.
Kendra pulled what appeared to be an old bandanna from her pocket and wound it tight. She wrapped it around Georgia’s mouth, gagging her.
“I had a wonderful reunion today. It was just like the old days. You remember Brynn Ortega, don’t you?”
Georgia’s eyes questioned Kendra.
“It’s almost perfect, don’t you think? Brynn and I are the same size, and nobody will recognize her after the fire.”
Kendra giggled while Georgia sobbed through the bandanna. It was a wicked laugh, a sound like a carcass dragged across stone. Seconds ago, Georgia had mourned for Kendra. How many more needed to die to satisfy the woman’s rage? In that moment, Georgia understood there was no reaching Kendra. Even if Georgia could speak, Kendra had decided. She would kill Georgia in the shelter for battered women. A strange irony, given the guilt Georgia experienced until she chose to help women less fortunate than her.
“Get on your knees.” When Georgia didn’t comply, Kendra yanked her to the carpet and set the knife against her throat. “You stood by while they humiliated me. Tina, Harding, Wade. I swore I’d have my revenge. Now it’s your turn.”
Kaylee tugged Georgia’s hair and glared down into her eyes.
“Look at you now, Little Miss Perfect. Groveling like the coward you are. You showed me no mercy. It’s time I return the favor.”
Kendra’s hand trembled with pent-up rage, the switchblade rattling against Georgia’s throat. The psycho was moments from slicing her open.
But as Georgia cried into the gag, the doorknob turned.
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Micah sensed something was wrong. Fifteen minutes ago, Georgia Sims had left him alone and promised she’d return as soon as possible. She needed to counsel another woman, someone suffering through Micah’s nightmare. The session might have lasted ten minutes or an hour. Micah had no way of knowing. So he shouldn’t have worried when Georgia failed to return.
He didn’t trust the silence down the hall. No sobbing, wailing, or shouts of frustration. Micah didn’t intend to eavesdrop on the conversation, but murmurs traveled through walls. And there were no sounds inside the counseling rooms. It was as if Georgia had fallen into a bottomless pit.
The women who worked at Ascend always looked down their noses at Micah, insulted that a man would show his face inside the shelter. But never Georgia. The Resident Advocate had embraced him from the first night he walked into the shelter, with his nose bloodied from Ursa’s rage. What had he done that time? He’d forgotten to drag the trashcans back from the curb after the garbage truck drove past.
After a moment of consideration, Micah pressed his ear against the wall. Still no sounds inside the counseling rooms. He worried at his shirt collar, which seemed to constrict every second he spent alone with his paranoia.
Micah returned to his chair and waited another minute. His legs drummed.
Then he popped up and rushed to the door, where he listened again. If he turned down the hallway, he’d enter the women’s quarters. That was against the rules. The meathead security guard in the lobby hated Micah and would happily toss him into the street. Or call the police. Perhaps calling the police wasn’t such a bad idea.
Micah twisted the doorknob and poked his head into the hallway. Dead quiet.
Two neighboring doors stood closed. Glancing over his shoulder, he waited until he was sure nobody watched him. There had to be security cameras. Someone would spot him. The guard, a staffer.
Standing outside the first door, he paused. If he opened the door and found Georgia consoling an abuse victim, she would never forgive him for barging inside and shattering her trust. Counseling sessions were private matters.
Micah turned away a second before a woman spoke inside the room. A wicked voice berated Georgia and threatened her.
Micah’s heart pounded. Who was inside the room with Georgia? From what he’d gathered, the unknown woman held a knife to Georgia. She kept threatening to slice Georgia’s throat if she didn’t comply.
Maybe he should get help from the security guard. No time for that. He needed to act before something terrible happened.
Twisting the knob, he found it locked. The doorknob rattled, but the door refused to budge when he shoved his shoulder against it.
Inside the room, the intruder stopped talking. She knew someone was in the hallway, trying to break inside.
A meaty hand clamped down on Micah’s shoulder. Micah swung around to the security guard, whose combined grin and scowl told Micah he’d waited a long time for this moment. The guard wanted nothing more than to catch Micah wandering into the women’s quarters and call the police.
“Georgia’s in trouble,” he whispered.
The guard stared bullets into Micah as if he hadn’t heard a single word. “You’re trespassing. I knew the first day you entered the shelter that you were nothing but trouble.”
