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Don’t forget the vegan items on Jennifer’s wish list.
Watch your back.
Get in and get out.
Darcy Haines pushes the shopping cart through the Genoa Cove Nature’s Food Market. It’s after three, and soon the store will fill with people getting out of work and needing to buy groceries for supper. For now, only a handful of cart-pushing shoppers dot the store. This allows her to monitor everyone that comes in and out.
She reaches into the cooler and removes a half-gallon container of soy milk. Not oak milk. Jennifer says oat processing ruins the environment.
Darcy doesn’t care about the brand. As long as her daughter, who has recently become a vegan again, gets the right milk, there will be no arguments.
From the corner of her eye, Darcy can see Jennifer at the end of an aisle, crouching to read the cereal box labels. No added sugar. That’s another credo her daughter follows, and Darcy thinks it’s a smart one. Hunter, fair-haired and back from college, examines a granola-based cereal.
He’s doing his job.
Since Hunter returned from school, Darcy enlisted him to watch every move his sister made. He will. Hunter is a good boy.
Darcy hates herself for placing so much responsibility on her son’s shoulders. He should enjoy his break, soak in the sun, and catch up with the few high school buddies he had before moving on. His only concern should be which sunscreen to wear during the hot North Carolina summer.
But it’s not. They are out there. Always watching and preparing for the right time to strike.
The copycat psychos who worship Michael Rivers, better known as the Full Moon Killer, will forever hunt Darcy and her family. They won’t stop until she’s dead.
Killing Michael Rivers should have ended the nightmare. It only perpetuated the madness.
A cart barely misses her shins as a harried woman in heels clicks past. If she doesn’t slow down, she’ll hurt someone. A skinny, pimple-faced man who appears to be a manager observes. He prepares to warn the woman but thinks better of it. The customer is always right.
With the soy milk in her possession, Darcy backs up and searches for the bulk food aisle. This place is so large, one can get lost. Hunter and Jennifer have left the cereal section. Darcy hopes they’re still together.
Even though Hunter has grown another inch in the last year and put on ten pounds of muscle, she feels the need to protect him. She always will. He’s her boy.
Darcy turns the cart around and heads toward the far end of the store, where she hopes she’ll find the bulk foods so she can buy what she needs and get out of here. The sooner her family is behind closed doors, with the climate-controlled air keeping the home comfortable and the security cameras recording every inch of the property, she’ll breathe again. Until then, the unseen threats could be anywhere.
While she strolls along, she checks each aisle for her son and daughter. Not in the frozen goods section. Not lingering in the magazine aisle.
A twinge of worry hits Darcy. Her son and daughter would never leave the store without telling her. But what if someone took them?
She reminds herself that the cameras inside the market monitor creepers as efficiently as they prevent shoplifting. Besides, Hunter is not someone to take lightly. Even a killer should keep his distance.
Darcy spots them among the rice and pasta boxes. Her shoulders relax. Jennifer is explaining something to Hunter, probably lecturing him on how to read labels. In a month or two, the teenage girl will vacillate back to meat-eating or fall head over heels for some new trend she read about on Instagram.
The phone buzzes. Julian’s name appears on the screen.
“Hey, honey,” her husband says. “I wanted to let you know I’m running late at the station. We had two break-ins on the east side of the village.”
Any mention of crime in Genoa Cove sends panic lancing through her body. She can’t overreact. Julian is Detective Haines now, and it’s his job to investigate thefts and house invasions.
“That’s close to our place. Should I worry?”
“It’s probably just kids.”
“You blame everything on kids,” she says, pouring raw cashews into a bag.
“Nine times out of ten, they’re responsible.”
“Are these official statistics, Detective Haines?”
“Compiled after years of beating the bushes and catching vagrants. What’s for dinner?”
“Grilled tofu on brown rice with a side vegetable. I’m debating between green beans and asparagus. Do you have a preference?”
Julian moans. “I prefer a juicy burger and fries, but I’ll take the green beans. Jennifer chose the meal, I take it?”
“Humor her. This won’t last forever.”
“Next week, it will be the all-cheese-and-hot-dogs diet.”
“You never know.”
“Do we really have to eat tofu? What does it taste like? And don’t say chicken, because every time anyone throws a weird food in front of me, they claim it tastes like chicken.”
Filling a bag with almonds, Darcy snickers. “The great thing about tofu is it tastes anyway you want it. It takes on the flavor of the ingredients, and since we’re grilling, it will come out crisp.”
“Promise?”
“You’ll like it. Trust me. Will you arrive in time for dinner?”
“Unless we hit a snag,” he says, “I’ll get home before five. If anything changes, I’ll text you.”
She ties the bag and reverses course, dodging the increasing number of shoppers. Her concern focuses on the checkout lanes. If she hustles, she can buy her items and leave before the afternoon rush.
When she turns the corner and finds her son and daughter, she comes to a halt. There is a man staring at Jennifer. Her legs are bare, as they typically are outside of winter. Darcy warns the girl to dress conservatively in public, but Jennifer seems hellbent on picking out the shortest shorts in her dresser whenever they leave the house.
She clears her throat, and the man’s eyes rise from her daughter’s legs to Darcy’s disapproving glare. Yet he doesn’t appear the least bit apologetic. He sneers and lifts his chin, as if daring Darcy to do something about it.
“A little young for you, don’t you think?” Darcy asks.
Jennifer spins and sees the man for the first time. Now she seems self-conscious about her clothes. Hunter steps between them and sets a hand on Jennifer’s shoulder.
The forty-something man tosses a box of macaroni into his cart. He still wears that sickening grin.
Darcy’s heart pounds. She prays Hunter will keep his distance and the encounter will end peacefully. Either that, or the manager with the pimples will intervene and order the sicko to leave.
But there’s no one to help. The store, which seemed so busy a minute ago, feels abandoned. Darcy must defend her children alone. The same as always.
“Get out of here, or I’ll tell the manager.”
“It’s a free country,” the man says. “I’m just browsing.”
He wears an American flag emblem on his hat, but he’s no patriot. His gut hangs over his belt, and the black T-shirt tasked with holding back those layers of fat reads Stepdaddy Material.
“Creep,” Jennifer says under her breath.
“Now how’s that for kind?” the man asks.
He heads in the opposite direction, but not before giving Jennifer a long stare.
Jennifer slams a box of brown rice into the cart. “Let’s get out here.”
No one speaks during the ride home. Hunter tries to diffuse the situation with humor, which is his self-defense mechanism, but Jennifer isn’t playing. She folds her arms and stares out the window. He shrugs at Darcy. And that’s the sum total of the conversation.
After she pulls into the driveway, Hunter hops out and grabs two bags from the trunk. Jennifer takes one and climbs the steps, tapping her foot as she waits for her mother to unlock the door.
“Give me one of those bags,” Darcy says, and Hunter hands her the lightest. “Can you gather the mail?”
“Got it.”
Darcy sets the bag on the kitchen counter as Hunter thumbs through the arrivals. A book of coupons, correspondence from Hunter’s college, a catalog.
“You’ve got mail,” the boy says, doing his best impression of the old America Online announcement.
He hands Darcy an envelope. The sender wrote her name by hand, but there’s no return address.
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Julian's radio crackles with a dispatch call as he navigates Genoa Cove in an unmarked police cruiser.
"Copy that. En route," he says before accelerating toward the address.
This is the second break-in reported today. Genoa Cove experiences few crimes apart from the nightmarish murders. Those occurred when a disciple of Michael Rivers attempted to kill Darcy and everyone she cared about.
Arriving at the brick ranch, Julian parks his cruiser and surveys the area before stepping out. The neighborhood buzzes with the undercurrent of concern as neighbors peek from behind curtains and gather to speak in driveways. He approaches the front door, where a middle-aged woman waits.
"Ma'am, I'm Detective Julian Haines. I understand there was a break-in?"
"Thank you for coming. I'm Linda Fullman. I arrived home this afternoon and found the back door smashed in."
Julian jots notes in a worn notebook. "Can you show me?"
Linda leads Julian through the house to the back door. The frame is splintered, glass from the small window scattered inside. The perpetrator wasn’t messing around.
"Did you touch anything or enter the room after discovering the crime?"
"No. I remembered what you're supposed to do. I called the police before I did anything else."
"Smart," Julian snaps photos of the scene. "Anything taken?"
“I haven't checked the entire house, but it looks like they weren’t after money.”
“How do you know?”
“My wallet. I left it on the dining room table. It’s still here, and there’s nothing missing.”
Julian radios for a forensic team, requesting they come to process the scene. "We'll need fingerprints and any evidence our team can gather. In the meantime, let's make a list of what is missing, and I'll need your statement."
Weird. Why would a thief risk breaking into a house and leave a wallet untouched?
“See?” she says, opening the leather wallet. “That’s about a hundred dollars.”
Julian grunts in agreement. The living room appears untouched. Upstairs, she shows him the bedroom and guest rooms. Closed dresser drawers. No valuables missing. Nothing overturned or rifled through.
“Doesn’t appear they were searching for something in particular. Do you keep anything of high value in the house? A safe, perhaps?”
“No, Detective.”
She leads him downstairs. In the kitchen, a potted plant lies on the floor, spilling soil.
“They could have knocked this over on the way in,” he says.
“It was sitting on the counter.”
He scans the appliances. New refrigerator. The oven has seen better days, and the water stain under the dishwasher tells him she has a leak.
“That’s a sweet food processor,” says Julian.
By sweet, he means expensive.
“They didn’t take that either.”
What was the purpose of the break-in? Kids screwing around? Vandals?
“All right, Ms. Fullman. My team should arrive in a few minutes. In the meantime, if you notice anything missing, give me a shout.”
Before he turns to investigate the rest of the house, she hesitates in front of the counter and taps a finger against her chin.
“My knives are gone.”
“Knives?” Julian joins her beside the kitchen counter. An empty wooden block sits in front of them. “You sure they aren’t in the dishwasher?”
“Detective Haines, even if I forgot I’d washed a knife or two, I wouldn’t use the entire set. It’s just me here.”
“I see.”
She opens the dishwasher and sweeps a hand over the empty contents. “Why would someone steal my knives?”
“Were they expensive?”
“A little.” She wrinkles her nose. “I got them on sale at the wholesale store, but I’ve seen them listed for $500.”
Not the costliest knives on the market, but nothing to sneeze at.
“It’s possible the thieves came in through the kitchen, stole the cutlery, and ran off when something distracted them. A barking dog, a neighbor.”
“Maybe.”
She wasn’t convinced. For that matter, neither was Julian. Talk about a nonsensical break-in.
The team arrived and parked in Ms. Fullman’s driveway. Julian briefed the lead investigator.
"We're looking at a forced entry through the back. The homeowner noticed the damage after returning home an hour ago. The primary target appears to be the knives in the kitchen. Let's make sure we cover all our bases—fingerprints, footprints, and any trace evidence."
As the work begins, Julian steps outside and updates his notes. He also texts Darcy, letting her know he expects to finish soon.
Inside, they discover two fingerprints on the kitchen counter and a full set on the back door. If AFIS has the prints, he’s in luck. AFIS stands for Automated Fingerprint Identification System, a biometric method that uses digital imaging technology to store and analyze fingerprint data. AFIS solve crimes by matching prints found at a crime scene with those of individuals in the criminal database.
He doesn’t leave until the lead officer concludes that the perpetrator only visited the kitchen. As Julian expected, the thief never ventured through the house.
When he arrives home, he looks forward to dinner with Darcy and the kids. He trusts Darcy’s promise that the tofu will taste great. Tonight he’ll file reports and compare Fullman’s break-in to another that occurred a few blocks away. For now, he needs to decompress.
As soon as the family sits around the table, he senses a problem. Hunter appears fine, but Jennifer picks at her food, and Darcy watches over the girl like a mother hen.
“All right,” he says, setting his fork on the table. “Tell me what happened.”
The others exchange looks before Darcy speaks. “There was a guy at the marketplace. He kept leering at Jennifer.”
Julian swings his head around to the girl. “Did he touch you?”
“No,” she whispers. “He just freaked me out.”
Darcy’s eyes meet Julian’s from across the table, and she looks worried. She suspects the worst, and she has good reason. The woman has faced more horrors than most FBI agents do in a lifetime.
“It wasn’t one of them,” Darcy says.
“What did he say?”
“Nothing really. He just looked.”
“I’ll want a description of this guy. Defining features, anything that tells me who he is.”
“You’ll look him up?”
“Might as well. It doesn’t sound like he committed a crime, but I’d like to know who is staring at our girl.”
Jennifer isn’t truly his girl, though he sees her that way. Her real father died when she was young.
“I’m sorry you have to go through this,” Darcy says to Jennifer.
Julian discerns the meaning behind the statement. This isn’t about the marketplace anymore. Darcy means the stalking, the murders, the target Michael Rivers and his followers painted on her back.
Hunter pops a piece of tofu into his mouth and chews. "We're like a band on a never-ending world tour, but the only gigs we play are in the kitchen. When do we get to trash a hotel room?"
Julian laughs first. Then Darcy. It takes a moment before Jennifer gives up and smirks. No one can stay upset for long when Hunter is around. Julian wishes the boy had chosen a school closer to Genoa Cove. He misses having Hunter in the house.
As Darcy promised, the tofu tastes wonderful. Not like chicken at all, but bursting with spices. The crispy texture sells the meal. Tofu served soggy would make his stomach turn.
While the kids wash the dishes, he joins Darcy in the living room.
“You swear nothing else happened at the market?”
“The guy was a sleazeball, but that’s all I can say.” She pauses in consideration. “But a letter arrived.”
“What kind of letter?”
“I’m not sure. Until you came home, I didn’t want to open it.”
“Intelligent woman.”
Darcy bats her eyelashes. “Thank you, Detective.”
She removes a white envelope from the coffee table and prepares to open it.
“Let me.”
Before he takes the letter, he removes two nitrile gloves from his bag and snaps them on.
“Are gloves necessary?” she asks.
“Better safe than sorry.”
The letter is probably junk mail, but he wants to make sure. No return address. That’s troubling.
After tearing the top, he removes a folded paper from the envelope.
“Your interference in Michael Rivers' art was your first mistake. We both know justice was not served. You interrupted a masterpiece. How does it feel to be both hunter and hunted? The game has changed, and the hunter is now the prey,” he reads.
Darcy shifts her feet.
Idle threats arrive all the time. They’re written by cowards. But Julian refuses to take this lightly.
“I’m bagging this for evidence,” he says.
“That’s for the best.”
“Look, I doubt this is anything to worry about. It’s likely some idiot who wants attention. But I want the lab to check things over. In the interim, I don’t want the kids leaving the house on their own. Same for you. Everyone needs to stay together until I lift this guy’s prints.”
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Jennifer is about to pick up her phone when Mom walks past the bedroom door. She glances inside on her way to wherever. The bathroom, the bedroom; it doesn’t matter. This is the way things are. She’s always under the microscope.
She hates the creeper at the shopping market for riling Mom. Forget being able to breathe. Because of the incident, the lie will propagate: They’re never safe.
Jennifer isn’t burying her head in the sand. Ever since a copycat murderer came to Genoa Cove, their lives have been a nightmare. But that was then, and this is now. Expecting the worst doesn’t serve anyone. Yes, it pays to exercise caution. But she’ll suffocate under these conditions. So will Hunter.
As if her thoughts summoned him, her brother’s voice rises from the next bedroom. He’s playing a video game. During high school, Mom used to get on his case about gaming, but not anymore. As long as he’s inside the house, it’s all good.
A message appears on her phone. It’s from Brad.
Though she’s alone in the bedroom, her face burns. He wants to meet over pizza or see a movie. She’s game, but there’s no way Mom or Julian will let her go out. Even if they say yes, one of them will need to escort her on the date, as if she’s an eleven-year-old meeting a boy for the first time.
You can hang out here, he writes. My parents don’t mind if I have a girl over.
She bites a nail and considers. If his parents are home . . .
No, it won’t matter. Mom will say it’s improper and scuttle the ship before it sets sail. A week ago, Kaitlin asked Jennifer to go to the beach, and Mom said no. They could have swum in broad daylight, surrounded by hundreds of people. What was the risk?
Something is going on at home. I can’t talk about it. Maybe we can get together after things blow over.
You say that all the time.
He’s right. The last time he messaged her about shopping in the square, she used the same excuse. She’s covering for her mother and Julian. If she tells Brad the truth, he’ll give up on her. Who wants to date a girl whose parents micromanage her life?
I know, and I’m sorry.
Can you talk about it?
Not really, she replies. It’s a family issue.
He knows about Michael Rivers and the monster who murdered those poor women in Genoa Cove. Everyone does. But he doesn’t bring up the past, and she’s thankful.
So what should we do? I don’t want to wait until school resumes to see you.
Nor does she. But she’s out of answers.
I’ll talk to my parents.
Jennifer, you’re almost old enough for college. You seriously can’t go out on your own?
His question rips her insides. No, she can’t. She might as well be a child.
Everything became worse after Mom took that secret investigation in California. Nobody will talk about what happened, but obviously it involved that devil Michael Rivers, even though the psycho died. Since then, Mom and Julian haven’t allowed her to leave the house without supervision. It’s beyond unfair.
When she doesn’t respond, he types again.
Tell you what. I have things to do this summer and don’t want to waste my vacation. See you at school.
She wants to beg him to give her another chance. He’s beautiful and athletic and won’t wait around for her to say yes. The rumor is he’s talking to Jolene, a girl on the field hockey team. When fall sports start again, they’ll practice on adjoining fields—Brad on the soccer pitch, Jolene on the next patch of grass. What then?
I said I’ll talk to my parents. Don’t be like that.
Brad doesn’t respond. According to the screen, he hasn’t opened the message. Great. He’s gone.
More activity in the hallway. It’s Julian this time. He changes the battery in the smoke detector, and an eardrum-shattering beep announces that the alarm is ready.
Laughter from Hunter’s bedroom. He and his buddies are playing some ridiculous shooter game. It’s the same every evening.
With a sigh, Jennifer closes the door and turns the lock. Alone at last.
Perhaps she should write Kaitlin and invite her over. Bad idea. Though Kaitlin must know the truth, Jennifer doesn’t want to confirm her friend’s suspicions. Yeah, she’s a few heartbeats away from attending college, but she can’t go out.
“This is so ridiculous.”
Nobody hears her complaints.
For a long time, she believed Julian was the reasonable parent, the one who would give her space. That ended after California. He’s just as overprotective as Mom.
What’s worse is they check the mobile accounts and know the number of anyone who communicates with the family. That’s why she uses a social media messaging app instead of SMS. Nobody can trace those texts.
The second anyone sends an SMS text from an unrecognized number, Mom asks who wrote the message. No one gets close to Hunter or Jennifer without an inquisition.
Jennifer will never get used to it.
She gives up trying and lies on the bed, tracing the ceiling patterns with her eyes. This must be how convicts spend their time in prison.
Another text arrives.
When Brad’s name appears, she sits bolt upright and fixes her hair, as if he can see.
Had an idea.
The message gives her a ripple of excited hope.
I’m down for anything.
Another pause. He can’t possibly believe she’ll do whatever he wants. Heck, she can’t meet with him until school starts. And by then, he’ll be with Jolene. If he isn’t already.
What if I came over?
Impossible. No way Mom and Julian will let Brad hang out in her bedroom. Sitting together in the kitchen or living room won’t work. No privacy there.
I don’t know, Brad.
Come on. It will be fun.
She wants him to come over. Better yet, she needs him to give her a second chance. Whatever his plan is, she’ll go along.
Give me the deets.
Look, I realize things are bad and you can’t go out. Cool. Wait for me outside. Your parents won’t know we’re together.
Is that possible? Security cameras cover the house. Nobody approaches the door without appearing in this lame reality show.
But his plan might work. She knows where the blinds spots are.
When can you come?
Is 15 minutes too soon?
Too soon? She wishes he were here now.
There’s a tree in the front yard. Meet me there in 15.
See you in a few.
She sits back and catches her breath. This is really happening.
There’s something so Romeo and Juliet about meeting in secrecy. Now she just needs to escape with no one spotting her.
The bedroom window?
Nope. They will hear the pane sliding in its tracks.
Her best chance is to disarm the alarm and go straight out the front door. As long as nobody hears the door opening, she’s home free.
A check of the hallway tells her this is the time to run for it. Mom is helping Julian change another battery in their bedroom, and Hunter is lost in his own world.
Jennifer closes the bedroom door behind her. They’ll assume she’s inside. The hallway floor betrays her with a squeak, but nobody reacts.
Before she realizes it, she’s outside in the night air. Crickets chirp. The sea breeze tosses her hair, and the North Carolina humidity cloaks her skin. Freedom.
She dodges out of the camera’s view and hurries across the yard to the meeting place. A quiver of tension—what if Mom and Julian see her on the monitor?
Looking back at the house, she relaxes when she detects no movement at the windows. They don’t have a clue.
With her fingers, she combs her hair and frets over her lack of makeup. At least it’s dark. Brad won’t be able to see.
The wait lasts forever. Then a car stops a few houses away. Smart, Brad. He understands the need for discretion.
When he rounds the corner and crosses the yard, her breath hitches.
“Miss me?” he asks.
“What do you think?”
Without another word, he plants his lips against hers and backs her against the tree. Her hands find his chest. He radiates need.
This is perfect. A giggle escapes her lips.
“Why are you laughing?”
“No reason. I’m just happy.”
Fifteen minutes ago, none of this seemed possible. Now she’s making out with the hottest boy who ever paid her attention. Their clandestine meeting makes this a scene from a teen romance novel, the forbidden ones she doesn’t tell her parents about.