The security guard wore a gun on his hip. He seemed eager to use it.
Quiet continued to roll beneath the door as Micah raised his arms and showed his hands. The guard pulled a phone from his pocket.
“You’ve got it all wrong.”
“Shut up.”
“There’s someone inside the room with—”
The guard said, “Yeah, Eleanor. And you’re snooping on the conversation. What are you, some kind of pervert? I’m calling the police, and you’re going to jail for trespassing.”
“Good, call them. Because the woman behind the door isn’t Eleanor.”
“More lies. Let’s go, Micah.”
He grabbed Micah’s arm and dragged him toward the lobby. As the guard dialed 911, Micah spun out of the man’s grip and shoved him away. The guard shouted for someone to stop Micah as he barged through the doors and raced toward the parking lot.
Micah stopped dead in his tracks.
“Freeze!” the sheriff said, training his service weapon on Micah.
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Five minutes ago, the security guard had abandoned his post inside the lobby and pushed through the doors leading to the women’s private quarters inside Ascend. Thomas rubbed his chin. The guard hadn’t returned.
A false sense of tranquility fell over the shelter for battered women. No silhouettes beyond the windowpanes, nobody moving inside. He considered searching for the guard when his phone rang. It was Chelsey.
“Everyone okay back in Wolf Lake?” he asked.
“Scout and Naomi Mourning are safe. Darren and Raven are here with me, and Serena is on the way.”
“My deputies told me LeVar helped them catch Osmond Bourn.”
“He did a little more than help, Thomas.”
“I know, and I won’t forget how much LeVar contributed to the investigation.”
Chelsey paused. “Thomas, I can’t reach Brynn Ortega. I’ve been calling her all evening, and she isn’t answering her phone.”
Thomas’s mouth went dry. “I’ll send a patrol car by her house.”
“I have a bad feeling about this.”
So did Thomas. Suddenly, he knew who’d lost her life inside Kaylee Holmes’s house.
“I need to check on Georgia Sims. I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”
He ended the call with Chelsey mid-sentence and stepped into the parking lot. As he approached the entryway, a door burst open inside the shelter, and a skinny man with a claw mark across his cheek staggered through. A security guard staggered after the man and shouted for help.
Thomas pulled his gun from his holster and aimed it at the fleeing man. Had the suspect attacked someone inside the shelter?
“Freeze! Show me your hands!”
The skinny man swung his head back and forth. “You don’t understand. There’s a woman inside the shelter. She’s going to kill Georgia.”
Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Georgia Sims?”
The security guard raced forward, out of breath and red-faced. He appeared perplexed when Thomas lowered his weapon.
“Thank goodness you’re here, Sheriff. This man broke into the women’s residence area. I caught him snooping around. Don’t know if he intended to rape someone.”
Ignoring the guard, Thomas glared at the suspect. “Where is Georgia Sims now?”
“Inside a counseling room,” the skinny man said. “Second door on the right. The door is locked.”
The security guard asked, “Aren’t you going to arrest him? Don’t listen to Micah. He’s a pervert and a liar. Probably gets his rocks off by hanging around abused women.”
Thomas swung his gaze to the guard. “Is there another way into the room? An alternate entrance, perhaps.”
“No adjoining rooms. I have a master key back at my desk. But each room has a window.”
“I’m calling for backup. Don’t let anyone out of that room.”
The security guard’s jaw hung open as Thomas rushed around the building with Micah in tow.
Thomas warned Micah to stay back, but the man refused. Desperation fluttered inside Micah’s eyes. He cared for Georgia Sims and would risk his life to save hers.
Light through the windows drew white rectangles across the grass, already slick with dew.
“That’s the office,” Micah said, pointing at a window along the side of Ascend.
Thomas pulled up and stood outside the window with his back against the wall. He held the gun in his hands, the weapon raised to his chest. A woman’s shadow disturbed the light and reflected off the ground beside Thomas’s feet. A scream came from behind the pane.
Thomas spun out of hiding. In a split-second, his mind registered the blood pooling on the carpet, the slash mark across Georgia Sim’s neck, the deranged grin of the woman holding a switch blade to Georgia’s neck.
“Drop the weapon!”
Kendra Harmon hissed and sliced into Georgia’s throat. Thomas fired the gun. The first shot flew wide and blew a hole through the window and plaster. The second ripped into Kendra’s shoulder, missing Georgia’s head by inches, and swung the murderer around as the knife flew from Kendra’s hand.
Instead of slumping to the floor, Georgia swung with her elbow and struck Kendra’s temple. The killer’s neck snapped sideways before her legs gave out.
As Kendra toppled to the floor, the security guard unlocked the room and lumbered inside. He trained his gun on the writhing murderer, his arms shaking, eyes unblinking.
Thomas knocked away the shards from the shattered windowpane and climbed into the counseling room. A small palm tree sat on a stand in the corner. A table and two chairs divided the room. Georgia Sims balanced on one knee with her hands grabbing at her throat. Blood trickled between her fingers.
“You’re okay now, Georgia. It’s over.”
Thomas pulled her hands away. A deep gash ran across the side of Georgia’s neck. Thankfully, the psycho hadn’t severed the carotid artery. The counselor would require stitches and weeks of recovery, but she’d live.
Until then, Thomas didn’t realize Micah had followed him through the window. The man pulled his shirt over his head, wound it tight, and pressed it against Georgia’s neck.
The counselor mouthed, “Thank you.”
Her legs wavered before Micah and the security guard kept her from toppling.
Thomas read Kendra her rights and cuffed the murderer’s arms behind her back. The woman’s strength surprised him when she resisted. The gunshot had torn Kendra’s shirt and revealed a bleeding wound on the woman’s shoulder where the bullet had passed through. Like Georgia Sims, Kendra Harmon would survive the night.
Sirens grew in volume outside the window. Help was on the way.
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The hospital smelled of antiseptic cleaning solution and despair.
Thomas would forever associate hospitals with lost loved ones, though his father, Mason Shepherd, stubborn until those last agonizing days, passed on his own terms. When lung cancer claimed him, Mason was reclining in his favorite chair in the study, with a Wordsworth collection open and face down on his lap.
The sheriff stood beside the wall while an orderly wheeled an elderly woman up the polished hallway. He read the numbers affixed to the doors and located 412, Georgia Sims’s room. He half-hoped the woman would be asleep. Before he rapped his knuckles against the door, she glanced at the entryway, wincing when she turned her head.
“Sit still,” Thomas said, dragging a chair away from the wall. “I’ll come to you.”
A monitor beeped beside Georgia Sims’s bed. Two bandages fixed gauze against the side of her neck, and an angry red line ran across her Adam’s apple and circled the soft flesh of her throat. The woman parted her lips as if she needed to say something. Then she closed her eyes and touched her forehead.
Thomas slid his chair closer to the bed. “If you prefer to rest, this can wait until later.”
“No, I’m ready to talk.” She gestured around the room. “I’m not getting out of here tonight, and there’s no chance I’ll sleep.”
“How are you feeling?”
“They stitched me up and stopped the bleeding. But the deepest wounds run beneath the skin.”
Thomas swallowed. Throughout his youth and most of his adult life, he hadn’t gotten along with his parents. It took over thirty years before he realized their overprotective natures were born of fears that something terrible would happen to their son, if he continued down his reckless path in law enforcement. During school, one boy had taunted Thomas over his Asperger’s syndrome. Though Thomas earned a handful of high school friends and fell into an unlikely relationship with a beautiful, popular girl named Chelsey Byrd, he’d wandered like a ghost through the halls of Wolf Lake High. Teenagers didn’t understand how to approach people who weren’t like them.
“I know something about wounds beneath the surface.”
Georgia gave him an assessing gaze and nodded once. “Then you understand how many people I hurt.”
The sheriff clicked his pen and lay the pad in his lap.
“I don’t believe that’s true.”
“You didn’t know me then, Sheriff. I’m responsible for the company I kept and the way I treated others.”
“Seems to me you treat others very well. Ascend is fortunate to employ a Resident Advocate with your skill and empathy.”
Georgia shook her head. “I still can’t believe Kendra killed all those people.” The woman’s hands clenched the sheet covering her lower body. “Is that what I did? I created a monster and unleashed it on the world.”
“Don’t blame yourself for others’ actions. You weren’t the one who terrorized Kendra, and nobody put a gun to Kendra’s head and forced her to murder four people.”
“Four.” Georgia clicked her tongue. “So Kendra didn’t lie about Brynn Ortega.”
“We haven’t identified the body yet.”