His kisses move down her neck. She moans into his ear. When he grabs her hips, she wants to scream. At her age, she should be in his bedroom with his parents out of town. But this works.
As she presses her body against his, a swish in the grass makes her head snap up. There’s no chance to react before the shadowed figure leaps out of the dark.
“Freeze!”
Jennifer realizes with horror that it’s Mom. And she’s holding a gun.
“Mom! It’s just me!”
“Jennifer? What are you—” The blood drains from Mom’s face when she sees Brad. “Oh my God. I didn’t realize you two were . . . I mean . . .”
“Put away the gun.”
As if she just remembered the weapon was in her hand, Mom tucks it into her pocket.
Brad looks terrified. His face is pale, and he’s backing away.
“It’s okay,” Mom says, pushing the air down with her hands.
“I’m out of here,” Brad says.
He takes off running, not stopping until the door slams. The engine revs, and he speeds away.
Jennifer’s eyes widen. “What is wrong with you?”
“The security alarm went off. Jennifer, why would you leave the house without telling me?”
“Why? Is that a serious question? It’s because of this, Mom. I’m old enough to kiss a boy, and you tried to shoot him.”
“I thought you were a prowler. Jennifer, you have to believe me.”
“This is ridiculous. You ruined everything, just like you always do.”
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Seagulls swoop along the shore as a crab scurries to the water. The crustacean isn’t fast enough. A beak closes over its body, and more gulls descend to tear into the meal.
Darcy rubs sunscreen on her exposed skin. There’s nothing she can do to make up for last night. The damage is irreparable. If her own mother had done this to her, she would have run away and never returned. That Jennifer is still a member of the family means she’s a bigger woman than Darcy was at her age.
Still, her daughter hasn’t said a word since the ordeal. All she does is grunt and stomp around.
Rather than keeping her son and daughter in the house, Darcy suggested a beach day. Not at Darkwater Cove, but several hundred yards down the coast, where tourists gather with villagers to enjoy the pristine beach.
Beside her, Julian lies on his back. He wears sunglasses and a baseball cap that keeps his head from burning. It took her a year to convince him to use sunscreen. He’s old school and doesn’t appreciate how quickly a blemish can morph into melanoma. Julian is lean and fit. Not muscular, but wonderful to look at. The police detective doesn’t have a dad-bod.
She takes a swig from her water bottle and props herself up on her elbows. From the towel, she can monitor Hunter and Jennifer, who leap through the waves. For the moment, Jennifer is having the best time. Hunter makes a comment Darcy can’t hear, and Jennifer throws her head back and laughs before splashing him with saltwater. He high-steps another wave to escape, and she chases after him.
Jennifer knows how to twist the knife. She can change her mood with the snap of a finger. When she is with her brother, all is well. But whenever she returns to the towel, her face twists into a sulk, and she purposely turns her back on Darcy, blocking everyone out with music through her earbuds.
Darcy doesn’t blame her daughter. For goodness’ sake, she interrupted a teenage girl kissing a boy and scared him off with a gun. What kind of monster does that? She humiliated Jennifer and will never live this down.
If only the girl had asked, she would have allowed the boy inside. Doesn’t she realize what could have happened? What if another killer was in Genoa Cove? What if that sleazy guy from the market came past and saw Jennifer alone in the yard?
“You’re thinking too much,” Julian says, touching her back.
“What would you have me do? I almost shot my daughter’s boyfriend.”
“You never aimed the gun at anyone.”
She shifts her jaw. “Does it matter? He wants nothing to do with Jennifer, and she’ll never speak to me again.”
“Give her time.”
Darcy rolls over and lies on her stomach, twisting her head to face him. “I don’t know what to do, Julian. That investigation in California changed everything. Remember what Parham said?”
Agent Parham had lied to Darcy and pretended he was still an FBI agent. It was all a ruse to lure her to California and place her in another murder investigation. Had she not learned the truth, he would have killed her. Parham had been another disciple of Michael Rivers, the Full Moon Killer. And he’d promised her more murderers would come for Darcy and her family.
“You can’t trust anything he said. He tried to scare you, Darcy.”
“So you don’t believe there are more like him?”
Julian turns onto his side. “Look, you’re doing the right thing by exercising caution. But at what cost?”
“After everything that’s happened, should I let Jennifer and Hunter go out on their own?”
He looks skyward, as if searching for the answer. “Maybe Hunter. I’m not sure yet. But ease up on Jennifer. I need to as well. We can’t shackle the girl forever.”
“Clearly. I just worry that the second I let my guard down, something will happen. The police will find another body, or a madman will kidnap Jennifer.”
“Like in Georgia?”
“That’s what I’m afraid of. The kids are targets, Julian. It’s unfair, but I can’t change reality.”
A woman yells for a girl named Rylie. There’s an edge of panic in the voice that brings Darcy up to her knees.
“Something is happening,” she says.
Julian stands and scans the crowd. Hundreds of beachgoers dot the sand and swim in the ocean. A woman with heavy thighs shields her eyes from the sun and searches the beach with growing unease.
“Rylie? Where are you?”
Darcy climbs to her feet and joins Julian. Ice forms on her spine. Is it starting again—another killer stealing children?
“I’d better help,” Julian says.
Darcy zips her bag. “I’ll go with you.”
Hunter and Jennifer are still in the water, but no one is laughing anymore. Like everybody, they’re looking around, hoping to glimpse this girl named Rylie. The lifeguard uses binoculars. His teeth clamp against a whistle.
“Miss, I’m Detective Haines with Genoa Cove PD. Is your daughter missing?”
The woman is beside herself. She chokes on sobs and can’t get the words out.
“Slow down,” Darcy says. “Tell us what she looks like. Age, hair color. What kind of bathing suit is she wearing?”
The crowd gathers. Some whisper and point at Darcy. She is an open book, but Stephen King wrote her story. A few villagers will forever blame her for the murders, and perhaps they’re right. Were it not for her, Michael Rivers and his followers would never have come to Genoa Cove.
“What color bathing suit is Rylie wearing?” Julian repeats, trying to make the mother focus.
“Oh God, Rylie!” The woman breaks away and sprints to the water’s edge, sweeping a crying girl into her arms. “I told you never to leave my sight.”
Collective relief falls over the crowd. A few people chuckle. One man says, “Idiot can’t even keep track of her kid. Maybe if she wasn’t staring at her phone constantly . . .”
Darcy returns to the towel and collapses into a seated position. Julian sits beside her.
Today’s story had a happy ending. But what of tomorrow?
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“You can’t stay angry with her forever.”
Hunter leans on the doorway to Jennifer’s room. Her sanctuary is a picture of organized chaos, with clothes she never put in the drawer stacked on one side of her bed, a pile of books on the desk, and the walls covered with posters of her favorite bands.
“She didn’t point a gun at your boyfriend.”
He’s pink from the long day at the beach. Water clogs his ears, and sand clings to his toes and fingers. His lips curl into a grin, and he says, “That’s because I don’t have a boyfriend.”
“Shut it.”
She throws a sock at him. It bounces off his chest.
“You could have put out an eye.”
“Hunter, you’re impossible.”
He returns to his room, ditches the sandy swim trunks, and walks naked to the bathroom. Mom might come down the hall at any second, but he’s used to dorm life and guys surrounding him. Nobody acts bashful or gets self-conscious on their way to the shower.
The spray burns and chills. He overdid it in the sun, but it was worth it. After last night’s insanity, he needed a day out of the house, even if he was under Mom’s and Julian’s watchful stares. Sometimes he wonders why he comes home during vacation. His dorm stays open for students taking summer classes, and it wouldn’t have killed him to knock off 3 credits and get a jumpstart on next year.
More than anything, he just wants to hang with people whose conversations don’t revolve around the Full Moon Killer and the latest in home security technology. It’s unfair for him to have such thoughts. He realizes this, and it makes him sick with guilt. But he wishes he was hanging out with the guys at school and not playing peacemaker.
The last of the sand grains swirl and fall into the drain. Standing on a towel, he dries his hair and reaches into the cabinet for the after-sun cream. It spreads a chill through the top layer of his skin, making him tremble as it soothes.
After changing, he grabs his keys off the hook. Julian sits at the kitchen table. He doesn’t look up, but he’s judging Hunter. Always alert. Nothing passes him by.
“Heading out?” he asks with his face buried in a magazine.
“To the surf shop. I tore a hole in my trunks.”
He doesn’t tell Julian that the hole has been there for a year. It probably doesn’t matter. Julian is a dude, straight up. He understands Hunter needs space.
“Does your mother know you’re leaving?”
“She’s taking a nap in the bedroom. I didn’t want to bug her.”
More like he didn’t want to ask. He knows what her answer would have been.
Julian sighs and lowers the magazine. Drumming his fingers on the table, he seems to consider whether to let Hunter leave.
“So we’re cool?” Hunter asks.
“Go on. You need a break.”
“So does Mom.”
“I concur. Tonight I’ll get her out of the house. She doesn’t suspect anything, so zip your lips. Capeesh?”
With a bob of his head, Hunter pockets the keys and hurries out the door before Mom wakes up or Julian changes his mind. Then he drives into the village center with the windows open and the wind in his hair. The AC is more comfortable, but cruising with lowered windows enhances the sensation of freedom. He hasn’t gone out since he hit the library two days ago. Then that letter addressed to Mom arrived and sent the family into lockdown.
As the commerce center comes into view, he thinks again about what’s happening at home. He can’t picture Mom pulling a gun on a teenager, but it happened. On one hand, he blames Jennifer for reckless stupidity. On the other, Mom needs to get a grip. Assuming every shadowed figure is a serial killer serves no one, especially her.
He doesn’t know what she would have said had he asked for permission to leave. He’s almost old enough to drink, so he should be able to leave the house without a nanny looking over his shoulder.
Hunter stops the car behind a high-end fashion store and crosses the street to the surf shop. Sometimes he wishes he never came home. He loves Mom, Jennifer, and Julian, and he’ll do anything to protect them. But everyone has limits, and he’s at his.
“Can I help you find anything?” the girl in the shop asks.
She’s blonde and tanned, and the way her skirt rides up her thighs would make even Jennifer blush. If Hunter’s estimation is correct, she’s a high school kid working her first job. Off limits.
“I need a new bathing suit.”
“You look like you wear a size large.”
“Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner.”
She winks and leads him to the rack. He has visited this shop countless times and could have found the trunks on his own, but he enjoys the company. Despite the age difference, the girl is fine on the eye, and it’s nice to talk about topics normal humans discuss.
"These are pretty popular this summer," she says.
Hunter takes the trunks and examines the fabric. "They're loud."
"Yeah, but in a good way. They scream 'beach ready.' Or, if you prefer something more subdued . . ." She rummages through the rack again, this time pulling out a pair in a solid blue. "These are classic. Can’t go wrong with deep-sea blue."
Hunter holds them up against his body. "Not bad. But I’m not sure. The tropical ones have a certain appeal."
She laughs, a light, easy sound. "Going for the bold statement, huh?"
"Maybe I am. Seems like I need a bit of that lately."
She places the blue trunks back on the rack, then gestures toward the changing rooms. "Want to try on the tropical shorts? Make sure they're the right fit?"
"Sure, why not?"
He takes his time, stepping out of his shorts and pulling on the trunks. They’re a nice fit—a little baggy around the waist, but just the right length for body surfing and catching rays. As he examines himself in the full-length mirror, he can hear the clink of hangers. He lingers, wishing this moment could last all day. As soon as he makes a purchase, the insanity will start anew.
A call arrives on his phone. It’s his college roommate, Skylar.
“What’s up?” he says, changing into his shorts.
“How’s your summer?” Skylar asks.
“Getting burned, so it’s all good. You in Atlanta?”
“Actually, I’m back at the dorm. Got bored sitting around the house and enrolled in a class. You should do the same.”
“I’ve considered the option.”
“Hunter, it’s amazing here. There’s a tenth of the students that you see during the fall. I pretty much have the building to myself.”
Folding the swim trunks over his arm, he exits the changing room and meets the pretty girl at the checkout counter. It seems rude to carry on a conversation when she’s in front of him, but he doubts the girl will take it personally.
While Skylar continues, Hunter hands over a credit card and completes the transaction. The girl seems disappointed when he leaves. He can see her watching through the window.
“I’ll give it some thought,” Hunter says. “Yo, did you ever fix that ding on your bumper?”
Two weeks before finals, a jerk who wasn’t paying attention rammed Skylar’s pickup from behind while he and Hunter were stopped at a red light.
“Nah, it barely shows.”
“I still say you should have gotten his license and insurance.”
“You sound like a cop,” Skylar says. “Spending the summer at home must rub off on you.”
Skylar knows about Julian. Heck, he knows everything. That’s what makes Skylar cool—he lets it go and doesn’t hound Hunter about Michael Rivers or Mom, the former FBI profiler.
“That guy was beyond weird. I swear he hit us on purpose.”
“With half the town watching too. Yeah, I should have made him pay. Anyway, I really think you should come back. We’d have the campus to ourselves.”
“Tell you what: Give me a week. There are two second-session classes I have my eyes on.”
During the drive home, Hunter pictures school in the idyllic light Skylar described it. He’s tempted. That would entail saying goodbye to his family. Since he left for college, he’s only seen them a few weeks out of the year. This is his only chance to connect.
If he stays, he needs to accept the way things are. He’s not sure he can.
But he knows Mom isn’t paranoid. She’s a realist who has gone through hell, and she has the battle scars to prove it.
If her fears are founded, he needs to protect the family.
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She doesn’t want to be here.
Darcy adjusts her shirt, which shows off her mid-drift and makes her self-conscious. People are looking at her. She might as well be one of her daughter’s friends.
Inside the club, the beat of the music reverberates off the walls and deafens her ears. Laughter and chatter move through the crowd.
She sips her wine. Condensation from Julian’s glass spreads across the table.
He leans in so she can hear. “Come on and join me on the dance floor.”
“What did you say?”
“Dance,” he says, pointing. “Like the other humans are doing.”
“But you never dance.”
Julian lifts his palms toward the ceiling. He’s trying. Bless him for doing so.
“There’s a first time for everything.”
“I don’t know about this, Julian. We should head home.”
His eyes fill with a mix of concern and affection. Maybe he’s right. This might be the best thing for her and the family. If she doesn’t let off steam, she’ll explode.
Darcy hesitates, her focus jumping from Julian to the swirling mass of bodies illuminated by the strobe lights. She should decline.
Though Hunter is taking care of Jennifer tonight—her daughter needs to heal—Darcy doesn’t trust the darkness that falls after the day perishes. Yet she yearns to escape and have this time with Julian, if only for a fleeting moment. She gives him a reluctant nod. A smile tugs at the corners of his lips. She made him happy. If only she could feel the same.
They navigate the throng of dancers. The press of bodies and the music cocoon her in sound and movement. Her first steps are cautious and stilted. When was the last time she danced? After graduating from college, she thinks. Before Michael Rivers entered her life.
As they sway to the rhythm, the tension melts, replaced by a sense of liberation. Julian's hand tightens around hers and anchors her to the present moment. She's not alone in this tumultuous world.
Despite the fun, her thoughts stray to what’s happening at home. Worry distorts her features. Julian notices.
“If I didn’t think Hunter could keep Jennifer safe,” he says, “I wouldn’t have left them alone.”
"I hope they're not getting themselves into trouble."
The last thing she worries about is Hunter or Jennifer inviting friends over and helping themselves to the six-pack in the refrigerator. But it’s better to think about them engaging in youthful mischief than defending the house from a monster.
Julian's features soften. He reaches for her hand. "They'll be fine. They're resourceful, just like their mother. Besides, Hunter knows where I keep my backup piece."
Her mouth falls open. “Your gun? You told him where it is?”
“He has the combo to the safe.”
She releases his hand and steps back. “But he doesn’t know what he’s doing. Do you really want a college kid handling a firearm?”
“I taught him at the shooting range.”
“You what?”
“You heard me. Relax, Darcy. He’s old enough to learn. Hell, my father took me to the range when I was sixteen.”
A shadow of doubt lingers. She pictures Hunter unlocking the safe and something terrible happening.
If Darcy had her way, she would bolt from the dance floor and speed home. Her first order of business: change the combination on the safe.
“Are you listening to me?” Julian asks.
He’s hurt. They aren’t dancing or enjoying themselves. The same worries that follow her everywhere haunt her inside the club.
A couple materializes and approaches. The man is tall and distinguished. He wears a tailored suit of understated elegance, suggesting a successful professional background. His companion, a woman of similar age, possesses effortless grace. Sleek sandy hair frames her alabaster skin. Her fashionable attire hints at a refined taste and an active social life. They exude an air of sophistication and affluence.
Their eyes light with recognition as they approach. Darcy squares her shoulders. Danger can come from the most innocent looking people.
"Darcy Haines, right?" the man asks.
Even Julian turns defensive. “Who wants to know?”
“We just wanted to say thank you.”
“What are you talking about?” Darcy asks.
“My father worked as a police officer for twenty-five years,” the woman says. “We understand what it’s like. You take horrible people off the street and keep us safe.”
Darcy shares a look with Julian. “Are you talking about the Genoa Cove murders?”
“Because of you,” says the man, “we don’t have to look over our shoulders.”
Darcy's response is a careful balance of humility and acknowledgment. "I have the FBI and Genoa Cove PD for saving my family."
The man fixes her with a stern yet fatherly stare. “Learn to accept gratitude. More people than you’d ever believe love and support you. Keep up the good work.”
Without another word, they fade into the crowd.
“Well,” Julian says. “That was different.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Do as the guy says. Accept praise. Every law enforcement officer wishes they would hear thank you more often. Do you feel better?”
“A little.”
“Then let your hair down and dance.”
She smirks. “My hair is down.”
“You know what I mean.”
His intentions are admirable. Though she battles to live in the moment, she recalls the encounter with former Agent Duncan Parham. The memory unfolds in her mind like a tattered reel of film. Parham told her more would come, that the horror wouldn’t end until Darcy and her loved ones were dead. Is the anonymous letter the first sign that her life is about to unravel?
Surrounded by bodies, she senses someone watching. The strobe light confuses Darcy and makes her head throb. She wishes the music wasn’t so loud.
More killers. The revelation is a relentless beast, forever gnawing at her bones, fueling her fears about the safety of her family.
A hand brushes against her arm and jolts her back to the present. She turns to Julian.
His eyes search hers. "What happened?"
She looks from side to side. “Someone touched me.”
“There are dozens of someones on the dance floor.”
“Did you see who it was?”
“Darcy, I’ve been here all this time. Nobody grabbed you.”
She bites her lip and turns away. Does he think she’s losing her mind? A voice whispers in the back of her mind. The danger is real, it says. And it's coming for them.
Before she can say another word, he grabs her wrist and leads them off the dance floor and back to their table. A storm brews on his face. She follows, her steps leaden with guilt.
Blew it again. What in the hell is wrong with me?
As they settle into their seats, her heart sinks at the sight of his clenched jaw. She disappointed him.
"I'm sorry," she murmurs. It’s impossible to hear over the music, but he can read lips. "I didn't mean to ruin the night."
His response is curt. "It's all right. Used to it."
“Julian, I panicked. Please forgive me.”
“I’m not upset.” He waves over a passing server. "Give me a whiskey."
The girl takes his order and hustles back to the bar with a tray balanced on one hand. Nobody speaks until she returns.
Darcy watches as Julian knocks back the drink. The amber liquid disappears in a single swallow. He shouldn't consume liquor, not if he plans to drive them home.
“Is that wise?”
He simply shrugs and tosses her the keys. It’s a declaration that she'll be taking the wheel.
She accepts the keys. "I’ll get us home."
Julian holds up his forefinger and signals the server for a second drink.
“You don’t have to do this,” she says.
“Someone should have a good time tonight.”
“Julian, I’m enjoying myself.”
It's a lie, just like the belief that the next killer isn’t hunting her already.
She can’t blame herself. Without lies, she would never sleep.
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Julian remains quiet as Darcy backs out of the parking lot and points the car toward home. The dashboard clock reads nine. It’s still early. Still time to alter the direction this night has taken.
Her ears buzz from the music. She’s not as young as she used to be.
Darcy peeks at him from the corner of her eye. Though the vehicle’s interior stinks of booze, it’s not because of him. A careless woman collided with their table and spilled her drink on his slacks. He never finished the second whiskey. If he’d offered to drive, she might have let him. He’s sober enough.
When she opens her mouth to speak, he lowers the window and lets the humid air inside. Good idea. Now the car won’t smell like a brewery. Their house sits a short stroll from Darkwater Cove. Pressing the accelerator to the floor will get her there in minutes. She battles herself not to rush. Five minutes ago, a message from Hunter confirmed that all was well. No maniacs busting down the door, no headless corpses in the backyard. If the macabre thoughts weren’t distinct possibilities, she might have laughed.
Perhaps she should take her time and find a more scenic route to the house. Better yet, stop at their favorite restaurant and fix their mindsets before Hunter and Jennifer realize they were fighting, which Darcy and Julian never do. Theirs is a relationship based on understanding and open mindedness. Petty differences don’t get in the way, and neither allows a negative event to affect the marriage.
A message arrives on his phone. She wants to peek, but keeping the car between the lines isn’t easy on this black stretch of pavement. Better to keep both hands on the wheel and her attention on the road until they reach an area with streetlights. Because the sea turtles nest along the coast, Genoa Cove has an ordinance against lights after dark. You can’t shine a floodlight or a streetlamp within a hundred yards of the water until you reach Six Mile Point, which is where they’re heading.