“It’s Brynn.” Georgia’s face dropped into her hands. She sniffled. “Brynn had nothing to do with this. If it wasn’t for me, she never would have gotten caught up in this mess.”
He waited for her to stop crying, unsure whether to lay a consoling hand on her arm or keep his distance. It had taken him almost thirty years to learn how to show emotion, and he still didn’t understand when it was appropriate. Thomas asked questions about Wade Tenny, Harding Little, and Tina Garraway. Georgia gave the same answer for Wade and Harding—she hadn’t spoken to either since high school graduation.
“But Tina turned her life around,” Georgia said, her gaze wandering to a cross on the opposite wall. “Three years ago, I ran into Tina in Kane Grove. I’d seen her on television, but never thought of reaching out. Tina’s life wasn’t easy, Sheriff. She wasn’t born cruel. Her mother made her that way. Tina harbored regret over how she’d acted when she was young. She never mentioned Kendra by name, but that’s who she’d meant.”
Twenty minutes later, Georgia gave Thomas a full statement regarding the night’s events.
He was halfway down the hall, eager to get back to his cruiser and put the hospital and its bright lights and cloying scents behind him, when he almost ran into Micah. The man walked with his head down and his hands buried inside his pockets.
“Sheriff,” he said, his head popping up in surprise.
“You came to see Georgia?”
“If they’ll allow me.”
Thomas removed his hat and scratched his head. “They’re only allowing family tonight.”
“That’s okay. I’ll sit in the waiting room until I can see her. She would do the same for me.”
Micah’s hands worried at the claw mark down his cheek. The ring around his eye had blackened since Thomas encountered Micah at Ascend, and now the bruise took on a purplish hue.
“Tell me who did that to you,” Thomas said. “I’ll make sure it never happens again.”
“I can’t press charges, Sheriff.” Micah looked over his shoulder when a door opened and closed. A doctor reading a chart passed them without a glance. “But I need to get my daughter out of the house. It’s not safe for her anymore. Not until Ursa gets help.”
“Will you take your daughter to a shelter?”
“Rochester is too far away from my work. And a shelter for abused men is no place for a child.”
“Then what will you do?”
Micah scuffed at the floor with the toe of his sneaker. “I’m searching for a new place. I want a house, not an apartment. Something with a yard so Louisa can have a playhouse and a dog.” He shrugged. “But the market is ridiculous. Houses sell the same day they’re listed, often at fifty percent higher than the original price. Every time I make a bid, someone swoops in and takes the house.”
Thomas glanced back at Georgia’s room. Chelsey talked her way past the nurse and checked on her client.
“What if I told you I’d found a house for sale in Wolf Lake? Right outside the village center.”
Micah cocked an eyebrow.
“I’d ask you what’s wrong with it.”
“Nothing, except the seller chose a poor real estate agent. It’s a beautiful home in a safe neighborhood. The elementary school is two blocks away, and the lake is a ten-minute drive.”
“Sounds perfect, almost too good to be true.”
“The owner is motivated to sell, Micah. If you want, I’ll take your phone number and relay it to the seller.”
The skinny man’s eyes brightened with hope. “I wouldn’t have to commute anymore. Heck, I could ride a bike to work.”
“That’s the spirit.”
Micah shook Thomas’s hand. “Thank you, Sheriff. This is just what my daughter and I need.”
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LeVar sprinted off the pier, leaped, and tucked his legs into a cannonball, before splashing into the cool waters of Wolf Lake. The ensuing tsunami rolled over Chelsey and Raven, soaking both. Raven waited until LeVar bubbled to the surface and smacked her brother on the shoulder.
Before LeVar reacted, Chelsey and Raven converged on the teen, each intent on dunking him under the water. After Chelsey grabbed his arms, Raven pressed LeVar down. He burst out of the water, laughing and slinging his dreadlocks back.
“Ugh,” Raven said when the splatter covered her face. “Time to cut your hair, Rasta hippie.”
“Never.”
Bobbing in the lake, Chelsey shoved LeVar. “She has a point. A clean-cut appearance would make you a stronger candidate for the deputy position. You are interested, aren’t you?”
“I’m interested. But I’m back at school full-time this fall. I can’t commit to forty-hours-per-week.”
“It’s a great opportunity,” Raven said.
“It is, and I’m damn appreciative. But I gotta get my education first. Then I’ll have all day to catch bad guys.”
On the pier, Darren folded his arms and observed his friends like a proud parent. He’d given everyone a sneak preview of the Lucifer Falls pavilion, which wouldn’t open until autumn. The pavilion stood along the new trail, easy walking distance to the falls. The lake bordered the grounds, and the new pier would be popular with future guests.
LeVar raised a hand. Darren waved back. Along the shore, Thomas, Naomi, and Serena fed branches into a bonfire. With the sun dropping below the hill, they’d need the fire to drive back the bugs. Mosquitoes grew enormous along Wolf Lake, and the little winged vampires had voracious appetites.
Raven attempted to dunk LeVar again. He shook his sister off. Then his eyes landed on Scout. Seated in her wheelchair, the girl glanced away, pretending she hadn’t been watching. A few years ago, Scout would have been in the lake with them, black hair dripping with water. His heart clenched. He waved to Scout, but she’d wheeled herself to the bonfire beside her mother.
LeVar swam to the pier and pressed himself out of the lake. He shook the water out of his hair and padded barefoot across the planks. His flesh rippled into goosebumps when the first chill of dusk touched him.
Thomas tossed him a towel. LeVar caught it with one hand, dried his hair, then wrapped it around his body like a blanket. He slipped his sandals on and shuffled to the others.
“How’s the water?” Darren asked, returning from the pier.
“Fine, until you climb out. Then the water droplets morph into ice cubes. Funny how that happens.”
Raven appeared behind her brother. “Like I always say. ‘Can’t take a city boy into the country.’”
“Yeah, yeah. Your teeth are chattering so hard, you sound like a long-haired typewriter.”
“You’re too young to know what a typewriter sounds like,” Thomas said.
“I’ve seen YouTube videos, old man.”
The retort brought laughter, though Scout did little more than offer a wan smile. LeVar grimaced. How many times had she lifted her chin and played the role of the good soldier, pretending it didn’t bother her? Of course it bothered her. How could it not? Since the accident, she’d been a bystander while everyone else had fun. Teenagers splashed into the lake and roughhoused with their friends.
Serena wagged a finger at Chelsey. “A little bird told me you sold your house. Is that true?”
“To a father and daughter who needed a change of scenery,” Chelsey said. “I’m very happy for them. And so is my bank account.”
Raven asked, “So Wolf Lake Consulting is solvent again?”
“Firmly in the black.”
“That’s a relief.”
“We’ve had a solid summer,” said Thomas. “Two more cases closed.”
They all glanced at the sheriff, who poked the fire with a branch, shooting sparks into the night sky.
“Kendra Harmon—or Kaylee Holmes, as she continues to call herself—will stand trial for four murders. Virgil and Claire identified Brynn Ortega through her dental records. After Kendra discovered her old classmate had spoken with Chelsey, she targeted Brynn. A security camera at the outlet mall outside Kane Grove caught Kendra trailing Brynn through the parking lot on the afternoon before the fire.”
LeVar rubbed his arms. “So Kendra trapped Brynn inside a burning house to fool the police into believing she was dead.”
“That’s the way it appears. But there was one clue that Kendra had faked her own death.”
Chelsey, wrapped in a towel and shivering beside the fire, pointed at Thomas. “The Alpha Romeo.”
“Bingo. I wondered why Kendra parked her flashy new car in the street, with the driveway unoccupied. She didn’t want to ruin her precious vehicle. No doubt, she planned to return after she murdered Georgia Sims and drive away. Which makes no sense. Kane Grove PD would have taken the car while the investigation remained open. Then again, Kendra wasn’t thinking straight the last two weeks.”
LeVar brushed the water from his hair. “What about that punk, Osmond Bourn?”
“Held without bail. Judges don’t appreciate it when you wave a gun inside a packed club and take hostages.”
“What about the guy he works for?” Darren asked. “This Hunter Dalbec.”
“Dalbec remains on our radar, and the FBI is damn interested in the protection money Bourn funneled from Level 13 to his crime syndicate. Like any smart mob boss, Dalbec keeps his hands clean. It’s always a low-level operator who takes the fall.”
LeVar dropped an arm around his sister’s shoulder. “Anyone who threatens my family pays the price. If Bourn gets out, I’ll give him a Wu Tang beat down.”