Julian calls the person who sent him the message. She only hears his side of the conversation, but this is police business. The term AFIS pops out of his mouth, and she mistakenly presses her foot against the gas and rockets the car forward.
When the conversation ends, he exhales and looks at her.
“That was Detective Moran. AFIS didn’t get a hit on your letter.”
She mulls over the news. “I’m not sure if that’s positive or negative news.”
“How do you mean?”
“Whoever sent the letter isn’t a convicted criminal. That’s a good thing. But Michael Rivers’ zealots stay out of trouble and don’t show up on the police’s radar.”
If he agrees, he doesn’t voice his opinion. She keeps driving.
When they’re off course enough for him to notice, he says, “Where are we going?”
“Six Mile Point.”
“The pier?”
“The night is still young.”
Though he doesn’t reply, she senses his frustration easing. After she takes another corner, she lowers her own window and relishes in the cross breeze.
Ahead, the lights from the pier and seaside restaurant reflect against the crashing waves. He’s brought her here too many times to count. This is their special place, and she already feels closer to him.
The parking lot offers a wealth of spaces. She locks the car with the remote and crosses the blacktop to the sandy beach. Here, she removes her shoes and dangles them from her fingers. The scents of fresh seafood and onion rings weaken. The sea breeze pushes the aroma away from the shore.
On the pier, the wood is rough beneath her feet. Tiny pools mark where people exited the water and crossed the pier for a view over the Atlantic. Wind tosses her hair.
When they reach the end, he leans his elbows against the rail. She sets down her shoes and joins him.
“Sorry for getting angry,” he says.
“What? It’s me who should apologize.”
“For worrying about your family? Hardly. That’s on me. I just thought if we got out once in a while⁠—”
Darcy grabs Julian’s chin and forces him to look at her.
“You’re a great husband, Julian Haines. Do you know how much tonight meant to me?”
“All you did is worry.”
“That’s not true. It took disagreeing to wake me up. I can’t expect horrible events to occur in our lives. That’s no way to live. Look at what I’ve done to Jennifer and Hunter. And us.”
His face softens. “Don’t say that. Everything is perfect in our relationship. We just need to reach a happy medium. What if we have more family nights together so Hunter and Jennifer aren’t alone?”
“We can do that,” she says, “but it’s important we have time for the two of us. Instead of reaching a happy medium, I need to get over my fears. If I don’t, I’ll lose Jennifer. And I can tell Hunter is getting sick of me.”
“He’s not sick of you. Hunter just wants his life to be the way it is at college.”
She pushes the hair out of her eyes. Warmth moves through her heart. “It’s amazing having him home. I can’t tell you how much I missed my boy.”
“Here, here. I’m sure he missed you and Jennifer just as much. So what do we do about the family? They have the entire summer ahead of them. Do we need to keep them under lock and key?”
Darcy looks down over the ocean. Something juts out of the water and disappears. Was that a dolphin or a shark?
“Probably not. I suppose we should let Hunter come and go. If anyone wanted to get at him, they could at college.”
“And Jennifer?”
Darcy drops her head back and searches the stars. “I suppose if she’s with Kaitlyn or one of her friends, that’s okay. But I prefer she hangs out at someone’s house with an adult around.”
Julian clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “What about this Brad kid?”
“Romeo? Jennifer says he wants nothing to do with her. She gets rather dramatic, but after last night’s stunt, I can’t see him returning. Who in their right mind would?”
“It’s for the best.”
“Oh?”
“I don’t want Jennifer dating a guy who wants to sneak around with her.”
She gives him a playful tap against his chest. “Julian, you’re becoming more of a dad every day.”
His cheeks flush, and it’s obvious he’s trying not to laugh. “There will be more boyfriends. Too many, I’m sure. She’s a beautiful girl with enough intelligence and personality to beat the drum. If Brad never returns because he’s afraid Rambo Mom will fire at the first sign of trouble, so be it.”
“Rambo Mom?”
“If the shoe fits.”
Flashes of red and blue interrupt their giggles. She spins around and spots a Genoa Cove cruiser in the parking lot.
“That doesn’t look good,” Julian says. “Maybe I should see if the officer needs help.”
“I’ll go with you.”
Before either moves, a stocky officer hops out of the vehicle and starts down the pier. It’s Officer Pat Wolpert, Julian’s closest confidante inside the department. The man only reaches Darcy’s chin. He reminds her of a football running back.
“I heard you were down this way,” Wolpert says upon reaching them.
Julian narrows his brow. “Pat, what’s going on?”
“I need you to come with me.”
Darcy’s heart leaps into her throat. For a moment, she thinks Officer Wolpert wants to arrest Julian. But that’s not the reason for his visit.
“Follow you?”
“Or ride with me.” Wolpert turns to her. “I’d like you to come along as well, Darcy.”
The night takes on an unexpected chill.
She steps forward. “Why me?”
Wolpert ensures no one is listening and lowers his voice. “A surfer found a woman beside the water.”
Julian looks at Darcy before responding. “A drowning?”
“Not a drowning. You’d better come along.”
Darcy understands why Officer Wolpert needs her. A murder occurred.
The horror is starting again.
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The breeze no longer caresses Darcy’s skin. It tugs and gropes, digging inside her flesh. Something in the wind urges her forward, though she fears what she will find.
Absolute black hides the path. Walking behind Julian and Officer Wolpert, she hears the breakers crashing against the beach, but she can’t see them. Not yet. Despite nature’s cacophony, she overhears distant voices. More police are here.
It’s not lost on her how close she is to their house. A half mile down the beach and she’ll reach Darkwater Cove, which gives way to the neighborhood. Though the sand and whipping palm fronds make walking a challenge, she thumbs a message at a frantic pace. Hunter must check the security feed and make sure no one is in the yard. She will be home soon, God willing.
“How long has the body been there?” she shouts over the wind.
Wolpert, one hand on his cap to keep it from blowing away, looks over his shoulder. “Our surfer friend discovered the woman forty minutes ago. That was just after sunset. The beaches didn’t clear out until eight. Someone would have spotted the body if it had been there before.”
“Is the surfer a suspect?” Julian asks.
“Doubtful. Half the village saw him riding the waves. It’s plausible he could have killed the woman after the others left, but why call the police?”
“I take it the officers on the scene are questioning him.”
“They are.”
When the path dumps them on the beach, Darcy can see again. A lunar glow reflects off the water. The moon is almost full. Michael Rivers only killed when the phase was near its maximum.
“This way,” Wolpert says, though there’s no reason.
The portable floodlights mark where the horror lies. A half-dozen officers swarm around the scene. The medical examiner hasn’t arrived, but it won’t be long before he does.
“Remember to keep an open mind,” Julian says, leaning close. “Until we see the body, there’s no reason to link the murder to the Full Moon Killer.”
“Except the moon is full.”
“How are Hunter and Jennifer?”
“Hunter checked the locks and made sure the cameras were working. I messaged the neighbors to monitor the house.”
“Good thinking. Listen, you’ll be with them soon. Go in and do your thing. If it isn’t a copycat, we’ll breathe a sigh of relief.”
“And if it is?”
He doesn’t answer.
The officers glance in her direction, worry in their eyes. And something else. Accusation? No matter what she does to aid Genoa Cove PD, some officers will always blame her for the murders. Had she not moved to their sleepy beachside village, Michael Rivers and his fellow monsters wouldn’t have followed.
As they approach, the light catches two legs jutting out behind the officers. As soon as she rounds the police and views the body, her pulse stops. She can tell from the mounds to either side of the woman’s upper body that the murderer buried her from the waist up.
“This is just like Cassandra Milton,” she says.
Julian swings his head around. “Milton. Where have I heard that name before?”
“Seagull Island, South Carolina. Michael Rivers murdered Milton and left the body on the beach.”
She doesn’t tell him about investigating the murder with Agent Hensel, the man she was falling in love with before the Full Moon Killer almost murdered her. After she left the FBI, she lost contact with Hensel until he returned to North Carolina during the Darkwater Cove murders. The agent died defending Darcy and her family.
“He buried the upper torso?”
“Yes.”
Wolpert nods in confirmation. The police discovered this woman’s body with only the legs visible. Since then, they’ve removed the sand, careful not to destroy evidence before the medical examiner arrives.
Light spills over the victim's legs. Lacerations crisscross the shins and calves. Strips of flesh hang loosely, as if carved away.
Julian mutters and covers his mouth. Darcy steps closer, though she wants to run away without looking back. She squints, trying to make out any identifying marks on the woman's legs. A blossom of blackish-blue bruises spreads up the left calf.
"Notice the bruising pattern?" she asks. "Like someone grabbed her hard and twisted."
Julian recovers and blinks in agreement. Wolpert goes pallid.
"We need the ME to confirm, but those aren’t hesitation wounds. He cut her without a second thought, just like Rivers." She swallows hard. "The killer savored the murder. He’s done this before."
"Disgusting," Julian says.
An officer approaches, ducking under the crime scene tape. "Detective Haines? The surfer is sticking to his story. Says he was out past the break and spotted something on the beach as the sun went down."
Julian snaps on nitrile gloves. "What's his name?"
"Kyle Timmons. A local kid, been surfing here since he was six."
"Let him go for now. This has all the markings of a professional kill."
"I'll make sure Timmons doesn't leave town." The young officer glances from Darcy to Julian. "It’s happening again, isn’t it?"
"Don’t jump to conclusions until we get a better idea of what happened here."
When the other officers give them room, Darcy pulls Julian close. “I told you. This murder is a re-creation of Seagull Island. Another disciple of Rivers.”
“It doesn’t add up. Where is the smiley face? You know that’s the mark of the Full Moon Killer.”
Michael Rivers branded his victims with a leering smiley face, a taunt meant for the authorities.
“Turn the body over.”
“The ME should be here in minutes. I don’t want to disturb the scene.”
Darcy gloves up. She kneels and points. “Lift the head.”
Wolpert shrugs, and Julian crouches in the sand to comply.
“Careful,” she warns. “Don’t taint the evidence.”
Wincing, Julian digs his hand through the sand and cups the back of the woman’s head. He looks at Darcy. Indecision plays out on his face.
The bones in the victim’s neck make a creaking sound. Her hair, wet from the tide and flecked with kelp, drapes down and covers her neck.
“Officer Wolpert, help Julian by holding the hair away from the body.”
As the two officers work together, she aims a flashlight and runs the beam down the victim’s skin. The branding sits on the back of her neck and distorts the flesh.
“It’s another copycat,” she says.
With a grunt, Julian sets the head down. Wolpert wipes his gloved hands on his pant legs, anxious to get the hair and kelp away from his fingers.
"What are you thinking?" Julian asks.
"That has to be another Full Moon Killer." Darcy moves beside the victim's legs, cautious not to further disturb the crime scene. "Look at the depth of the cuts. He wanted her to suffer. Rivers never showed hesitation either."
More than anything, she wants to hurry home. The new killer came to Genoa Cove for one reason: to terrorize Darcy and her loved ones. He won’t stop until they’re dead.
Julian lifts a radio and contacts dispatch. After a terse conversation, he returns to her. “We’re sending a cruiser to the house. The officer will remain outside until I get home later.”
“You’re staying?”
“I can’t leave, Darcy. You know that.”
Darcy’s stomach twists into knots. Every maternal instinct screams at her to race home and gather her children in her arms.
What if the killer is already there? He had time to dump the victim and drive to their house.
No. She can’t panic. Only a level head will see her through the storm. Hunter is responsible. His messages come every five minutes and verify that nobody is outside the house and Jennifer is safe.
"If there’s nothing else that you need me for," she says, leaving the thought hanging.
Julian shakes his head. “Get home and watch the house. If anything happens, contact me. I’m only a call away.”
She spins on her heel and scrambles through the sand. Her mind conjures horrific images—Hunter and Jennifer butchered and bleeding on the floor, with the grinning killer holding her son’s phone and returning the texts.
She blinks away the pictures. An officer is en route to the house and will watch over the family, so they should be safe.
“I’m coming home,” she tells the wind.
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Locks secure every door and window. Cameras reveal what creeps through the dark. Darcy knows the danger lurks outside the house, and it will soon show its face.
A creak from the front porch makes Darcy's breath catch. Her fingers grip the laptop tighter as she flicks through the exterior cameras. Just a tree branch scraping against the siding. Of course.
"Anyone outside, Mom?" Jennifer asks, swinging her head toward the window.
At least the girl is talking to her again.
Darcy forces a smile. "Nobody. Just thought I heard something. You know how it is."
The lie tastes bitter, but it's easier than explaining the visceral dread coiling in her gut, the irrational certainty that they're being watched, studied. Like mice in a maze with a hungry serpent lurking beyond the walls.
Though Hunter and Jennifer would stay up all night if she allowed them to, they need sleep. Hunter, ever the protector, folds his arms over his chest in defiance. But she won’t take no for an answer.
“The police are outside, and your father will be home soon. Only one of us needs to watch the cameras.”
“I don’t mind staying awake,” says Hunter.
“Go to bed. Your friends will want you to get up bright and early for another gaming session.”
His rigid posture displays resistance, but he follows Darcy’s orders. He stretches and heads for the bedroom. Jennifer follows a beat later with a mumbled "goodnight."
Only once their footsteps fade does Darcy release the breath she's been holding. She returns to the laptop and checks the surroundings. The moonlight looks sharper now. Knife-edged.
When she pulls back the curtain, Julian swings his car into the driveway. She unlocks the bolts and lets him in; he enters the house, his eyes sunken with fatigue.
"Let’s talk," he mouths, jerking his chin towards the hall. “In private.”
Before following him to the bedroom, she double-checks the locks on the windows. He sits on the edge of the mattress with his elbows braced on his knees.
She closes the door. "Talk to me."
Julian's shoulders slump. "Where do I start? Tonight was a circus—CSU processing the scene, news vans lining the streets, uniforms trampling the evidence."
His voice cracks. Darcy moves to sit beside him, taking his callused hand in her own.
"Okay, about this killer," she says. "Remember what I said about Seagull Island?"
Julian’s jaw tightens. She recalls every grotesque detail, as if the murder occurred yesterday. The crimson-soaked dune, the pale limbs protruding at an obscene angle, the dark puddles of blood filtering into the damp sand.
“I remember.”
“Rivers staged it just like tonight. Legs visible, face covered.”
“What about the other bodies? Did he pose all of them the same?”
“No. He only buried the upper torso when he left them on the beach. Sometimes he hiked a skirt to the mid-thigh in a twisted parody of modesty.”
She recalls the smiley face burned into his victims’ flesh. The same signature she’d encountered hours ago.
"Yeah, but this smiley—why work so hard to recreate Rivers' artistry? This must take time. You can’t forge a perfect replica for this branding iron without tremendous effort."
"Because it's not about the kill itself. It's an opener, a gambit to get our attention."
"Some kind of sadistic game, right? Plus the way he buried the body. The copycat wants us to know he understands the original murders down to the smallest details."
Darcy swallows. "He's obsessed with the murders, with Rivers’ criminal legacy. And he wants me to understand that history is about to repeat itself."
“Not with me on the job.”
She passes a hand across her eyes, suddenly bone-weary. "Whatever game this sicko wants to play, we're the players."
Julian rests against the headboard. "Walk me through Rivers' profile and include every twisted detail."
Darcy hesitates, the old memories a bitter pill. But she knows probing the killer's psyche is their best chance at getting ahead of this copycat.
"Rivers was a sadistic narcissist with antisocial personality disorder. He lacked empathy and sought control through cruelty." Her evaluation returns to her, the clinical words awakening flashes of horror. "The staged crime scenes, the theatrical flair—it was all part of his psychosis. Consider the murders as attempts to immortalize his accomplishments."
A muscle twitches in Julian's jaw.
"And this new sicko?" he asks. "You think he's obsessed enough to follow Rivers’ work to a T?"
"It's a possibility we can't ignore. But for someone that delusional, imitation alone won't be enough to satisfy his ego. He’ll have to put his own stamp on it, big enough to leave his mark on the world."
She imagines the depths of megalomania required for such revisionism.
"Whatever we're dealing with, it's not just an homage," she says. "It's a declaration of war from a psychopath. A war against me and my family."
“Don’t forget, I’m defending the front lines.”
She hasn’t forgotten. She loves Julian for caring for Hunter and Jennifer as much as she does. But he’s putting himself at risk, and that gives her one more person to worry about.
As he slips off his shoes, she pictures the old crime scenes. The new murder goes beyond basic copycatting.
Julian voices her thoughts. "He's not imitating Rivers' MO. He's trying to become him."
Bile burns the back of Darcy's throat. To impersonate a killer with such fervent devotion . . .
After the disaster with former Agent Parham, her old FBI colleagues warned her about brushes with this level of psychopathic break. How it warps reality until the subjects’ delusions become their truth.
"If he's taken on Rivers' persona and rewrote his legacy, he'll replicate the most significant components too. The escalation, the mind games."
"Targeting your loved ones," Julian finishes. "Just like the first Genoa Cove killer did."
White noise roars in Darcy's ears, drowning out the buzz of conversation around them. Snapshots flash through her mind: the way Jennifer conceals her emotions and caring behind sullenness, Hunter's goofy grin, the pure adoration in Julian's eyes on their wedding day. When they married, both believed the terror was over.
Oxygen seems to leach from the room.
"The killer will take everything. When I have nothing left to lose, he'll come for me."
“He’ll find me waiting for him.”
He lowers his head and rubs the back of his neck, and in a split-second of anxiety, Darcy pictures the smiley branded into his neck.
“About what we discussed earlier,” he says. "We can't keep Hunter and Jennifer cooped up forever. They're already going stir crazy."
Darcy's gut twists. Maternal instincts vie for the primal need to protect her children. But he's right. Hunter and Jennifer are fighters. Prolonged isolation will drive them to sneak off on their own, like Jennifer attempted with Brad.
“A supervised outing,” she says. “I could take them to the mall and keep them in sight the entire time. Malls have security. Doors lock anytime someone whispers ‘missing child.’ Hunter and Jennifer won’t appreciate having me around, but it’s the best I can do.”
Julian mulls it over. "You're suggesting using yourself as bait." It's not a question. They both know the risk. Dangling herself in front of this deranged killer might draw him into the open. It’s a calculated gamble, one they may need to take. “Only if I’m sure you guys are safe.”
"How about backup? Put an officer in plainclothes and have him keep his distance."
He stares at the window. Night lurks beyond the curtains.
With caution, Julian gives a nod of assent. Getting this psycho to show his cards is their best play, as long as they control the board.
"I'll go too," he says. "We’ll stick together, no exceptions. Any sign of trouble and we’ll pull the ripcord and get the hell out of there."
Darcy takes his hand in hers.
"Agreed. We do this on our terms, not his."
The gleam in Julian's eye speaks volumes. They can’t let this investigation spin out of control like the others.
Deep down, Darcy can't shake the feeling that the rules have changed. That this time, their best efforts may not be enough to hold back the darkness.
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Hunter shoves through the mall entrance, already regretting this idea. Behind him, Jennifer drags her feet and glares daggers. She gives melodramatic sighs at every few steps. Not that he blames her. Having Mom and Julian lurking around every corner is a guaranteed recipe for embarrassment. Though Hunter doesn’t see Wolpert, he knows the officer is inside the mall to pick up their trail.
Malls are a dying breed, but not in Genoa Cove, where shoppers flock to the two-level structure. With two hundred stores, the mall is a maze of garish lights and endless opportunities to empty a wallet. At one time, he loved this place. It was somewhere to watch people, hang out with friends, and flirt with girls. Now he’d rather be at the beach or back at college.
It takes five minutes to walk to the center. The smell of greasy food wafts by, making his stomach rumble. A welcome distraction. "Food court?" he asks. “I could go for a smoothie.”
Jennifer perks up until his phone buzzes. He doesn't need to check it. Mom’s response is inevitable.
Sure enough: Stick to open areas. We need clear sightlines.
What was the point of even asking?
He rolls his eyes and steers her toward the wide promenade. Shoppers choke the corridor. Two women in jogging pants walk the mall to burn calories.
"You really think this psycho will make a move in public?" Jen asks while browsing the window of a fast-fashion store. "Mom's watchdog routine is going full tilt."
The disbelief in her tone grates on Hunter's nerves. As overbearing as their mother can be, she's not doing it to cramp their style. Years of hard lessons have taught him to respect Mom’s opinion.
"I don't know," he says with a shrug. "After what happened last night, do we really wanna take that chance?"
“I suppose not.”
“I overheard Mom and Julian talking. This guy thinks he’s Michael Rivers.”
Speaking the name dredges up unwanted memories—suffocating dread, the never-ending privacy invasions and safety protocols. He shudders.
Jen notices his thousand-yard stare, and her cocky smile fades. For a beat, they're on the same page, chafing against the restrictions yet instinctively understanding their necessity.
But the moment passes in a blink. "Whatever," Jen says, stalking off down the hall. "Just let me be a teenager for once, okay?"
Hunter follows with slumped shoulders. He’s the perfect picture of a put-upon older brother. Yet his vigilant eyes rove over every reflective surface and storefront alcove.
Just like Mom taught him.
He scans the promenade for Julian or Officer Wolpert. The kaleidoscope of shoppers fans out around him. No luck. Either the detective and police officer are keeping a calculated distance, or they’re lost in the chaos.
Hunter and Jennifer linger outside a clothing boutique. She fidgets beside him as she feigns interest in the window display of skinny jeans and crop tops. Her body language reads bored acceptance. Hunter knows it's just for show. She's as twitchy as he is, both aware of the threat.