He glanced at Scout, hoping the reference to one of her favorite old-school hip hop groups would draw the girl out of her funk. Between the firelight and the shadows thrown down from the trees, Scout’s body appeared split down the middle.
As Thomas discussed the investigations with the others, LeVar pulled Naomi aside. “Scout’s having a hard time tonight.”
Naomi worried at a strand of hair dangling down her cheek. “She gets this way sometimes. More so lately.”
“It has to be hard for her. She wants to join in.”
“There’s nothing you can do except be her friend.” Naomi touched his arm. “And you’re the best friend anyone could ask for, LeVar.”
“There’s more I can do.” When she glanced at him in curiosity, he shifted his body so Scout couldn’t read his lips, a skill the teenage girl had acquired since the crippling accident. “Will you allow me to take Scout into the lake?”
“What? LeVar, she can’t swim.”
“I’ll hold on to her the entire time. Don’t worry, I’ll be extra careful.”
“It’s too dangerous.”
“I’ll only wade hip-deep. No deeper, I swear.”
Naomi brushed a tear from her eye. “Are you sure about this?”
“Damn straight.”
“All right.” As he turned away, she tugged him back to her. “You will be careful, LeVar. Scout is more than my daughter. She’s my life.”
LeVar held her eyes. “You have my word.”
Naomi smiled, but the way she fretted with her shirt, picking off pieces of invisible lint, belied her confidence. The conversation stopped. They were all staring at LeVar, sensing something important was about to happen.
He strode to Scout and stood over the girl.
“I’ve had enough of this.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Enough of what?”
“Of Scout Mourning watching everybody else laugh and splash into the lake.”
“Yeah, well. It’s not like I have a choice.”
“Really now?”
With a mischievous grin, LeVar scooped Scout into his arms and carried her toward the shoreline.
“What do you think you’re doing? I can’t swim!” When he ignored her, she jabbed a finger against his shoulder. “I swear, if you drop me in the water, I’ll beat your—”
LeVar plunged into the shallows with his arms cupped around Scout, his powerful muscles cradling her shoulders and knees. Somewhere behind them, Serena shouted, wondering what had gotten into her son’s damn fool head.
The water splashed as LeVar waded deeper. The lake was up to his hips now. Scout lay suspended mere inches above the chilling water.
“Maybe you shouldn’t go out so deep,” Thomas said, hurrying down the pier with Darren. “LeVar, are you listening?”
“I got this, Shep Dawg.”
He descended another step into the lake. Water droplets covered his arms and congealed on Scout’s face.
“LeVar,” she said, with a warning in her eyes, “have you lost your mind? I’ll so get you back for this.”
They were both laughing now. Raven, Chelsey, and Serena called from the shoreline, urging LeVar to turn around. He stood fifty feet from the rocky beach, Scout’s lower body limp over one arm, while the other cupped the wiggling girl against his chest.
“Stop fighting, or I’ll dunk you.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“Wouldn’t I?”
“LeVar! Stop! I don’t wanna—”
He bent his knees and took her under. A second later, he burst out of the water with Scout still in his arms. She laughed until tears streamed down her cheeks. Or perhaps that was just the lake water.
“Ready for another plunge?”
“I’m not forgetting this. When I get you back, you’ll be so sorry—”
He slackened his arms for a split-second, just long enough to fool Scout into believing he’d drop her. Then he caught the girl and hauled her up to his chest.
“Fooled ya.”
“That wasn’t funny!”
“This time for real.”
“Don’t.”
“I’ll count it down. One . . . two . . . three . . .”
Her toes touched the cool water. In reaction, her leg kicked up a fraction of an inch.
The moment it happened, her mouth fell open and her eyes locked on his.
“Scout, did you just . . .”
“LeVar, did I—”
Something clicked in his throat when he swallowed.
Scout’s lips quivered as her eyes glossed over. “You saw that, right? I didn’t imagine it.”
He shook his head. Scout grew blurry as his own tears welled up from the warmest depths of his heart. He could see her straining, trying to move that leg again, biting her lip in a stew of concentration and abject frustration. It had happened. He’d witnessed it, though he wondered if anyone would believe them.
“I think I’d better take you back,” LeVar said.
They were both crying as he carried her ashore.
    
Thank you for reading Never Forget Me.
Ready for more of the Wolf Lake thriller series?
Read book eight now!
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