His phone vibrates. It’s Mom again.
Give me an update.
No threats, he responds. Slow down with the messages before Jennifer explodes.
He stands on tiptoe and looks for their mother. He can’t see her from this vantage point. Shifting his weight, he assesses every passing face for hints of unusual interest. Nobody pays them any mind.
"Oh my God, would you quit already?" Jen's exasperation cuts through the roar of chattering consumers. She stands with hands on hips.
“What am I doing?”
"There's no crazy psycho killer right behind us, okay?" She punctuates the words as if he’s an idiot. "Why can't we just have one freaking normal day?"
Her voice cracks on the last few syllables. Her brave facade crumbles. In that instant, Hunter remembers how young she is—just a kid craving stability.
He wants to reassure her, but what would be the point? They both know the dangers, the deadly consequences of letting down one's guard. When she finally looks away, she issues a huff of frustration and drops the subject.
When Jennifer insists on entering a makeup boutique, Hunter is half a step behind her. The interior stinks of cheap perfume and artificial ingredients. Swarms of giggling girls brush past and jostle his shoulder.
Overpriced lotions cover one shelf. Hunter slows to a halt while Jennifer picks up a bottle and reads the ingredients.
“This isn’t organic,” she says.
“What did you expect?”
“Rub this stuff on your skin, and you’ll turn a weird color. I bet they tested everything on animals.”
Hunter tunes her out and embarks on an awkward vigil. Studying the crowd filing through the corridor outside the shop, he fishes out his phone. He’s ready to sound the alarm at a moment's notice. A rowdy cluster of children stampedes by.
Rooted in place, he catalogs every male face. Is anyone looking at him and Jennifer?
A darting motion on the edge of his vision makes his head spin. It's just a frazzled-looking mother, struggling to corral three kids away from the toy store frontage across the way. If that had been the killer, he wouldn’t have reacted quickly enough to protect his sister. He needs to do better.
Willing his pulse to settle, he tracks their path until they disappear. The adrenaline spike has him reassessing every patron with renewed scrutiny—that guy in the ill-fitting jacket, lingering a little too long outside the game shop, the hoodie-clad teen skulking near the window display. Both have a clear line of sight to where Jennifer buries herself in mascara samples.
Hunter shifts his stance and inserts himself as an unmovable blockade between his sister and any potential threats. No one so much as breathes without him noticing.
He’s about to give up the watch when the hair stands on the back of his neck.
They're not alone. Not anymore.
The cosmetics store releases its hold on Jennifer. She emerges blinking into the harsh mall lighting with a branded shopping bag in hand. Her gaze lands on a cluster of college-aged guys loitering outside a sportswear retailer. She bats her eyelashes as she strolls past. The dudes eat it up, emboldened by her flirtation.
“Was that necessary?” he asks.
“I’m allowed to have a boyfriend, Hunter.”
“How about someone your age?”
“I look older than I am, so it’s all good.”
He opens his mouth to berate her risky behavior, but she brushes past and ventures deeper into the mall. Shaking his head, he trails at a safe distance.
Up ahead, a man sits on a bench outside a shuttered storefront. At first glance, he’s just another shopper catching his breath or consulting a phone. But something about the stiff, watchful posture sets off alarm bells.
Hunter races to catch up to his sister and looks back at the man. The stranger rises and blends into the crowd. But not before Hunter commits his face to memory.
They duck into the department store at the far end of the mall. Anchor stores are going bankrupt everywhere, but this one holds its own. Jennifer peels off towards the juniors' section. Hunter walks fast to keep up. She busies herself with the racks of gaudy graphic tees and distressed denim. He remains close by and checks out the menswear displays.
Movement catches his eye. It’s the stranger in the dark jacket. He weaves between clothing racks on the opposite side of the floor. The figure pauses, then angles toward the juniors' department.
He thumbs a message to Mom.
Stranger in Macy's. He’s following Jennifer.
Not thirty seconds later, Julian and Officer Wolpert materialize. Had they been here all this time? Mom follows.
"Talk to me," Mom says. "What did you see?"
"The same guy from outside the closed store. Dark jacket. Short black hair. He was heading to the juniors' section."
Hunter stops short because his sister is there, rooting amongst the clearance racks with blithe disregard. Julian and Wolpert fan out. It’s no matter.
The stranger is gone.
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Cooking a meal shouldn’t upset Darcy’s stomach, yet it does.
She moves from counter to stove, her hands a blur of chopping and stirring. Spaghetti Bolognese bubbles in the pot and fills the air with the rich scent of garlic, onion, and herbs. It's a dish she's made countless times, the recipe committed to muscle memory.
But tonight, each step feels mechanical with her mind a thousand miles away. Darcy catches herself staring at the sauce, the wooden spoon poised in midair. The image of that woman's mutilated body flashes in her mind.
"Get it together."
Darcy’s son and daughter need her present, not lost in the horrors of her past. She forces a smile as Jennifer wanders in.
"Smells good, Mom. Is it ready yet?"
This is a pleasant surprise. Jennifer seems sociable.
Darcy tousles her daughter's hair. "Just a few more minutes. Why don't you set the table?"
As the teen gathers plates and silverware, Darcy lets the domestic scene ground her. This is what's important. Her family, safe and whole.
The reprieve is short-lived.
Hunter bursts into the kitchen. Darcy drops the spoon at the naked fear in her son's eyes. He thrusts a crumpled envelope at her.
"This isn’t mine," he says. "It was in my calculus book. I don't understand how it got there."
Darcy takes the letter and rips the top. She knows what lies inside. The paper is crisp, the folds sharp, as if someone has placed it in the textbook with care. She smooths the page on the counter.
Jagged handwritten words cover the paper. She tries to compose her face as she reads the taunts. The sender exhibits intimate knowledge of her past.
"Mom?" Jennifer appears at Darcy's elbow, trying to peek at the note.
"Don’t look, Jennifer. You don’t want to read this."
“It’s from him, isn’t it? The guy who followed us in the mall?”
Hunter meets his mother's gaze. Unspoken understanding passes between them.
“Hunter, I need you to think. Where could you have picked up the letter?”
“Nowhere,” he says, pacing.
Darcy's mind races. Questions tumble over one another. Did the killer enter Hunter's room? When did it happen, and how in the hell did he break inside without the alarm going off?
She tries to slow her galloping pulse. Schooling her features into a mask of calm for her children's sake is a waste of time. They see through the facade. If the killer can breach the walls of their home, nowhere is safe. Not anymore.
Sauce belches out of the pot and sizzles on the burner. Darcy forgot about dinner. Turning off the burner, she removes the pot from the heat and hopes she didn’t ruin their meal. Not that anyone still has an appetite.
Darcy approaches Hunter. "You did the right thing by bringing this to me."
Steady. Don’t let Hunter and Jennifer see you lose it.
She scans the letter again. Each word twists a knife in her gut. Hunter watches his mother's face, as if trying to gauge the severity of the situation. But Darcy is an expert at concealing her emotions, a skill honed by years of staring into the abyss of human depravity.
The killer's words leap off the page. They taunt Darcy with intimate knowledge of her history. Rivers' crimes, the victims' names, even comments about the late Agent Hensel. It's all there, laid out for the world to see.
"How does he know all this?" Hunter's question hangs in the air.
"I’m not sure. But I promise you, I’ll nail this guy."
She thinks of her former partner, the man she once thought she could love. The memory of his body, broken and bloody after the tornado, still haunts her dreams. If this new killer has access to inside knowledge, Hensel's ghost won’t be the only one returning to torment her. As long as Rivers’ followers run loose, the legendary serial killer will remain immortal.
"He blames me," she says. "For Rivers' death."
Hunter shoots a lethal stare at the letter. She’s seen that look in his eye before. He wants revenge, and she’s afraid of what he’ll do.
"If I were the killer," Hunter says, “I’d run from Genoa Cove. We murdered Rivers. This guy is just a wannabe.”
“I stopped Rivers. Hunter, this isn’t your responsibility.”
He stirs the sauce and pretends he’s not on the verge of exploding.
The ending lines of the letter sear into Darcy's brain. Threats against her children make her want to faint. If she had her way, she’d touch the page to the burner and watch the words go up in smoke.
“Mom,” Jennifer says. “Should I get Julian?”
Darcy blinks.
“Did you hear me?”
“Yes. Tell him to come inside.”
After Jennifer runs off, Hunter grinds his teeth. “I’m not afraid of this guy. He gave me the letter. That’s a challenge. Let me stand up to him.”
Darcy pulls him into a fierce hug. “Absolutely not. This is a job for the authorities.”
“Like they can keep us safe.”
“Have faith in Julian, Hunter. And in me. We'll to get through this.”
But even as the words leave her mouth, Darcy feels a cold tendril of doubt unfurling inside.
"What about your FBI contacts? Can’t they help?"
Darcy pauses, considering. After what happened with Parham, she wants nothing to do with the FBI. She rubs her temples.
The back door swings open and Julian strides in, his face flushed from exertion. Smudges of garden soil cover his hands.
"I reinforced the locks on the shed and put fresh batteries in the motion sensors," Julian says. “Figured it couldn't hurt. Jennifer says you need me?”
Darcy hands him the letter. Julian smooths it out, his eyebrows climbing higher with each line. When he reaches the end, he looks up.
"Our prints are on this," he says.
"I didn't think. I just..." She gestures helplessly.
"Okay, okay." Julian sighs. "We can work with this. I'll get it to the lab, see if they can pull any other prints or trace evidence. Come here."
He sets down the letter and draws her into an embrace. Hunter stares out the window, and Jennifer hides in her room.
Julian shifts gears and straightens his posture. It's a transformation she's seen countless times, the detective in him rising to the surface.
"Hunter." Julian’s voice is calm but firm. "I need you to walk me through everywhere you've been since you got back from school. Every stop, every errand."
Hunter throws up his hands. "It's been a few weeks. I can’t remember every place I went."
“I know it’s overwhelming, but let's narrow it down.”
“The letter was in my calculus book.”
“And where did you keep your textbook? In your backpack?”
“Yeah.”
Darcy moves to Hunter and places a reassuring hand on his arm. “Think about the times you had your backpack with you.”
"The library. That's the only place I took my backpack. I was there last week."
"The library." Julian says, propping himself up on the counter. "That's good, Hunter. Real good."
Darcy sees the wheels turning in Julian's head, the pieces of the puzzle rearranging themselves into new configurations. Genoa Cove Library might have cameras.
“Where else?” Darcy asks.
“Nowhere,” Hunter insists. “The backpack sat in my bedroom the rest of the time.”
Darcy doesn’t want to consider the alternative. If the killer didn’t place the letter inside Hunter’s textbook at the library, he must have broken into the house.
“Did you leave your belongings alone while you were at the library?” Julian asks.
Hunter starts to shake his head and stops. “I used the bathroom. My backpack was open, and I had the textbook and a notepad on the table. That must have been when he hid the letter.”
“That means someone saw this guy. How many people were there?”
Hunter thinks. “Maybe a dozen people.”
“Adults?”
More considering.
“Just a few, not counting the librarians.”
“All right, Hunter. Here’s a pen and pad. Write every detail you can recall about the adult males.”
This might be the break they needed.
But Darcy can’t escape her fear. The killer was following Hunter.
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In the study, Hunter buries his face in his hands. Darcy knows her son is frustrated. Julian remains patient and aids Hunter with guiding questions. They’re getting nowhere.
“Think hard, Hunter,” Julian says. “The librarian, the other patrons. Did anyone stand out? Anyone paying a little too much attention to you?”
"Hell if I know. I wasn't keeping tabs on everybody."
"Come on, think. There has to be something. A face, a name. Anything."
Hunter slams a fist on the desk. Darcy steps forward and touches her son’s shoulder. "Hey, let's take a breath. This isn't helping."
Julian frowns. "What would help is a lead. A description. Something to go on besides a damn anonymous letter."
The chair scrapes against the floor as Hunter pushes away from the desk. "You think I don't want that? You think I'm not trying?" His voice cracks. "I'm sorry, okay? I'm sorry I can't remember. Get it through your head: I'm not the witness you need me to be."
“Shh, it's okay,” Darcy says. “It's not your fault.”
Over Hunter's shoulder, her eyes meet Julian's. They plead for understanding. Julian is just doing his job, but Hunter needs reassurance, not an interrogation.
Julian scrubs a hand over his face. "I'm sorry, Hunter. I didn't mean to push so hard. We're all on edge."
“I feel so useless,” the boy says. “Like I should do more.”
“How many times do I need to tell you?” asks Darcy. “This is on me and Julian.”
“And Genoa Cove PD,” Julian adds.
For the remainder of the evening, Hunter is restless. He moves from camera to camera and ensures they’re still operating. When he’s not testing the security system, he checks the locks and peers out the windows, searching for a faceless devil. Darcy can’t blame her son. This is how she taught him to act. She knows the toll that hypervigilance takes, the way it consumes every waking moment until paranoia reigns.
“Slow down,” she says.
“I can’t.”
“Try.”
“What if he comes after Jennifer next?”
“He won’t get through Julian and me.”
As Hunter stomps away, she pauses at the back window. She should talk to Julian about laying traps. Maybe, just maybe, they can beat this monster at his own game.
But hope is fragile, a gossamer thread easily snapped by the cruel realities of the world.
In the living room, she watches as Jennifer walks from wall to wall with her hands cupping her elbows.
"I can't take this anymore," Jennifer says. "The constant monitoring, the looking over our shoulders. It's like we're prisoners in our own home."
Darcy's heart clenches at the desperation in her daughter's tone. She wants nothing more than to gather Jennifer in her arms and promise her that everything will be okay. Such promises are hollow platitudes.
"I don’t like this anymore than you," Darcy says. "But we have to be careful. We don't know what this person is capable of."
Jennifer whirls around. "But that's just it, Mom. I don't know anything. You and Julian, you're always whispering, always shutting me out. I'm not a child. I deserve to know what that guy wrote in the letter."
"You're right. Have a seat."
Jennifer perches on the edge of the cushion. Darcy takes a breath.
“He wants to kill me and avenge Michael Rivers.”
“Another psycho.”
“I’m afraid so. From what we can tell, he must have followed Hunter for days. That’s why I’m so protective. Whenever we leave the house, we become targets.”
"He knew we were at the mall. That’s creepy."
Darcy reaches out and clasps her daughter's hand in her own. "Listen to me, Jennifer. I won’t let anything happen to you or your brother."
"What about you, Mom? Who's going to keep you safe?"
Darcy has no answer, no reassurance to offer.
Jennifer rests her head on Darcy's shoulder. Darcy wraps an arm around her daughter, holding her close. They’re finally on the same side again.
For a moment, the world falls away, and it's just the two of them, mother and daughter, clinging to each other as darkness gathers outside.
To Darcy’s surprise, Jennifer drifts off. She lays the girl’s head on a pillow and covers her with a blanket. Julian takes one look at Jennifer, and Darcy sees his heart melt. But the look on his face says they need to talk. She doesn’t want to leave her daughter alone.
“Go ahead,” Hunter says, entering the room. “I’ll take care of her.”
Darcy follows Julian into the kitchen. She hunches over the table, where he set the case files and crime scene photos from the Darkwater Cove murders. He sits across from her, his own stack of papers spread out before him.
Julian jabs his finger on a map.
“What do you see?”
“Nothing new. Rivers and his disciples struck when the moon was full or nearly so.”
She reaches for another file. Bloody crime scene photos stare back at her. The victims' lifeless eyes accuse her from beyond the grave. She forces herself to look, to study each image with clinical detachment. The brutality, the sheer savagery of each killing. It's a level of violence she never encountered before Michael Rivers entered her life.
“The locations,” he says. “They're all within ten miles of the house.”
He's right. Each murder occurred within the radius.
“And the latest murder happened steps from the cove.”
"But this latest victim—she doesn't fit the pattern. You didn't know her, did you?"
Darcy shakes her head. "No, I've never seen her before."
"What does that mean? Has he changed his MO? Or is he just running out of targets?"
The thought hits Darcy like a punch to the gut; it steals the breath from her lungs. She pictures the faces of her friends and loved ones.
"Outside of our immediate family, there’s no one left to target. So he’s going after young women and recreating the Michael Rivers murders."
“Tomorrow, we need to hit the library as soon as they open the doors.”
“Agreed.”
“This guy isn’t as intelligent as he thinks. He made a mistake, and I’ll catch it.”
Something bangs against the window. They jump. Just a moth.
"What if our security measures aren't enough, Julian? This killer studied Rivers and learned from him. He knows how to enter people's homes and get inside their heads."
"Darcy, look at me. We've done everything possible to fortify this house. The cameras, the alarms, the reinforced locks. Short of putting snipers on the roof, I don't know what else we can do."
But even as he says the words, Darcy catches the flash of doubt in his eyes.
"The Darkwater Cove Killer got to me, Julian. In my home. If he could do that, what's to stop this new killer from doing the same?"
Julian is silent for a moment. His thumb traces soothing circles on the back of her hand. "I wasn’t with you then."
No, he half-accused her of being the killer. She swallows the thought. Past angers don’t serve her.
"What's our next move? How do we keep everyone safe?"
"We stick to the buddy system. No one goes anywhere alone, not even to take out the trash. We keep Hunter and Jennifer close and limit their exposure outside the house."
Is the psychopath watching them now? She strolls to the window and looks out. Pinpricks of light from the neighbors’ windows interrupt the dark.
“When we visit the library,” he says, “we’ll take Hunter with us.”
“That means Jennifer needs to tag along.”
“All in the family. I want Hunter to retrace his steps and show us where he sat. I realize he can’t remember details, but the location should jog his memory.”
"Maybe being there will trigger some detail he forgot."
She crosses back to the table, her eyes falling on the crime scene photos scattered across the surface.
"I can't let him terrorize our family again."
Julian’s arm slips around her waist. "This ends now. No more victims. No more sleepless nights waiting for the next body to drop."
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The library is a creeping monolith of brick and glass. Darcy remembers when this place felt like a sanctuary.
Beside her, Jennifer's steps falter. Darcy glances at her daughter, noting how the girl’s eyes dart from side to side.
“Don’t be afraid,” Darcy says. “You’re surrounded by cops.”
“I hope my first day of driving goes better than this.”
Jennifer’s joke brings laughter to everyone, even Julian and Officer Wolpert, who watch over her son and daughter.
Hunter smirks. “If it doesn’t, call me. You won’t want Mom and Julian to find out.”
"Kaitlyn and I came here last year. It looks different."
“Stay close,” Julian says, “and you’ll be fine.”
Julian leads them inside. Wolpert follows the group. Both officers wear their service weapons, and their presence draws more than a few stares.
As they pass through the library doors, Julian turns to Hunter.
"You’re up, kid. Show me where you studied."
Hunter guides them past the circulation desk and into the maze of shelves. Darcy follows closely. The library is quiet, almost unnaturally so. The soft rustling of pages and the occasional whisper are the only sounds.
They wind their way deeper into the stacks. Shelves rise on either side and appear on the verge of teetering. Hunter's steps grow more confident as they go.
"It's just up ahead," he says. "In the corner, by the windows."
As they round the last shelf, the study nook comes into view. It's small and tucked away from the main area of the library. A single table sits against the wall, flanked by two chairs. The windows offer a view of the parking lot, but the angle is such that anyone sitting here would be hidden from sight.
The perfect place for a killer to stalk Darcy’s son.
This is where the monster violated her boy's privacy. She wants to tear apart the killer with her hands.
“Show us where the backpack was,” says Julian. Hunter reaches for the table, but Julian stops him. “Point, but don’t touch.”
The boy gestures at the left side of the table. Julian leans over. Darcy watches as he holds a hand over the worn wood.
"If I were the killer," Julian says, "this is how I would have done it. To slip the letter into the backpack, I’d balance one hand on the surface like so." He demonstrates the motion.
Wolpert reaches for his forensic kit. Julian helps him unpack. One row away, Jennifer pages through a book. Darcy finds it difficult to focus on her daughter and the investigation at the same time.
“With any luck, the staff didn’t clean this table,” Wolpert says.
Julian seems to think along the same lines. "Dust for prints. If the killer touched anything in this area, we need to know."
Wolpert reaches for his kit. "On it, Detective."
As the officer sets to work, Darcy takes a moment to really consider her son. Hunter's face looks ashen. He didn’t sleep well. She knows this can't be easy for him.
"Imagine the celebration after we take him down," she says.
Hunter manages a shaky smile. She wishes she could carry his burden.
Together they watch as Wolpert dusts the table, the chairs, the windowsill. Darcy holds her breath and prays for a miracle.
The powder settles, and prints appear. They’re a myriad of swirls and whorls, each a potential clue. Julian and Wolpert work quickly, photographing each print and cataloging its location. These prints might belong to anyone, but Darcy senses they’re close to identifying a murderer.
Doubt creeps in as the thought crosses her mind. What if the prints are too smudged to use? What if they belong to a random library patron with no connection to the case? She pushes the thought away.
Julian straightens his back. "We'll need to run these through the database. I’ll cross-reference them with known offenders and see if anything pops."
It can’t be this easy, can it?
“How long will it take before the office determines who the killer is?” she asks.
"It depends on the quality of the prints and the size of the database. Could be a few hours; could be a few days."
“If I pull some strings, the FBI will run the prints. They’ll get quicker results.”
If Hensel were still alive, he could have gotten Darcy an answer in minutes. These days, she barely knows anyone inside the Behavioral Analysis Unit.
Wolpert scratches his clean-shaven face. “She has a point.”
“Do what you can,” Julian says. “We’ll run the prints through our database too. The faster we find a match, the better.”
Wolpert says, "If we get a hit, we'll bring the suspect in for questioning and compare their prints to the ones we found. If we place him at the scene, we can make him crack."
Darcy turns. No Jennifer.
She spins back to Julian, who counts heads and realizes the girl is missing.
“She was just here,” Darcy says.
Hunter’s body stiffens. He’s ready to sprint for the exit and ensure no one leaves with his sister.
“I’ll take the first downstairs,” Julian says. “Pat, take the upstairs.”
The officer prepares to follow orders, but Darcy pulls up short. Two aisles away, Jennifer sits cross-legged on the floor with a teen romance novel open on her lap. Relieved gasps echo off the walls.
“Don’t run off like that,” Darcy says, kneeling beside her daughter.
Jennifer gives her an incredulous look. “I didn’t. I was literally five steps away. You think I’d run off on my own with a killer following me?”
Darcy shares a look with Julian. Wolpert stands ready with his thumbs in his belt loops.
As they emerge from the stacks, Darcy blinks against the sudden brightness. The front desk sits ahead. The librarian looks up as they approach. Darcy takes in the woman's features—the lines around her eyes, the silver threading through her hair.
Julian sets his hands on the desk. "Ma'am, I'm Detective Julian Haines with the Genoa Cove Police Department. We're investigating a suspect who used your library."
The librarian's hand flutters over her mouth. "A criminal? Here?"
"We believe a suspect may have tampered with a student's belongings while he was studying. We were hoping you might have security footage that could help us identify the perpetrator. I can give you the date and time. Right, Hunter?"
Hunter says, “Saturday, between two and four.”
"I'm sorry, Detective. We don't have security cameras inside the building. Budget cuts, you know. We barely have enough funding to keep the lights on, let alone install a surveillance system."
“What about over the exit doors?”
“No. There’s a traffic camera that covers the parking lot, but that’s it.”
"I understand. In that case, we'll need to speak with any staff members who were on duty. Can you give me a list?"
The librarian lifts a calendar. "I was here. So was Theodore. He’s off today, but I’ll give you his number."
“That’s very kind of you.”
As the librarian returns to her duties, Darcy takes a moment to regroup. She catches Julian's eye and tilts her head toward Hunter. Julian presses his lips together, understanding her meaning. Together they guide Hunter to a quiet corner of the library, while Wolpert maintains his watch over Jennifer.
Darcy takes her son by the shoulders. "Hunter, I need you to listen."
“What did I do?”
“Nothing. I know this is too much to ask, but I need you to keep a close eye on your sister. Don't let her out of your sight, not even for a moment. For a second, I thought we’d lost her.”
Julian steps forward. "Leave the investigation to us. Focus on Jennifer. You remember what happened in Georgia?"
They all do. In Georgia, a killer stole Jennifer and made her watch him kill another teen.
Hunter doesn’t blink. "I won't let anything happen to her."
Hunter is strong. He will do whatever it takes to keep his sister safe.
"I know you won't," Darcy says.
Julian gives Hunter a love tap on the cheek. He’s proud of Hunter and considers the boy his son.
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Sleep never visits the haunted. Tangled in the bedsheets, Darcy rolls over and fluffs the pillow. She can’t understand how Julian compartmentalizes the terror and steals shuteye from the night. Whatever his secret is, it doesn’t work for her.
Over Julian’s snoring, she hears footsteps in the hallway. She knows it’s Hunter because they leave his room, trail into the living room, then to the kitchen and study. He’s checking the windows and locks, just like he did an hour ago. Just like he’ll do an hour from now.
Though it’s after midnight, Jennifer is awake and having a phone conversation with a friend, probably Kaitlyn. Darcy wishes it was Brad, but she harpooned that relationship before it took flight.
When Hunter’s door closes, she huffs and tosses off the blanket. How can she feel hot and chilled at the same time?
Giving up on sleep, she edges out of the room, careful not to awaken her husband. With the pot heating on the burner, she drops a bag of chamomile tea into a mug. Before the whistle sounds, she pours the steaming water into the cup and starts the brewing process. Then she carries her tea to the table and opens a folder of case files from her FBI days.
She scans the Seagull Island notes, wondering if she missed anything important that could help her determine who this new killer is. But there’s nothing new to find.
Flipping the pages, she settles on a newspaper article.
THE
DAILY
TIDE
October 15, 2018
FULL
MOON
KILLER CLAIMS THIRD VICTIM IN PALMETTO COVE
PALMETTO COVE, SC - The body of 28-year-old Miranda Tanner was discovered in the early hours of Friday morning, making her the third victim of the notorious Full Moon Killer. Tanner's remains were found by a local fisherman near the rocky outcroppings of Palmetto Cove's secluded beach, just days after the Eastern Seaboard was rocked by the killings of two other young women.
Police Chief Brock Simmons confirmed that Tanner's death bears the same hallmarks as the previous murders, with the victim's body posed in a ritualistic manner and the killer's signature "smiley face" symbol burned into her skin. "We have no doubt that this is the work of the same individual responsible for the deaths of Sarah Michaels and Olivia Benson," Simmons stated in a press conference held outside the Palmetto Cove Police Department.
When questioned about the progress of the investigation, Chief Simmons remained tight-lipped. "We have our best detectives working around the clock to bring this killer to justice. We are pursuing all leads and won't rest until we have the perpetrator in custody."
However, some residents of the tight-knit coastal community are losing faith in the police department's ability to keep them safe. "They still don't have any suspects," said local business owner, Maggie Thompson. "How many more women have to die before they catch this monster?"
The Full Moon Killer, so named for the timing of the murders coinciding with the lunar cycle, has cast a pall of fear over the once idyllic town. Residents are locking their doors, walking in groups, and eyeing strangers with suspicion. Local authorities have implemented a curfew and increased patrols, but the killer remains elusive.
As the community grapples with this latest tragedy, Chief Simmons offered his condolences to the victim's family and vowed to bring them justice. "Our hearts go out to the Tanner family during this unimaginably difficult time. I want to assure them, and all the citizens of Palmetto Cove, that we will not stop until this killer is behind bars."
Miranda Tanner, a lifelong resident of Palmetto Cove, was described by friends and family as a gentle soul with a bright future ahead of her. Her loss is a devastating blow to all who knew her, and a grim reminder of the evil that lurks in the shadows of even the most peaceful communities.
The town mourns and the investigation continues, but one question looms large in the minds of all: Who will be the Full Moon Killer's next victim, and when will this nightmare finally end?
JENNIFER’S DOOR OPENS, and Darcy closes the folder. Her daughter knows about the files, but Darcy sees no reason to add to the girl’s nightmares. Soft footsteps walk to the bathroom and back. Hopefully, the teen will put away the phone and go to sleep.
The parent in Darcy wants to take the phone from her daughter after bedtime, but communications offer Jennifer her only source of normalcy in this mad world. Let her talk about girl stuff until all hours of the night. It’s better than running from a faceless killer in her nightmares.
The Miranda Tanner murder marked the point when Darcy and Hensel began investigating the Full Moon Killer. They never learned Michael Rivers’ identity until the murderer lured Darcy to an empty house. She survived the stabbing and shot Rivers. The authorities arrived and found both unconscious. Rivers went to federal prison, then escaped and returned to hunt Darcy in Genoa Cove.
The branding was always the same—that disgusting, mocking smiley face. Sometimes he branded the backs of his victim’s neck. The marking showed up elsewhere, depending on the murderer’s whim.
What made this new murder unique? Did the victim’s profile fit with Miranda and the others?
Hunter plays a shooter game behind a closed door. Jennifer stops talking, and her light turns off.
Sweet dreams, my dear girl.
Darcy finishes her drink and carries the folder back to the bedroom. The tea did its job. She might be tired enough to sleep.
Her head hits the pillow, and she pulls the blanket to her chin. The cover is a barrier from the cold pouring out of the central air and the darkness concealing the outside world. She doesn’t remember when she fell asleep.
The slumber doesn’t last.

SHE SITS bolt upright at the wail of sirens. It happened again.
Julian is awake and pulling on pants. The phone lies in his hand.
“He killed another,” she says, throwing her legs off the mattress. “How soon do we need to get there?”
“You aren’t going anywhere,” he says. “Right now, I don’t have any details. All I know is a local found a body near the cove. Until I link this murder to the others, there’s no reason to call you in.”
She can’t believe what he’s saying.
“Julian, we both know what you’ll find. It’s the same guy. Don’t you want my assessment?”
“If you’re correct⁠—”
“I am.”
“—then I’ll send a squad car to pick you up.” He palms his face. “No, that won’t work. What the heck will we do with Hunter and Jennifer? You can’t bring them to the crime scene, and it’s too late to bang on a neighbor’s door.”
He’s right. The clock reads 3:00.
“We’ll figure something out. Julian, I need to view the scene before the police and ME muck things up.”
He thinks for a moment. “Okay, get dressed and wake Hunter and Jennifer. Pat is on site. He’ll watch Hunter and Jennifer.”
While he dons a detective’s jacket, Darcy knocks on her son’s and daughter’s doors. They’re groggy but already up.
It seems they heard the sirens too.
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Fifteen minutes later, they stand at the edge of the path, where it opens to Darkwater Cove, so named because of the cliff shadows that color the water black.
A half dozen uniformed officers buzz around the beach. This time, the killer dumped the body a five-minute walk from their door. He’s coming closer.
Julian tells Darcy, Hunter, and Jennifer to stay back. He jogs to Officer Wolpert, who nods in understanding and comes to them.
“Hunter, Jennifer,” Julian says. “You’ll stay with Pat while your mother and I figure out what we’re up against. I realize you’re both exhausted, and we’re sorry. This is best I can do, given the circumstances.”
“Is it the same killer?” Jennifer asks, clutching her brother’s arm.
“Let’s not assume anything. Give Mom fifteen minutes to study the scene.”
Wolpert makes small talk with her son and daughter, but Darcy can’t hear over the sea breeze. Even beside the shallow waters bordering the cove, the wind roars off the Atlantic.
She finds two officers hovering over a body. One wears Ramirez on his nametag. A woman’s legs stick out behind them. The Full Moon Killer’s brand is on the chest this time, positioned just above the breasts.
There’s no swelling around the burn. Instead, a dry, leathery eschar—a coagulated crust marring the flesh—marks where the psycho branded the victim. That tells Darcy the victim was dead when he pressed the iron against her flesh. Nobody screams in agony after their heart stops beating.
“Just like the others,” Julian says.
Spotting confusion on Ramirez’s face, Darcy explains: “When a living person suffers a burn injury, the body's inflammatory response causes the affected area to swell. That’s because the blood vessels dilate and become more permeable, allowing fluid to leak into the surrounding tissues. It’s the body's attempt to heal the damage and fight infection.”
“Does that mean she died before the killer burned her?” the officer asks.
“Correct. Once a person dies, their circulatory system no longer functions, and the inflammatory response ceases. As a result, if a burn or any other injury occurs after death, there will be no swelling, as the physiological processes that cause swelling cease being active.”
“But that doesn’t make this guy a humanitarian,” Julian says.
The similarities strike Darcy. But something is different.
“Did you remove the sand from the upper body?” she asks.
Ramirez says, “This is how we found her.”
Darcy crouches for a closer look. Jet black hair fans out from the woman’s head. She’s young, no older than twenty-one, and ligature marks wrap around her neck. Stab wounds cover her arms. These are defensive wounds.
Flecks of sand dot the body, but that’s expected. No one escapes the wind-driven sand. But he didn’t bury the upper torso this time.
“What do you make of the difference?” Julian asks, reading her mind.
“As I said at the first murder, Rivers didn’t bury the top half of the body every time.”
“The unsub strangled this victim. He didn’t strangle the other.”
“Two differences. One possibility is he felt pressed for time. Someone on the beach might have startled him.”
“So he dumped the body and ran,” Julian says.
“That’s one theory.”
“What’s the other?”
Wearing gloves, she pushes the victim’s hair off her face in a mother’s caress. This was a daughter, a friend, and maybe a sister or lover. “It feels different. I need more time with the victim to determine why. It’s likely the killer is evolving and escalating.”
“What else?”
“The killer used a garrote or a ligature of some sort, likely a rope or a belt. The marks are consistent with manual strangulation.”
“Strangulation is personal, isn't it? More so than other methods of killing.”
Darcy stands and faces the others. “Absolutely. Strangulation is a crime of passion or rage. The killer is face-to-face with the victim, watching the life drain from their eyes. It's a way to exert power and control.”
“You're saying the killer likely knew the victim?” Ramirez asks. “This wasn't a random attack?”
“It's possible. Strangulation is often associated with crimes of domestic violence or interpersonal conflict. The killer may have had a personal grudge against the victim. If that’s the case, it’s a key piece of evidence.”
“But this is a Full Moon Killer copycat we're talking about,” says Julian. “The previous murder wasn’t a crime of passion.”
“No, they were more ritualistic, methodical. He strangled some victims to subdue them, to render them helpless for his sick fantasies. This feels different. The rage, the brutality. It's like the killer lost control.”
“It adds up. The wounds on her appears are defensive.”
As the officers confer, Darcy looks over her shoulder. From the cove, she spies Jennifer, Hunter, and Wolpert’s silhouettes between two palms. She stands between the victim and her family to take away the sightline. The last thing she wants is Hunter and Jennifer seeing a mutilated corpse.
A motor comes from beyond the path. Minutes later, the medical examiner arrives with two assistants in tow.
Over the water, a gull squawks. The sun will rise soon.
As the medical examiner approaches, Darcy steps back from the body, allowing him space to work. The examiner, a man in his late forties, kneels beside the victim. He dons gloves and gently probes the wounds.
"What do we have here?" the ME asks.
“Female victim, early twenties,” Darcy says. “Ligature marks on the neck suggest strangulation, and there are defensive wounds on the arms. The killer branded her postmortem with his signature mark.”
The examiner nods, his eyes never leaving the body. "Excellent observations. The lack of swelling around the burn is consistent with postmortem branding. The lividity pattern also suggests the killer murdered her elsewhere and dumped her here."
Ramirez frowns. "Lividity pattern?"
The examiner looks up, his expression patient. "Lividity, or livor mortis, is the pooling of blood in the lower parts of the body after death. If the body is moved after lividity has become fixed, the pattern can indicate the body's original position."
Julian, taking notes, chimes in. "So, you're saying the killer murdered her somewhere else and brought her to the cove?"
"That's correct. The sand on the body is superficial, likely from the wind. If she’d died here, we would expect sand in the wounds, in her hair, under her nails. But there's none of that."
"That deviates from the murderer's first kill."
"There's something else. The ligature marks on her neck are thin, almost like he used wire. And there are two distinct lines."
"The killer used a garrote to strangle her."
“Good call. It's a very specific choice of weapon,” says the ME. “Not something you often encounter. This wasn't a crime of passion. The killer came prepared to murder.”
Darcy’s eyes drift back to the body. "He's evolving and changing his methods. He's becoming more brutal, more efficient."
"I'll know more once I get her back to the lab, but based on liver temp, I'd estimate the time of death to be between ten p.m. and two a.m."
“Let's load the body and canvas the area.” Julian says. “Someone had to see this bastard.”
As the officers disperse, Darcy lingers by the body, her heart heavy. She thinks of the young woman's family, of the grief and horror they'll face.
The differences between the two murders ring a distant bell, but she can’t find a matching memory. She sifts through a mind full of investigations and death. Nothing comes up. Perhaps she’s just tired, but instinct tells her this is a unique twist to a familiar tale.
She fights to stop her racing mind and compose herself for Hunter and Jennifer. As the police load the body for transport to the lab, Darcy knows she needs to face her family. They will have questions she can’t answer. Worst of all, no words will convince them they’re safe.
Amy Yang, the one girl who’d escaped Michael Rivers, died during the Darkwater Cove murders. Died because a new killer wanted to make Darcy suffer. Amy was younger than this victim. Before long, Jennifer will fit the Full Moon Killer’s type.
A shudder. Darcy zips her jacket despite the predawn humidity. It never gets cold during a North Carolina summer, but it feels like the dead of winter.
She walks to the path. Hunter draws her into a hug, while Jennifer stares at the bloody coming of the sun. Does the girl fear she’s the next on the killer’s list?
“Thank you, Pat,” Darcy says, touching the officer’s shoulder.
“Not at all, Darcy,” Wolpert says. “You know, I've always thought that the best way to catch a killer is to think like one. To get inside their head and understand their motivations. It's a dangerous game, but sometimes it's the only way to stop them.” He taps his temple. “Saw the body before you arrived. Pretty girl. Well, she was. I'll be with the others if you need me.”
Darcy gives the officer a confused look as he joins his fellow officers. When had Wolpert become so interested in criminal profiling?
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Julian grabs a pastry off the tray. Officers crowd the bullpen as they wait for him to take the lead on the two murder investigations. Chief Walker promises to make an appearance, but these days he’s nothing but a figurehead. He announced his retirement months ago, and the race to advance in the Genoa Cove PD is heating up. Julian’s fellow officers think he’s a strong candidate and should apply, but politics don’t motivate him.
With the disinterested chief playing out his remaining days, it’s up to Julian to run the show. The pressure has never been this strong.
He takes a bite out of the pastry and drops two case folders on his desk, which sits near the center of the bullpen. The department had offered him an office, but he prefers to stay with the others. Here, he’s one of the men and women who defend Genoa Cove. He’s immersed and energized.
“Okay, Haines,” Ramirez says. “Time to start this meeting.”
“Everyone,” Julian says, “I want your full attention during the meeting, so grab a snack before we start.”
“Did you bring the pastries?” Wolpert asks.
“That was me.”
“You’re a great man, Detective. But you’re killing my diet.”
The others laugh. Julian gives everyone time to settle before beginning. The chief sits in the back and shows a tiny modicum of interest. At least he’s not on the links and chasing a little white ball.
“By now, you all know about the two murders. Our first victim was Harper Barnes, a twenty-three-year-old lifetime Genoa Cove resident. Attended school for four years in Missouri and returned last year. She waited tables at The Strand restaurant in the village center and was applying for positions in the tech field.”
“Known enemies?” asks Wolpert.
“None that we know of. By all accounts, she got along with her workmates. The victimology says she fit the age range for the Full Moon Killer’s targets. It’s no surprise this new killer is going after women in their late-teens to middle-twenties.”
A grumble moves through the room. The Darkwater Cove murders remain fresh on the officers’ minds, and no one wants a repeat performance. They’ve lived through enough nightmares.
“Are we searching for a local killer?” Ramirez asks.
“Possibly, but we know why Michael Rivers and the other killers came to Genoa Cove.”
He doesn’t need to tell them the murderers wanted to terrorize and butcher Darcy. A ripple of protective tension tightens his shoulders.
“Second victim,” Julian says. “Charlotte Lee, age twenty-four. From Tybee Island in Georgia. She was vacationing in Genoa Cove and staying with her sister.”
“I interviewed the sister,” says Wolpert. “Lee kept to herself after arriving two weeks ago. No run-ins with local men. Except for the sister, she has no ties to the area.”
“Remember what Darcy and the medical examiner said?” Ramirez asks. “Last night’s murder suggested rage and hatred. If the killer is from Genoa Cove, and Lee never met any guys from the area, why would the killer hold so much vitriol?”
It’s an intelligent question. Julian mulls it over before replying. “It’s possible the killer never met Lee before last night and misdirected his hatred for a certain former FBI profiler.”
“Your wife,” Wolpert says, though everyone understands.
“The killer might have used Lee as a surrogate. However, we need to consider suspects from Georgia, especially those who lived near Tybee Island.”
Fear rolls through Julian. Hunter attends college in Savannah, which is near Tybee Island. How can Julian protect Hunter while the boy is at school?
“Along those lines, I’m working with the FBI and checking credit card activity for men in Genoa Cove who live in Georgia.”
“Good work, Officer Wolpert. Any progress?”
“So far, only one hit, and that’s a ninety-two-year-old man staying with his grandson. Not our killer.”
“Seems like a safe bet. Keep checking. When we’re on patrol, it won’t hurt to look for Georgia license plates, but it’s conceivable I’m grasping at straws with the whole Tybee Island thing.”
Ramirez shifts his chair forward. “Where do we start?”
"Let's not rule anything out just yet. The Tybee Island connection could be important, even if it seems tenuous."
Officer Chen raises her hand and draws the room's attention. "What about the crime scenes themselves? Any similarities or differences that could give us a clue about the killer's mindset or methodology?"
"Good question," Julian says, flipping open the case files. "Both victims were found near the water, which aligns with the original Full Moon Killer's MO. However, there were some notable differences between the two murders. We found Harper Barnes partially buried in the sand, similar to the Seagull Island murder committed by Michael Rivers. But the unsub left Charlotte Lee's upper body exposed, with only superficial sand from the wind. Also, the second attack seemed personal. That makes me think the killer knew Lee."
Wolpert clears his throat. "What about the branding? Both victims had the same mark, right?"
"Yes, the smiley face. But there were differences there, too. On Barnes, the brand was on the back of her neck. On Lee, it was higher up, on her chest."
"The killer's getting bolder," Chen suggests, her voice tight with anger. "More brazen in his placement."
"That's my thought as well. He's escalating and becoming more confident in his actions."
The chief, silent until now, leans forward in his chair. "What about the strangulation? That's a new element, isn't it?"
Julian is happy the chief chimed in. “It is. And it suggests a level of personal rage, of intimate violence that we didn’t see with Barnes.” He takes in the officers’ tired faces. “Look, I know this case is personal for all of us. We went through hell during the Darkwater Cove murders, and the thought of another psychopath targeting our community is enough to make anyone's blood boil.”
A murmur of agreement passes through the assembled officers.
“But we can't let our emotions cloud our judgment,” Julian continues. “We have to approach this case with clear heads and open minds. Let’s follow the evidence, no matter where it leads.” He taps the case files, his eyes hard with determination. “So here's what we're going to do. We'll canvas every inch of those crime scenes again, looking for anything we might have missed. Run background checks on every person who so much as looked at Harper Barnes or Charlotte Lee sideways.”
“This can’t happen again,” says Ramirez. “Back in the Wild West, they hung lawbreakers in the center of town to dissuade other criminals from going there.”
“Ramirez, are you suggesting we catch this guy and perform a public execution?”
The others laugh, providing the moment of levity they all need.
“Hey, if it comes to it.”
When the chuckling stops, Julian leans forward. "Catching this guy before he kills again is our priority. We’ll take him down hard and make sure any Michael Rivers wannabe thinks twice about challenging the officers of Genoa Cove."
Chen claps Ramirez on the shoulder. “Hell, yeah.”
Several officers sit a little straighter. Even the chief has fire in his eyes.
“What about Darcy?” Wolpert asks. “She’s our resident expert on Michael Rivers.”
Julian wishes he didn’t need to involve Darcy. She’s gone through too much, and so has her family. But he can’t argue with Wolpert. Nobody understands serial killers like his wife.
“I’m sure Darcy will give us anything we need. She presided over two murder scenes and gave us her opinions. But we have Hunter and Jennifer to think about. Somebody needs to stay back and watch them. Every disciple of the Full Moon Killer targeted Hunter and Jennifer.”
They spend the rest of the meeting planning logistics. Afterward, the chief thanks Julian for leading the team.
Wolpert approaches. “Hey, Julian.”
“What’s on your mind, Pat? Did I do a decent job running the meeting?”
“Pfft. You knocked it out of the park. I only wanted to offer a suggestion.”
“Anything.”
The officer sits on the corner of Julian’s desk. “The last few days, I spent a lot of time watching over Hunter and Jennifer.”
“At the mall and the cove. I appreciate it, brother.”
“They’re brilliant young adults and deserve better. I felt like we hit it off.”
“What are you suggesting?” Julian asks.
“Anytime you want Darcy to work with the department and I’m off the clock, say the word, and I’ll stay with them.”
Julian’s throat constricts. His friend always has his back. “You’d do that?”
“Darn straight. Call me day or night. I’ll be there.”
“Thanks, Pat. I’ll talk it over with Darcy.”
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“Ican’t do it, Skylar.”
Hunter plops down on the bed with the phone clamped between his ear and shoulder.
“Dude, how many times do I have to tell you? I’m practically running the dormitory, and the guy-to-girl ratio is like a hundred. Classes are easier during the summer. I’m acing two courses, and I’ve barely opened my notebook.”
“I get it,” Hunter says, “but things are a little wild at home. There’s no way I can leave.”
He wonders how much Skylar knows. The boy doesn’t keep up with the news, but he must have heard something about Genoa Cove.
“You’re missing out. Didn’t you want to get ahead before fall semester starts?”
“Yeah, I did.”
“Then what’s stopping you? You can’t put your family first every time. Sooner or later, this has to be about you.”
Though Hunter keeps his mouth shut, he doesn’t agree. No sense arguing and ruining a friendship. He never had close friends during high school, and that’s another reason he loves college life. What if August rolls around and the police haven’t caught the killer? He won’t return to school and abandon his family.
“I can’t convince you, can I?” Skylar asks.
“Now isn’t the time.”
“Okay, bruh. But check it out: You can take most of the summer courses online. As long as you log in for class, you’ll get an A. It’s a total scam.”
Now that’s an idea Hunter can get behind. He can enroll in an online course, knock off three credits, and keep Mom and Jennifer safe.
“I’ll consider your plan.”
“Do it, Hunter. It’s the best deal.”
After the conversation ends, he opens the college’s website and scrolls through the options. Three classes stick out. Which one should he choose?
A knock brings him to the bedroom door. Mom peeks in.
“Not playing games?” she asks.
“Mom, I seriously don’t play that often.”
“Since when?”
He laughs. “While you’re here, what do you think of me taking a summer course online? Do we have the money in the education budget?”
“I don’t see why you can’t. Do you have a class in mind?”
“Yeah. It’s a history class.”
“Do you need my credit card?” she asks.
“It’s stored in the system.”
“Oh, right. Do whatever you want, Hunter. I support you.”
As she closes the door, he stops her. “I need a favor. The class started two days ago, so I have to catch up.”
“That makes sense.”
“After I enroll, can I study at the library? It’s hard to concentrate here.”
The blood drains from her face. “You remember what happened the last time you went to the library?”
He will always remember. “I’ll keep my eyes open this time.”
“Hunter, Julian and I discussed this. Until the police identify who killed those poor girls, we can’t allow you or Jennifer to go out on your own.”
This again. If he wasn’t so focused on defending Mom and Jennifer, he would have accepted Skylar’s offer and returned to school.
“You can’t lock me up forever.”
She meets his eyes. “This guy screwed with you at the library and the mall. Every time you leave the house, he causes a problem.”
“Not every time. Julian let me drive to the surf shop. No issues.”
“It’s not worth the risk.”
He massages his forehead. “Then I don’t know how you expect me to catch up. Maybe I should ditch the idea of taking a summer course. Heck, I should take off the fall semester or quit school altogether, because we know this will never end.”
A hurt look crosses her face, and he instantly regrets his words. He thought he’d learned to control his emotions.
“Hunter, we’ll catch the guy. I’ll catch him. If it’s my last act on earth, I’ll make sure you and Jennifer have your lives back.”
“Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to lose it.”
She hesitates, then lays a hand on his cheek. “You have every right to lose it. How many people could survive what you and your sister have gone through?”
His throat burns with regret, and he sees her through a blur of tears. “Nobody is dealing with more BS than you. I want you to know I appreciate everything you do to keep us safe.”
“Oh, Hunter.”
They embrace. After they pull apart, she firms her jaw.
“If you’re willing to hang out with your mother,” she says, “I’ll take you to the library. And don’t worry. I’ll stay out of sight. That way, I won’t cramp your style.”
“Mom, nobody says cramp your style anymore.”
“Give your mother a break. She doesn’t have time to stay hip.”
“What about Jennifer?”
“Julian came home fifteen minutes ago. He’ll watch the house.”

POLITE QUIET ENVELOPS THE LIBRARY. Apart from the movement of the staff, the place seems like a morgue. Two teenagers page through books in the mystery and thriller section, while a woman tutors an elementary-school-age kid in the back corner.
Mom is here. Somewhere. She kept her promise and disappeared after parting ways with Hunter at the entrance. He scans the stacks but can’t find her. She’s a ghost. No wonder she won so many accolades at the FBI.
He picks a quiet table away from the teacher. Though her whispers carry, he has no problem concentrating. Opening his laptop, he studies the course curriculum and marks the chapters he needs to read. Like most modern professors, the class leader uses an ebook instead of a textbook. Two clicks are all it takes to download the text to his computer and phone.
The course, a survey of 20th-century American history, begins with the aftermath of World War I and the cultural shifts of the Roaring Twenties. As he reads about the rise of consumerism and the changing role of women in society, Hunter can't help but draw parallels to the present day.
Every few minutes, he glances up from his screen and searches the corridors for his mother. He knows she's there. Her ability to blend in unnerves him. It's a reminder of the life she led before she almost died at the hands of Michael Rivers.
Hunter can't let fear consume him, can't let it rob him of his future. He thinks of Skylar's words, the insistence that he put himself first for once. But even as he considers the idea, he knows it's impossible. His family is all that matters.
Scratching the back of his neck, Hunter refocuses on the text. The Great Depression, the rise of fascism in Europe, the looming specter of another world war—it all feels like a mirror held up to the present, a warning of what happens when fear and hatred fester unchecked.
What will the history books say about Genoa Cove? Will people remember the victims?
That’s when Hunter sees him.
The silhouette watching him from between the stacks.
Hunter averts his eyes and pretends not to notice. His hands shake. Back at the house, he couldn’t wait to encounter the madman and make him pay for ruining their lives. But with the killer steps away, he wants to run like the coward he is.
The figure’s stare burns holes into his flesh. Like a branding.
With one hand holding the phone in his lap, he opens the messaging app and thumbs a text to his mother. He spends so much time on the device that he can send a text without looking. Even if someone blindfolded him, he’d find a way.
From the corner of his vision, he spies the same man.
He’s here. First floor, north side.
That’s all Hunter needs to write. Though he can’t see her, he knows Mom is coming.
But when the footsteps race down the stairs from the second level, he blinks at the empty corridor. The figure is gone.
His instincts take over, and he spins around, expecting to find the killer holding a knife.
He’s alone. Can’t move, can’t speak. Frozen stiff. A librarian rushes over to see what the problem is.
“Hunter?” Mom asks, shaking his shoulders.
Hunter can only mutter, “He’s gone.”
He hates himself for not facing his fears. Now he’ll never be free of this monster.
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The coastal heat saps the energy from Darcy’s body. She paces outside the library while Hunter sits on a bench, his head in his hands, shoulders slumped.
"He was between the stacks," Hunter says, his voice muffled. "I saw him, I swear. When I looked again, he’d vanished."
Darcy stops and kneels in front of her son. She takes his hands in hers.
"Listen to me, Hunter. You did everything right. You stayed calm, you texted me, and you didn't confront him. That's exactly how Julian and I want you to react."
Hunter kicks a stone and sends it bouncing across the sidewalk. “He got away, same as he did at the mall. It’s like he wanted to convince me he can get to me anytime he wants.”
Darcy's jaw tightens. Anger sparks in her chest. These are the same mind games Michael Rivers played. But she also knows the killer wants them to give in to fear.
"Julian and the police will find something. A clue, a witness, a mistake. And when they do, we’ll end this nightmare."
As if on cue, Julian emerges from the library with his mouth pulled into a tight line. Darcy stands as he approaches.
"Did you find him?" she asks, knowing the answer.
Julian shakes his head. "No sign of the suspect. We have officers canvassing the area. I can’t believe nobody saw this guy."
“I can.” Darcy's stomach clenches. The familiar taste lies bitter on her tongue. She forces it down.
“You’re used to this.”
“Afraid so.”
Julian’s hand rests on the small of her back. It's a small gesture, but one that speaks volumes. She's not alone this time.
"Wolpert is watching Jennifer," he says, tilting his head toward the green area outside the building. "Didn’t know what to do when I got the call, so I brought her with me."
Jennifer rests against the trunk of a maple tree. Not in uniform, Wolpert monitors the girl and scans the surroundings. How well does Darcy know the officer? Julian calls Wolpert his closest friend on the force, but he’s never come to dinner, never hung out on the porch while they barbecued. Can she trust him with her daughter?
“Expand the search,” she says. “Ask witnesses if they noticed an unfamiliar vehicle parked within a five-block radius of the library.”
"You stole my thought. I’ll be interested if anyone spotted a Georgia license plate."
“Because of the Tybee Island connection?”
“Yes.”
Sirens herald more police cars. But it's not the sound of the sirens that makes Darcy's heart sink. It's the sight of the news van barreling down the street, the bright logo of the local TV station emblazoned on its side.
"Damn it," she says. "The vultures are circling."
Julian moves in front of her. "I'll handle the reporter. You stay with Hunter."
But before he can take a step, the van screeches to a halt and a woman leaps out, a microphone clutched in her manicured hand. She's young, ambitious, with the hungry look of a reporter who has bigger aspirations than working in Genoa Cove.
"Detective Haines," she calls out, her heels clicking on the pavement as she rushes towards them. "Mary Jo Kensington, TV-9 News. Can you confirm reports of the Genoa Cove Killer escaping from the library? Is it true the suspect is targeting your family?"
Darcy wants to punch the woman in the throat. She knows this dance and understands the toll that media scrutiny can take on a family already pushed to the brink. The endless questions, the speculation, the judgment. During the Darkwater Cove murders, a few overzealous police officers and media reporters convinced thousands that Hunter was the killer. Kensington will use the public’s right to know as a smokescreen.
Kensington makes a beeline toward Darcy. "Ms. Haines, you can't ignore the elephant in the room. This isn't the first time a killer has stalked Genoa Cove, and you are the common denominator."
The words are a physical blow. Darcy’s presence brings darkness and death to this coastal village. But to hear it said aloud, to see the accusation in this woman's eyes, makes Darcy want to scream.
“That's enough, Ms. Kensington,” Julian says. “You are way out of line. And turn off that camera.”
The man holding the TV camera doesn’t flinch.
"The Full Moon Killer, the Darkwater Cove murders, and now this. How many innocent people need to die before you accept responsibility for the chaos that follows you?"
Darcy's vision blurs with unshed tears. She never wanted to be the catalyst for so much pain and suffering. But Kensington is only giving voice to her own haunting doubts. She is a magnet for evil and pain.
“I carry the weight of every life lost, Ms. Kensington,” Darcy says. Julian pushes the air down with his hands, signaling for her to stop, but she needs to speak. “Every single day. I will never forget their faces, their names, and the futures the killers stole from them. But I will not accept responsibility for the actions of evil men. I did not create them, and I don’t condone blaming the victim.”
Julian lifts his chin at Kensington. "Darcy has dedicated her life to stopping killers. She has brought countless monsters to justice. Darcy Haines is a hero, not a villain."
Kensington scoffs. "Tell that to the families of the victims. Tell that to the people of Genoa Cove who live in terror every day, wondering if they'll be the next target."
Something black and furious snaps inside Darcy. She pictures Hunter alone in the library with the killer watching from the shadows, Jennifer trying to enjoy herself while shopping and having to look over her shoulder.
She knows she should walk away and let Julian handle the vultures, but she's tired of being the victim.
“You want a statement? Fine,” Darcy says. “Here's your headline: Darcy Haines has a message for the Genoa Cove Killer.”
Julian's head whips around, his eyes wide with alarm. "Darcy, don't."
But her voice rings out clear and strong. "You think you're clever, don't you? Hiding in the shadows and preying on the vulnerable. But I see you. I know what you are."
The camera zooms in, capturing the warring emotions on her face. She can feel the eyes of the world upon her, but she doesn't care.
"You're a coward," she spits. "A pathetic coward who can’t even follow his own path in life. You want to be Michael Rivers? Well, you aren’t. You’re a nobody, a two-bit lounge act who thinks he’s a star. I'm not afraid of you. I've faced monsters like you before, and I've beaten them. And if you show your face in Genoa Cove again, you’ll find me waiting. I’ll end you."
Julian grabs her arm and whispers into her ear. "You're provoking the killer."
She shakes him off. “Come and get me, coward. I'm right here, waiting for you. I'll make you pay for every life you've taken, every family you've destroyed. Before this is over, I'll hunt you down and put you six feet under.”
Kensington's face flushes with excitement. She knows she just struck gold and stumbled upon the story of a lifetime. "Ms. Haines, are you suggesting that you'll take matters into your own hands? That you'll mete out vigilante justice?"
Julian turns away in disgust.
“Justice?” Darcy asks. “There is no justice. Only retribution.”
She stalks away and moves to comfort Hunter and Jennifer, leaving a stunned Julian and a grinning Kensington in her wake.
Officer Wolpert’s mouth hangs open. He appears stunned, but there’s something else in his eyes. Fury?
“I’ll take my daughter home, Pat,” she says. “Hunter, let’s go.”
Jennifer can’t stop chattering on the way to the car. “Mom, that was totally badass. Did you see her face? Oh my God, you left her speechless.”
“I don’t care about Mary Jo Kensington.” Darcy aims the key fob. “All that matters is taking back our lives.”
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Darcy hangs her bag over Julian’s chair. He has spoken little since the media fiasco outside the library, but it appears there is plenty on his mind.
Julian checks on Hunter and Jennifer, who sit disinterestedly in the conference room beside the police station’s bullpen. Neither wants to be here, and Darcy understands why. This is the only way to keep them safe.
“You’re making a huge mistake,” Julian says, returning to the desk. He sifts through the drawers, shoves his wallet inside, and slams it shut.
Darcy doesn’t back down. “Antagonizing the killer is the best way to draw him out.”
“Or the best way to get yourself killed. Maybe you don’t care about the danger you’ve put yourself in, but Hunter and Jennifer are targets too. How much do you want to upset this guy? He butchered two women.”
Julian fails to mention the killer was already stalking the family, but this isn’t the time to argue.
“I’ve done this before.”
“With Michael Rivers? How did that go?”
“That’s not fair, Julian.”
“Sorry. That’s not how I wanted it to come out. I’m worried sick, and I’ll do everything in my power to ensure the killer doesn’t get near our family. But I’d like some cooperation.”
The officers are looking at them. Julian lowers his voice.
“Anyway, I didn’t bring you here to argue,” he said.
No, he brought her here so she could enter the mind of this new killer and give the police a profile. Though the request caught her off guard, she has considered what makes the unsub tick since she investigated the first murder.
“You understand this is preliminary?”
He raises his shoulders. “What else do I have to go on?”
With Hunter and Jennifer in the conference room, she will reveal the profile in the bullpen. No slides, no fancy presentation. Barebones and straight from her head.
She jots a few notes while Julian gathers the others. Chief Walker sits in the first row, though Julian told her the man is retiring and has one foot out the door. As long as the officers listen, she will help them catch this killer.
Minutes later, she stands at the head of the room with everyone staring. Not long ago, these same officers believed she or Hunter was the Darkwater Cove murderer. Now they depend on her.
The empty chair beside Julian catches her attention. Someone is missing.
Officer Wolpert.
He sits in the conference room, chatting with Hunter and Jennifer. Whatever he’s saying, their spirits seem to have improved. The chief checks his watch. Finally, Wolpert takes his place beside Julian so the meeting can begin.
Outside the window, the day grows late. Lights come on across the village. She leans against an empty desk and steadies her nerves. Speaking in front of crowds always puts her on edge.
“The unsub is likely a white male in his late thirties to early forties,” she says. “He has a deep-seated obsession with Michael Rivers and studies the Full Moon Killer's crimes. This suggests a level of intelligence and meticulous attention to detail, as well as a background in criminology, psychology, or law enforcement.”
The last comment causes several officers to share glances.
“What’s the significance of this killer devoting his life to Michael Rivers?” Julian asks, obviously trying to keep the discussion on track and avoid a debate.
“The unsub's decision to copy Rivers shows a lack of personal identity and a need for validation through association with a notorious figure. He may have experienced a significant trauma or loss in his formative years, leading to a feeling of powerlessness and a desire to regain control through his actions.”
Nobody argues this point. She continues.
“His ability to evade capture and taunt law enforcement suggests a high level of narcissism and a belief in his own superiority. He thrives on the attention and fear generated by his crimes and likely follows media coverage closely. His need for recognition may stem from a history of being overlooked or dismissed in his personal life.”
“Is that why you called him out?” Wolpert asks. “That didn’t seem wise.”
“Yes, that was the reason. This man can’t stand it when someone scorns him. Right now, he’s seething. I guarantee he saw the news.” She loosens a knot in her back. “The unsub is likely a loner with few close personal relationships. He may have a history of failed romances or a strained connection with his family. His obsession with Rivers consumes his life, leaving little room for genuine human connection.”
“But the second murder had significant differences,” says Julian.
“That’s right. The slight deviations from Rivers' original MO, such as the positioning of the body and the use of a garrote, may indicate a desire to assert his own identity within the context of the copycat murders. He wants to be seen as an equal to Rivers, not just a mere imitator.”
The tension in the room grows. Having another killer in Genoa Cove sets the officers on edge. Who can imagine a murderer as horrifying as Michael Rivers lurking in the shadows?
“How do we use this information to catch him?” Officer Chen asks.
“Well, he is organized and methodical in his approach, carefully planning his crimes and selecting victims that fit Rivers' preferred profile. This suggests a level of impulse control and patience, as well as an ability to blend in with society and maintain a facade of normalcy. The unsub likely has a connection to Genoa Cove or the surrounding area, as he seems to have intimate knowledge of the town and its residents. He may have grown up in the village or spent significant time there in the past.”
Julian taps a pen against his hand. “What about the Tybee Island link?”
“That’s something to consider, though I admit the differences confused me. Here’s what I think: Either our unsub visits the Georgia coast, or he moved from there to Genoa Cove. The strangulation strongly suggests anger towards the victim. Whether he had a relationship with this woman or he used her as a surrogate remains to be seen.”
“A surrogate for you?” Wolpert asks, his eyes sharp.
“That’s what I believe. In his day-to-day life, the unsub has a job that allows him flexibility and autonomy. He may work in a field that requires attention to detail and planning, such as engineering, computer programming, or logistics. Alternatively, he could be independently wealthy or have a source of income that allows him to focus on his criminal activities. Bottom line: He doesn’t have a boss staring over his shoulder. Not only would this create conflict, it wouldn’t allow him to pursue targets at his whim.”
Darcy answers the officers’ questions until there is nothing left to ask. After she finishes, Julian puts an arm around her shoulder.
“You did well,” he says.
“That was uncomfortable, but I got through the ordeal.”
“It’s never easy to live inside a monster’s world, is it?”
“Never.”
He touches her cheek, though law enforcement surrounds them. At the back of the bullpen, Officer Wolpert guards the conference room, his powerful arms folded over his chest. Whenever she meets Wolpert’s eyes, he turns away and focuses his attention on Hunter and Jennifer.
“I won’t be home until late,” Julian says. “We’re staking out the village center.”
“Why there?”
“Security camera footage put the first victim there two days before she wound up dead. Despite what the second victim’s sister said about the woman keeping to herself, three people saw her picture on the news and came forward. They remembered her from the rave club in the village square.”
“The killer might have seen her inside the club. Maybe she shunned him, and that’s what set him off.”
“That’s plausible. Will you be okay tonight? We’ll send a patrol to watch the house.”
“Yeah, I think so.”
He kisses her again and retrieves the wallet from his desk.
Before he organizes the surveillance mission, she grabs his arm. “Hey Julian, did I do something that upset Officer Wolpert?”
“Pat? Nah.”
“Ever since I called out the killer on the news, he’s looked at me sideways.”
“Pat connected with Hunter, and he thinks the world of Jennifer. He’s just worried about how all this will affect them.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course.”
Julian organizes his team for a night of watching and waiting. Darcy jangles the car keys, ready to go home.
Wolpert stares as she gathers Hunter and Jennifer.
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Can’t sleep.
Alone in the house with Hunter and Jennifer, Darcy sits in the living room and occupies herself with a banal comedy on the television. She needs to read lips because the volume is on mute. That way she can hear every creak in the house, every sound outside, and the chirping crickets. Julian is still at work. The stakeout in the village square hasn’t yielded results, but the police aren’t giving up.
If only they would catch the murderer and end this forever. But there will be more. Parham promised the killers would never stop.
It’s one in the morning. Jennifer fell asleep an hour ago, but Hunter is still awake and moving about behind his closed bedroom door. No gaming, no phone conversations. He’s crawling up the walls with cabin fever.
The laptop screen stares back at her from the coffee table. Every view from the security system shows an empty yard, yet too many shadows cloak it. She will talk to Julian about additional illumination, though she worries the bright lights will keep the neighbors awake and lead to complaints. Then again, she assumes they want this killer caught too. As long as Darcy Haines lives next door, they are targets.
With nothing better to do, she considers making something to eat. She skipped dinner, and her appetite has caught up to her.
On the same wavelength, Hunter passes through the living room on the way to the kitchen.
“Hey, Mom,” he says. “You should go to sleep. I have this covered.”
“Nobody placed this responsibility on your shoulders.”
“Julian isn’t here, and someone has to look out for you and Jennifer.”
She wants to argue that she’s a trained FBI agent and better equipped to defend the house. But he needs to feel useful. The isolation isn’t any easier for him than it is for Jennifer.
“I crave popcorn,” he says. “Want me to make enough for the two of us?”
Darcy doesn’t think for long. “Count me in. I’ll help.”
Entering the kitchen, she sets the laptop on the counter while Hunter removes oil from the cupboard. Normalcy. She recalls sitting on the couch with Julian and Jennifer a month ago with a bowl of popcorn between them, a movie playing on Netflix, and talk of how much fun they’d have when Hunter returned. If good exists in the universe, she will soon enjoy the simple things again.
The first kernels pop on the stove, and as if someone set off a line of firecrackers, more join in. Her mouth waters. She removes two bowls from the cupboard, but he waves away the idea.
“Don’t you want to take half to your bedroom?” she asks.
“Why? I’m away at college for most of the year. Let’s put something fun on the TV and eat together.”
Warmth builds through her chest. Lord, how she missed him. Every time Hunter returns home, he is one step closer to adulthood. Though she longs for the little boy running through the house with a handful of Matchbox cars, his growth makes her proud.
They set the bowl on the coffee table and grab handfuls of popcorn. He tosses them into his mouth, a trick he learned during his childhood. She could never get the hang of it.
Darcy doesn’t protest when he turns up the volume. It’s nice to have background noise, though she notices he keeps the sound low enough to hear what’s happening outside. The last time she checked, a Genoa Cove PD cruiser sat along the curb. By the chief and Julian’s orders, Officer Chen is watching the house.
Hunter settles into the couch. Darcy watches him from the corner of her eye.
"Penny for your thoughts," she says softly, reaching for another handful of popcorn.
"I was just thinking about Dad. My real dad, I mean."
She knows how much Hunter loved his father, how deeply he felt the loss. “Talk to me.”
Hunter is quiet for a moment. His fingers pick at a loose thread on the couch cushion. "I was trying to remember what he looked like. I mean, I have photos, but I couldn't picture his face. It's like he's fading away. I hate it."
Darcy touches his cheek. "That's normal. It's been a long time, and memories fade. I miss your dad too, but he will always be a part of our family."
Hunter blinks. The hurt doesn't leave his face. "I feel like I'm letting him down, you know? Like I'm supposed to keep his memory alive, and I'm failing."
"You could never let him down, Hunter. Your dad loved you and Jennifer more than anything in this world. He would be so proud of the man you've become. In fact, I’m sure he’s watching you right now."
The ghost of a smile flickers across Hunter's face. "I hope you're right."
They sit in comfortable silence for a moment, the sounds of comedy washing over them. Then Hunter speaks in a hesitant voice.
"Mom, can I ask you something? About Julian?"
She sits up. "What about Julian?"
"Do you think . . . do you think Dad would be okay with Julian? With him being my stepdad, I mean?"
Darcy feels a rush of emotion, a mixture of grief and gratitude. She knows how much Julian thinks of Hunter, how hard he's worked to build a relationship with her son.
"I think your dad would be happy that you have someone like Julian in your life. Someone who loves and supports you and is there for you and your sister."
"I realize Julian isn’t trying to replace Dad. He never would. But sometimes I feel guilty, like I'm betraying Dad by caring about Julian."
Darcy's heart cracks a little at the confession. She knows the struggle all too well, the push and pull of loyalty and love.
"Caring about Julian doesn't mean you love your dad any less. It just means you've opened your heart to someone who makes our family whole."
Hunter's eyes shine with unshed tears, but he manages a nod. "He’s a great guy."
“The best. In many ways, Julian and your father are so much alike. Not that Dad wanted to go into law enforcement, but he always looked out for other people, just like Julian. And you.”
He brushes the hair out of his eyes. "I've been thinking a lot about the future and what I want to do after graduation."
“That's a big question. Are you switching majors?”
“Not until I’m sure about what I want to do when I put college in the rearview.”
“Have you had any ideas? It's okay if it takes time to figure everything out. You're young, and you have plenty of time to explore your options.”
"What if I end up hating my job or regretting my decision?" he asks.
“Well, I won’t give you any sappy advice, like you need to follow your heart. But there is some truth to that idea. Think about what makes you happy. A job should never feel like work. That’s the mistake most people make. All they care about is what their salary is, and they end up miserable.”
“Do you regret entering the FBI?”
The question catches her off guard.
“I do. Don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed my career, short as it was. But it took me in directions I would never wish on my worst enemy.”
“The Full Moon Killer.”
“Yes.” She rises and parts the curtain. In the cruiser, Officer Chen sips from a thermos. “Maybe we should make another batch of popcorn and bring her a snack.”
“Want me to heat the stove?”
“That would be a nice idea, don’t you agree?”
Halfway to the kitchen, he turns back to her. “I think I found my calling, Mom.”
“What’s that?”
“Popcorn chef. I’m sure there’s a worldwide need.”
Darcy appreciates his ability to lighten the mood. If only she could do the same for him.
Returning to the window, she looks to the sky. A full moon leers down.
Stopping the Genoa Cove Killer is all that matters. She won’t fail her family.
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“Mom, you’d better come look at this.”
Darcy is frying eggs when she hears her daughter’s voice. It was wrong to believe her family was safe for the time being.
An uneventful night left her bone-weary and asleep on the couch with Hunter beside her. Then Julian arrived at four in the morning and convinced them to climb into their beds. With her husband home, she’d had no trouble resting. They’d believed themselves secure together. But there is no safety in Genoa Cove.
She sets down the spatula and hurries to the entryway, where Jennifer holds the front door open. Something is wrong with the facing. Steps away, she spies the painted smiley face in bloody reds. How could this happen? Officer Chen watched the house until Julian arrived, and the alarms didn’t sound last night or this morning. Yet here was proof that the killer had visited.
“What should we do?” Jennifer asked.
“Go into the kitchen and help your brother with breakfast.”
“But—”
“Just go.”
There’s no need to wake Julian. The commotion rousted him from sleep. Though he rubs the sand from his eyes, there’s a live-wire alertness in his strides.
“Look at this,” Darcy says.
He places a hand over his mouth and stares at the painting. Its meaning takes a second to register.
“Impossible,” he whispers.
“He was here.”
While Julian surveys the neighborhood and outside world, she punches keys on the laptop and calls up last night’s security footage. The cameras must have caught the perpetrator.
He joins her. They hunch over the screen as the footage plays at 10x speed. Shadows of clouds crossing the moon appear in time lapse and rush across the earth and walls.
“What’s wrong with the overhead camera?” he asks.
A hazy glow obstructs the security camera that looks down from the roof to the door.
“It’s the full moon. See the glare?”
He doesn’t reply. The stronger the glow grows, the more difficult it becomes to make out shapes and details.
She tilts forward, closer to the screen. So close that she can see the pixels that make up the moving images. This is a ghost story playing out in real life.
When the timestamp reads four thirty, a figure darts from behind the tree. The same tree under which Brad kissed Jennifer.
Darcy switches the playback to normal speed. The shadowed man rushes to the front door and twists the knob, checking if it’s locked. After studying his surroundings, he removes the spray can and gets to work.
“I can’t make out his face,” she says, squinting.
“He’s wearing a mask.”
Now she sees. Despite the lunar lens flare, she discerns enough detail to see the man is wearing some type of animal mask.
Before the killer completes his masterpiece, the moon glow hits the lens directly and destroys the view.
“He knew the moon would strike the camera,” she says. “How much has he learned about our security system?”
Julian shakes his head, too stunned to respond. Or is he furious? The killer showed brazenness by coming here when both adults were home.
She replays the footage. The killer comes out from under the tree, glances toward the neighbor’s house, and crosses the yard. A check of the locks, and he leaves his message. A message that he can get to Darcy and her family whenever he chooses.
“The son of a bitch must have waited until Chen drove off,” Julian says. “Or he knew when she would leave.” He swipes a hand across his eyes. “No, he couldn’t have known. He must have hidden until she left.”
“That means he watched the house all night.” A chill stiffens her bones. “While I was alone with the Hunter and Jennifer.”
“Play that part again. Right before he sprayed the door.”
She does as he asks. “Can you tell who it is?”
He hisses. “Call me crazy, but I think he touched the door.”
“No gloves?”
“Difficult to tell.”
“Breakfast is ready,” Hunter calls from the kitchen.
“Hold breakfast for a few minutes,” Julian says. “I need to make a call.”
As Darcy plays the recording, Julian speaks to an officer at the station.
After the conversation finishes, he turns to her. “Pat is on shift. He’s coming to dust for prints.”
She bristles at the thought of Officer Wolpert stopping by. The disgust he showed after her news interview still bothers her.
Darcy sits to eat with her son and daughter, but Julian grabs his plate and finishes his food while standing in the front doorway. He wants to know the second Wolpert arrives. She dodges questions about what the security system caught on camera. Hunter and Jennifer act disturbed, and she doesn’t see a reason to exacerbate their worries.
Afterward, water runs in the sink as Jennifer and Hunter clean the plates. Darcy hears the door open. He’s here.
Voices carry from the front porch. When she emerges in the doorway, Julian and Wolpert are wearing gloves, careful not to contaminate the evidence.
“Mrs. Haines,” Wolpert says, looking at her from the corner of his eye.
She shuffles her feet. “Good to see you again, Officer Wolpert.”
Wolpert lets out a low whistle, shaking his head. "He's got some nerve coming right up to your front door."
“He knew what he was doing,” Julian says. “Timed it just right to avoid a good view from the overhead camera.”
Wolpert looks up at the roof, his brow furrowed. "What do you mean? I thought you had this place locked up tighter than Fort Knox."
"We do. But the overhead camera, the one with the best view of the door, was compromised."
"Compromised how?"
"The full moon. The glare from the lens flare obscured the view just long enough for him to do his work."
"Damn. He really did his homework, didn't he? Knew just when to act."
“And he wore a mask,” Darcy adds.
Barely acknowledging her, Wolpert says, “I trust Hunter and Jennifer are all right?”
“They’re shaken. But who can blame them?”
“They’re going through hell, and it’s obvious that the killer is furious. You should have avoided the media and let Julian or me handle that reporter.”
“Can’t change the past,” Julian says. “Did you bring the print kit?”
Wolpert reaches for his bag. "Right here. Although I gotta say, if this guy's as smart as he seems, I doubt he left any fingerprints behind."
As he sets to work dusting the door, Darcy pulls Julian aside and lowers her voice. "I told you Officer Wolpert was angry at me."
“Pat doesn’t get mad at anyone. Not unless they steal his beer.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. He wants what’s best for Hunter and Jennifer. Nothing more, nothing less. Instead of starting an argument, you should thank him.”
Darcy rubs the humidity off her arms. “He seems impressed by this killer. Almost like he admires him.”
Julian's eyes jump to Wolpert, then back to her. "He's always been unorthodox. But he's a good cop, Darcy. He's trying to get inside the killer's head, just like you."
The unease doesn't fade. She's seen coworkers go down dark paths, lost in the minds of the monsters they hunt. Until the second body turned up on the beach, she’d never heard Wolpert talk about profiling.
“Bingo.”
Wolpert’s voice brings her head up.
“What did you find?” asks Julian.
“Prints. Two distinct and two more that appear smudged. Before you get your hopes up, these could belong to anyone—the mailman, a neighbor, or even one of you.” Wolpert removes his hat and scratches his head. “Why wouldn’t this guy wear gloves? He seems damn intelligent.”
“Between the lens flare and the camera angle, I couldn’t tell if his hands were bare.”
“If you ask me, it’s a stretch that we’ll find his prints on the door. I mean, he murdered two women under our noses, followed your family through the mall, and escaped from the library with no one noticing. This guy knows what he’s doing.”
A pause. Wind whistles through the trees as Officer Wolpert catches her eye.
“Isn’t that right, Mrs. Haines?”
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Darcy and Julian drive their own vehicles to the police station. Hunter and Jennifer ride in the backseat of Darcy’s car, and neither seems thrilled about spending another day in the conference room. But nobody argued. They knew how close the killer had come last night.
Chewing the inside of her lip, Darcy thinks about the psychopath’s audacity. She wanted the killer to bring the fight to her. That’s why she called him out. But after he left the smiley face on the door, she reconsidered how angry she wished him to get. If he made a mistake, the police would catch him.
Or he might murder her family.
The FBI and Genoa Cove PD had run the prints from the library through their databases. Neither entity came up with a hit, so she didn’t expect the fingerprints on the door would yield success either. Officer Wolpert was running the prints through AFIS and had agreed to monitor the family while Darcy and Julian continued to investigate. She didn’t like the idea of Wolpert watching over Hunter and Jennifer. While she appreciates an officer showing kindness, he is a little too attached to her son and daughter. It makes her squirm.
Upon arriving, they find Wolpert carrying the results from AFIS back to his desk. Good timing.
“I have good news and bad news,” Wolpert says to Julian. “Which do you want first?”
“Give me the bad news,” Julian says.
“Okay, the results came back from AFIS, and the guy who left the prints on your door isn’t in the system.”
Darcy steps forward. "What's the good news, then?"
Wolpert hands Julian the report. A glimmer of excitement dances in his eyes. "The prints from the door match the ones we found at the library. It's the same guy."
Julian scans the report and presses his lips together. "So we have a positive match, but no name to go with it."
“That means he's never been arrested,” Darcy says. “Probably no military service, either.”
Wolpert takes a seat at his desk and winks at Hunter and Jennifer, who wait in the conference room. "So much for narrowing the pool. There are a hell of a lot of people out there without a record."
Julian looks up from the report. "What about other databases? DMV, government employees, anything like that?"
"It's worth a shot. If he's ever applied for a job that required fingerprinting."
“Or the DMV took his prints when he applied for a driver’s license,” Julian suggests.
"We might match the prints and get a name. I'll make some calls."
Julian turns to Darcy as Wolpert picks up the phone. "It's a long shot, but it's better than nothing."
Darcy drums her fingers on her thighs, one eye on her family. "We should also check with the local schools. They take fingerprints and run background checks."
"You think he might be a teacher?"
"Highly unlikely, but we can't rule anything out. He's smart, he's organized, and he has a thing for young women. It's worth looking into."
"I'll get a team on it."
Wolpert lowers the receiver. "No luck with the DMV or the government databases."
“Thanks, Pat,” Julian says. “We have a few more ideas. Do you mind watching Hunter and Jennifer while Darcy and I work?”
"Say no more, my friend. That’s why I’m here."
The officer leaves his desk and enters the conference room. He high-fives Hunter and says something that makes Jennifer laugh.
"Do you trust him with Hunter and Jennifer?" Darcy asks.
"Sure do. Why wouldn’t I?"
“He acts like they’ve been friends for life.”
“Pat met them last year, so it’s not like they just came into his life. Hey, if Pat had kids, I’d be their surrogate uncle or whatever. I realize Rivers got to Officer Faust during the Darkwater Cove murders, but you can’t hold one bad cop’s actions against the department.”
Darcy remembers the crooked officer who tried to kill them. Perhaps she should lighten up and give Wolpert the benefit of the doubt. Still, she's learned to trust her instincts over the years, and right now they're telling her to remain vigilant and trust no one.
Julian spends the next hour on the phone, concentrating as he navigates the bureaucratic maze of the DMV and the local school district. Darcy lends a hand by calling a contact at the BAU.
She paces the length of the bullpen. Her attention shifts to the conference room every few minutes. Hunter and Jennifer seem engrossed in conversation with Wolpert. She wants to feel reassured, but she can’t. Too many people have turned against her family.
As the minutes tick by, Julian's frustration grows. He slams down the receiver. Darcy knows the feeling. The BAU couldn’t give her a lead after she provided them with the killer’s fingerprints.
Julian’s shoulders slump. He turns to Darcy, weary and apologetic.
"Nothing. The DMV has no record of his prints, and the school district came up empty. If he ever worked with kids, it wasn't in an official capacity."
“I got nothing on my end as well.”
She'd hoped this lead would pan out, that they would catch a break in their never-ending nightmare.
The conference room door opens, and Wolpert returns to them. “I gotta hit the little boy’s room. You okay with me leaving Hunter and Jennifer alone?”
“No problem,” says Julian. “They’re surrounded by cops.”
“Hey Darcy, you have the best family of all time. Hunter is hilarious, and that girl of yours has a heart of gold.”
Darcy straightens her back. “That’s kind of you to say, Pat.”
“I’m sorry for being short with you. It’s just that I didn’t like the way you called out the killer on the news. And since the guy showed up on your doorstep last night, well, I guess I kinda lost my cool. It won’t happen again.”
Can she trust this man? Julian loves Wolpert, and he’s an excellent judge of character.
“No offense taken.”
When the officer exits the bullpen, Julian nudges her with his elbow. “See, what did I tell you? Pat got miffed because of the interview, but so did I. Learn to trust people, Darcy.”
“I’m trying.”
Julian senses Darcy's unease and places a comforting hand on her shoulder. "Look, I know you've been through hell and back with these cases. It's only natural to be wary of everyone, even the people who are supposed to be on our side."
Darcy sighs, leaning into his touch. "I'm trying, Julian. I really am. But it's hard to let my guard down after everything we've been through."
"I get it. But you've got to remember, these officers aren’t just my colleagues. They're my friends, my brothers and sisters in arms. I trust them with my life, and more importantly, I trust them with Hunter’s and Jennifer’s, as well as yours."
Darcy lets his words sink in. She knows Julian would never put their family at risk, that his instincts are just as sharp as hers.
“You made your point. I’ll do my best to trust Pat and your colleagues. We need to get through this.”
"Speaking of getting through things, I called a contractor on the way to the station. He's stopping by to replace the front door."
"Replace the entire door? Why? We can paint over the face, can't we?"
Julian glances toward the conference room. "I don't want Hunter and Jennifer to see that damn face when they go home. They don’t need a constant reminder of how close that guy came to breaking inside."
"You’re right," she says. "A new door it is."
"I knew you'd agree. The contractor said he can have it done by this afternoon. We can go home and never have to deal with that painting again."
She feels a swell of gratitude. His strength is the anchor that keeps her from drifting away on the tides of fear and doubt.
"I appreciate you for not giving up on me, even when I make it hard as hell."
Julian snickers. "Hey, I knew what I was getting into when I married you. You're not getting rid of me that easily."
It feels good to laugh, to find a moment of levity amid the darkness.
But the killer will come again. They’ll need to be ready next time.
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Darcy follows Julian through the bullpen and past the conference room, where Officer Wolpert has returned to hang out with her son and daughter.
“I haven’t given up on the stakeout idea,” Julian says.
“You still think he visited the village shops?”
“The theory holds water. Remember, both victims were there. We confirmed as much with area traffic and security cameras. In the meantime, I’ll send two officers to knock on doors in our neighborhood. We’ll check every camera, every system within a five-block radius.”
“That’s a solid idea. Our unsub had to park his vehicle somewhere.”
“All we need is a Georgia plate.”
“Or match an unknown vehicle to one from the square,” she says.
He reads a message on his phone. “That’s Mike Kistner, our contractor. He’s almost finished with the door. Should take another hour.”
“That soon?”
“He owed me a favor.”
Inside the monitor room, the only illumination comes from the monitors. Officer Chen hunches over a keyboard and punches commands into the computer.
“How are you coming along?” Julian asks.
Chen swivels her chair to face them. “I made it through two days of footage taken outside the shops. So far, I’ve found eighteen vehicles.”
“That many?” Julian says.
“All eighteen were there on both days when our victims came through.”
“Georgia plates?” Darcy asks.
“None so far, but I’ll keep looking.”
Julian blows out a breath. “Eighteen is a lot, but we can narrow the list. Run the license plates and check for anyone with a criminal record.”
“Gotcha, Detective.”
“Two uniforms are on their way to our neighborhood. They’ll tell us if any license plates match the ones in the village square.”

HUNTER ROLLS HIS SHOULDERS. The wooden chairs in the conference room make his body cramp, and he wonders how long he and Jennifer have been inside. Officer Wolpert is an okay guy, but he’s always hovering over them. It’s getting difficult to breathe.
While the officer chats with Jennifer about God knows what, Hunter checks his messages. Kyla wrote to him an hour ago. He hasn’t spoken to the girl since the semester ended, and she wants to know if he is coming back to school early or waiting until fall.
Kyla is the first girl who has showed a genuine interest in him. No girls gave him the time of day during high school. Now his roommate and a potential love interest want him to come back for the summer, but it’s impossible. Not until he resolves this mess with the Genoa Cove murderer.
Thumbing a message under the table, he writes, Probably won’t happen. I enrolled in an online course, but I have to deal with stuff at home.
A minute passes before she replies.
That sucks. I want to see you.
Yeah, me too. If anything changes, you’ll be the first to know.
If anything changes—yeah, right. By the time he returns to school, Kyla will have a boyfriend, and he’ll miss his chance.
“Everything okay, son?” Officer Wolpert asks.
Hunter scoots the chair forward. “No problem. Just talking to a friend at school.”
The officer holds Hunter’s eye for a little too long. “No strangers contacted you in the last few months, correct?”
“I get the occasional spam text, but so does everyone.”
“Hmm. If you receive anything out of the ordinary, I want you to tell me. Can you do that, Hunter?”
“Yeah, sure.”
Wolpert adjusts his shoulder holster.
“If telling Julian or your mom causes embarrassment because you’re worried about what they’ll say, come straight to me. We’ll keep the secret between us.”

DARCY’S HEAD hurts from staring at the monitors. Officer Chen pinches the bridge of her nose as Julian studies the screen. They’ve been at this for two hours, and now the list of matching vehicles is up to thirty-one. Until Julian whittles down the number, there is little hope of catching the killer.
Footsteps approach the monitor room. Officer Ramirez knocks on the door with a triumphant grin on his face. "Detective Haines, we may have hit pay dirt."
Julian and Darcy exchange a glance, hope and trepidation in their eyes.
“Take a break while I speak with Ramirez,” Julian tells Chen. “Be back in ten minutes.”
They follow Ramirez to the bullpen, where Officer Nguyen is already loading a flash drive into his computer.
"What do you have for us?" Julian asks.
Nguyen clicks a few keys and pulls up a series of images on the screen. "We hit the jackpot with the Robinsons' security system. They have cameras covering the whole block. In my humble opinion, the Robinsons take this stuff a little too seriously, but they caught something interesting two hours before the suspect showed up at your door."
Darcy scans the grainy footage. At first, she sees nothing out of the ordinary, only the stillness of a sleeping neighborhood. Then movement catches her eye.
"There," she says, pointing to the screen. "In the top left corner."
Nguyen nods, zooming in on the image. A dark sedan crawls down the street, its headlights off to avoid detection. It's impossible to make out the driver's face.
"Timestamp matches," Ramirez says. "And get this: We ran the plates. The car's registered to a rental company in Monroeton."
Julian's head snaps up. "Monroeton? That's three miles outside of Genoa Cove."
Darcy feels nauseous. Could the killer have followed Hunter since her son returned home from college? Could he have been stalking their family all this time? Monroeton is close enough for the killer to come and go as he pleases. Yet she’d believed the unsub was from Georgia.
"Did you get a name on the rental?" Darcy asks.
Nguyen shakes his head. "Not yet. The company's dragging their feet on releasing the information. Says they need a warrant."
“Then we'll get a warrant,” says Julian. “Judge Halverson is up for election. If he doesn’t help us catch the Genoa Cove Killer, the community will have his head. I'll call it in.”
As Julian steps away to make the call, Darcy turns back to the screen, studying the image of the mysterious car. A lead, a direction, a glimmer of hope.
"Good work, you two," she says to Ramirez and Nguyen. "This could be the break we've been looking for."
Ramirez grins, a hint of pride in his voice. "Just doing our job, ma'am. Be sure to thank the Robinson family for going overboard with the security cameras."
While they wait for a warrant, Darcy compares the plate numbers from the village square with the rental car. She finds a match.
“This has to be our killer,” she says, jabbing a finger at the number on Chen’s list.
Nguyen removes his cap. “I’ll be darned. Chen’s work in the monitor room paid off.”
Julian claps his hands and sets the receiver on the desk. “Halverson wants to play ball. He’s sending the e-warrant now.”
Recently, judges had begun delivering warrants electronically, streamlining the process and allowing for faster execution. In the past, the requirement to deliver the warrant by hand would have delayed the process. Now they have everything they need to obtain the renter’s name.
The warrant lands in the department’s secure server. Julian checks over the document and sends it to the printer.
“Want to take a drive?” he asks Darcy.
She thinks again about Hunter and Jennifer, alone with Officer Wolpert. It’s time she trusted Julian’s friend.
“Ready when you are.”
They're so close to unmasking the killer, but leads evaporate and trails go cold.
He grabs his keys. "Nguyen, Ramirez, hold down the fort. I’ll call you as soon as we have a name."
Darcy follows him to the parking lot, already considering their next steps. Background checks, cross-referencing, finding connections to the victims or their families.
When they arrive at the rental company, the manager is waiting at the door. He’s a rotund man with a face irritated from shaving. Julian thrusts the warrant into the man's hands.
The manager hesitates, his eyes scanning the document. "I understand the urgency, Detective, but I have to make sure everything is in order. Does this have anything to do with what’s going on in Genoa Cove?"
Julian's eyes flash with impatience. "I can’t discuss an ongoing investigation."
The manager swallows. He must know how it will look if the killer used his company’s vehicle to murder innocents.
In a cramped office, the manager clicks through his computer. "Here it is. Paid in cash. I should have suspected something."
He turns the monitor so Darcy and Julian can see. One name shows on the screen.
Garrett Loomis.
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The conference room buzzes with activity. By now, every officer knows Garrett Loomis’ name and the rental car he’s driving. Darcy sits while Julian confers with Ramirez, Chen, and Nguyen. Wolpert stands at the back, with Hunter and Jennifer still confined to the conference room.
She sees the determination in the officers’ eyes. They must bring this killer to justice. But she also sees the weariness, the toll that this case has taken on them.
They’ve seen more than their share of horror. Ramirez bears the physical and mental scars of a knife wound from breaking up a village altercation. Chen lost her partner to a freak accident when a cruiser slid off an icy road.
They've all sacrificed something to protect the community. And now, with the murderer’s name and face fresh in their minds, they stand on the precipice of a breakthrough.
Garrett Loomis. The name is a mystery. He’s a cipher waiting for someone to unravel his madness. Darcy feels the pressure to provide some insight that will lead the officers to the killer. Loomis, a virtual ghost, leaves no trace of his existence beyond a name on a rental agreement. Julian found an apartment listed under his name in Monroeton, but it’s a sham. Nobody occupies the address.
But every killer, no matter how clever, makes a mistake. She just has to find it.
"What do we know about Garrett Loomis?" Julian asks.
Nguyen steps forward, a file in his hand. "Not much. No criminal record, no known associates. The address he gave the rental company is a vacant lot on the outskirts of Monroeton."
"A fake address. He’s good at covering his tracks."
"Probably using an assumed name, too. Garrett Loomis could be an alias, a way to throw us off the scent."
Chen speaks up. "The Monroeton part might be true. Either way, it’s likely he lives in the area."
"Monroeton is close enough for the killer to stalk his victims," Ramirez points out.
Darcy thinks of the rental car and the grainy footage showing it crawling down the street a few blocks from their home. She realizes how close the killer has been all this time.
"Every law enforcement officer in North Carolina has his license plate," Julian says. “But I’m wary of bringing this to the media. If Loomis hears his name on the news, he’ll vanish. What do you think, Darcy?”
They’re all looking at her and awaiting an answer.
“You bring up a valid argument,” she says. “Then again, we have to consider public safety. People should know who he is.”
“We’ll lose him,” Chen says.
Darcy can’t argue her point.
She's been here before, caught between the need for public safety and the fear of tipping off a killer. It's a delicate balance that can mean the difference between life and death.
During the early days of the Full Moon Killer investigation, they’d come across a name: Bryan Zeches. There were moments when she wanted to plaster Zeches across every news outlet, to warn the public of the monster in their midst. But she held back, knowing that any misstep could send the suspect running and cost them their one chance to bring him to justice.
It was a gamble, a calculated risk that had paid off in the end. But Zeches was nothing but a fall guy. The Full Moon Killer had set him up, long before they knew Michael Rivers’ name.
Faced with a similar choice, Darcy feels the burden of responsibility settling on her shoulders. Julian is right. Alerting the media will spook Loomis.
"We need to strike a balance," she says, her voice measured and thoughtful. "We can't risk losing Loomis, but we also can't keep the public in the dark. Not when their safety is at stake."
Julian looks her way. "What do you suggest?"
"We release a description of the rental car, but not the name. We tell people to be on the lookout and report any sightings to the police. But we keep Loomis' identity under wraps, at least for now."
Ramirez frowns, his arms crossed over his chest. "And if someone spots the car and Loomis realizes we're on to him?"
“We'll have every available officer on standby and ready to move,” says Julian. “We'll coordinate with the state police, the FBI, and anyone who can help us catch Loomis.”
She sees the doubt in their eyes. Can they really pull this off? Won’t the killer assume the police has his name?
“The target is still Darcy and her family.”
Heads swivel. It’s Wolpert speaking. Until this afternoon, Darcy entertained the possibility that the officer was involved in the murders. She couldn’t say how, only that his proximity to Hunter and Jennifer made her hair stand on end.
“What can we do to keep them safe?” Wolpert asks.
“Whenever I’m working,” Julian says, “I want an officer stationed outside our door. Loomis will expect us to defend the house, so there’s no point in hiding the cruiser down the street. Stay right beside the curb and ensure no one approaches.”
When Darcy turns to get Wolpert’s reaction, he seems unconvinced. His expression is one of concern as he listens to Julian's plan.
“Pat,” Julian says. “You have doubts?”
"I'm not sure it's enough. Loomis is intelligent and can attack your place from multiple angles. If he wants to get to Darcy and her family, a single officer might not be enough to stop him."
"Don’t forget that Darcy is a trained FBI agent."
"She hasn’t been active in several years. Be realistic. Loomis proved he can kill and leave his signature on doors without us catching him."
As much as Darcy hates to admit it, he has a point. Loomis is no ordinary criminal, and her BAU career feels like a lifetime ago.
Before she voices her concerns, Chen steps forward. "I'll take the first shift. I'll make sure nothing happens to Darcy and her family on my watch."
Julian claps Chen on the shoulder. "I know I can count on you."
But Wolpert isn't finished. "One officer won’t cut it. We need round-the-clock surveillance and multiple units watching the house. We can't leave anything to chance."
Ramirez shakes his head. "We don't have the personnel for that kind of operation. Not with an entire village to cover."
If Wolpert wins this argument, the killer can strike anywhere in Genoa Cove. They need uniforms on patrol and someone to watch the beaches.
Dusk covers the window. Is it that late?
Without thinking about what she’s doing, Darcy rises and pulls the shade to block out the coming night. Nguyen shifts with discomfort. They all sense it. The full moon has risen.
If they focus all their resources on protecting her and her family, what will happen to the rest of Genoa Cove? Who will ensure no one else falls victim to Loomis? She thinks of Harper and Charlotte, and their families, of the pain and grief that will never heal.
Can she really ask the people of this town to defend themselves while the Genoa Cove PD defends her? Guilt and self-loathing burn in her belly. She never wanted to be the center of a killer's fixation.
“We can't put all our eggs in one basket,” she says. “We need to keep the town safe, not just me and my family.”
Julian's head snaps up. "Darcy, you can't be serious. You're the target here. We have to prioritize your safety."
“Tell that to the first two victims. He killed them to just get my attention. I can't ask the people of Genoa Cove to put their lives on hold for us. It's not right. Stick to the original plan. One officer outside the house. That’s it. Keep your patrols on the streets. Don’t let this happen again.”
Wolpert turns around and stomps back to the conference room. A few officers whisper about their colleague’s odd behavior.
Reality hits home. Julian has to work all night. She’ll be home with Hunter and Jennifer, with only Chen to keep the wolves at bay.
And the moon is full.
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In the heart of solitude, the house creaks with the weight of its own memories. Each groan is like the lament of long-abandoned sanity.
The house is too quiet. The only sounds are the chatter from the police radio and the clicking of Darcy's keyboard.
Alone in the living room, she studies the laptop screen. Hunter and Jennifer are in their rooms and safe. For now.
Outside, lunar light ascends. A hunter's moon. A killer's moon. Through a part in the curtains, she sees Chen’s cruiser on the street. The officer has worked since this morning and has to be exhausted.
Who is Garrett Loomis? Where did he come from? The databases yield no criminal record or known associates. He is a blank slate onto which she projects her darkest fears.
A report of a disturbance at the beach makes her set aside the laptop and spring off the couch. Could it be him? Has Loomis killed again?
She listens with a held breath as the officers respond, their voices calm, professional.
False alarm. Just a lover's spat, fueled by too much alcohol and too little sense. She turns back to the screen and to work.
In his room, Hunter speaks to someone. From his nervous laughter, she wonders if it is a girl. He deserves someone who loves him. No sounds come from Jennifer’s bedroom. The girl has been irritable since Darcy made them stay at the police station for seven hours.
The more she works, the less she finds.
Is Garrett Loomis the killer’s real name?
Footsteps in the hallway draw Darcy's attention. Jennifer appears. She wears the mask of teenage angst and strides past without a word, heading for the kitchen.
"Jennifer, everything going all right?"
"Fine." The word is clipped and brittle.
"I know today was tough. I'm sorry you had to spend so much time at the station."
Jennifer yanks open the fridge and rummages for a snack. "Whatever."
Darcy sits back against the cushions. "I'm just trying to keep you safe. You understand, don’t you?"
"Like how you kept us safe from the psycho who left the creepy smiley face on our door?"
The words hit like a slap. "I'm doing the best I can."
Jennifer's voice cracks. "People are dying, Mom. Those poor girls on the beach. Did he really kill them to get our attention? I can’t live with that."
Darcy rises and crosses the room to her daughter. She reaches out, but Jennifer pulls away, wrapping her arms around herself. A fortress against the world, against the pain.
"This isn’t our fault. When we blame ourselves, we make excuses for the killer."
Jennifer looks at her then, really looks at her. And in that moment, Darcy sees the little girl she used to be, the one who believed her mother could slay dragons and vanquish any foe.
But that little girl is gone and replaced by a young woman who has seen and endured too much.
"I'm so sick of feeling scared all the time."
“If I could take all of this away, I would,” Darcy says, her heart aching.
“Even if you catch the killer, how long before another comes? Will I have to watch my back for the rest of my life?”
Darcy won’t allow that to happen. Despite Parham’s warning, the list of madmen who worship Michael Rivers isn’t endless. It can’t be.
Jennifer squirms and fights when Darcy hugs her. Then her body gives out, and she rests against her mother and sobs. Darcy wants to promise that everything will be okay, that this nightmare will end and life will return to normal. But the words stick in her throat. They are hollow platitudes that taste like ash on her tongue.
"I'm here for you, Jennifer. Always."
Jennifer pulls away and retreats to her room. The door closes with a click. Her lock turns and forms a barrier against the world and all its horrors.
Darcy sinks into the couch with her head in her hands. This has to stop.
A voice booms through the police radio. Darcy's head turns toward the sound. With a racing pulse, she rushes to the kitchen counter, where the scanner sits.
Ramirez’s voice comes through.
"Dispatch, this is Unit 27. I have eyes on the suspect's vehicle, a black sedan with the license plate matching the BOLO. It's parked on Ocean Avenue."
That’s two blocks from Darkwater Cove. A stone's throw from their home.
She races to the hallway and pulls on Jennifer’s door. Locked.
“Jennifer, open the door. Hunter, I need you. Now.”
Confusion and fear mingle in their voices as they call back, but Darcy doesn't need to explain. She moves through the house like a whirlwind and checks the locks. The security system remains armed. No alarms yet.
She peers out the front window and spots Chen's cruiser. The headlights flare. Will the officer leave her post and respond to Ramirez’s report?
Darcy checks the cameras. The yard is empty, the shadows still.
And then she sees it.
A flicker of movement between the trees. Her blood becomes ice water.
It's him.
He's here.
The shadow detaches from the tree line and slinks across the grass like a wraith.
In his socks, Hunter slides to a stop in the kitchen. “What should I do?”
“Call Julian.”
“Shouldn’t I protect Jennifer? She won’t come out of her room.”
“Do as I say.”
On the street, Chen’s cruiser rockets off the curb with the siren shrieking. Darcy is the last barrier between the killer and her family. And the police don’t know Loomis is in the backyard.
Darcy reaches for her gun. One shot is all it will take. If he dares come for her, she’ll make him wish he was never born.
Then she waits. Breath shallow. Heart pounding.
“Come to me, damn you.”
Loomis will learn the meaning of a mother's reckoning, written in blood and bullets beneath the moonlight.
Beside her, Hunter fumbles with the phone as he dials Julian's number. Before the call connects, the front door bursts open.
Darcy spins, her gun leveled at the intruder. Her finger tightens on the trigger, ready to unleash hell.
It's not Loomis who stands in the entryway. It's Julian, his face grim and his own weapon drawn.
"Julian?" Darcy's voice is a hoarse whisper.
“Ramirez radioed me,” Julian says. “They spotted Loomis’ car in the neighborhood.”
"He's here, Julian. In the backyard. I saw him on the cameras."
A muscle twitches in her husband’s cheek. He turns to Hunter.
"Stay with your mom and sister. Don't let them out of your sight."
Hunter moves closer to Darcy in a pledge of protection.
Julian says, "I'll check the perimeter. Stay inside. No matter what you hear, don’t leave the house."
Darcy grabs his shirt. "Julian, no. It's too dangerous. Wait for backup."
But he's already making for the back door. Darcy follows, but Julian stops her with a glare. "Darcy, please. I need you to keep our family safe."
Then he's gone. Her eyes follow her husband through the window, and when she loses sight of him, she rushes to the monitor. He vanishes into the trees. The backyard is empty now. No sign Loomis or Julian.
“Talk to Jennifer,” she tells Hunter. “Coax her out of the bedroom. I want you both in the kitchen so I can see you.”
Hunter is halfway to his sister’s room when a frantic message comes through the radio.
"Suspect spotted moving through backyards, heading east on Ocean Avenue."
Ramirez replies, "Unit 27 in pursuit. Requesting backup."
"All units, converge on Ocean Avenue. Suspect is armed and dangerous."
Darcy thinks of Julian stalking a killer through the dark.
A thump outside the house spins her around. Like a body hitting the ground.
Her finger tightens on the trigger. She strains to listen over the discord of police reports.
She swings her gaze to where the sound came from. Just past the deck. But the cameras would catch Loomis if he was close.
Now there is only silence. Hunter returns with a terrified Jennifer. He begins to speak, but Darcy stops him with a finger over his lips.
A nightbird calls.
“Suspect in custody,” Chen says over the radio. “Repeat, the suspect is in custody.”
Relief floods through Darcy, so intense it makes her dizzy. They got him. It's over.
The relief doesn’t last.
"We have an officer down. Repeat, officer down."
Where is Julian?
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The injured officer can’t be Julian.
Darcy repeats the mantra in her head as Hunter and Jennifer follow her to the front yard. Her stress pulls every nerve in her body to the point of tearing. He was just with them five minutes ago, and now he may be injured. Or worse.
Though she learned through the police radio that the suspect was in custody, she eyes the night with wariness. This doesn’t feel right. As if she missed a crucial piece of evidence.
“Julian is okay. Right, Mom?” Jennifer asks between sobs.
“He has to be.”
That’s all Darcy can say. She knows Jennifer and Hunter need their mother to comfort them, but she can’t keep her thoughts straight. After her first husband died, she thought she would never find love again. Eric Hensel came into her life, but the relationship never blossomed. Then came Julian. Because of him, she finds happiness in a twisted world. He loves her family and will do anything to protect them.
If he’s dead . . .
The radio in her hand squawks about the fallen officer, the handcuffed killer, and the ambulance en route.
Please, let the paramedics arrive on time.
Jennifer rests her head on Hunter’s shoulder, and he wraps an arm around her. The night is warm, but none of them notice. All three shiver as they cross the lawn, rushing toward the location of the fallen officer.
Despite the late hour, lights flick on around her. The neighbors are awake and wondering what the commotion is.
“Stay with me,” she says, still holding the gun. This night has given her no reason to trust its intentions. In the sky, the screaming face of the full moon mocks her.
They pass two houses before a vehicle skids to stop along the curb. She throws herself in front of her family, prepared to squeeze the trigger at the first sign of danger.
A door opens. It’s Officer Wolpert. She lowers the gun, but part of her isn’t sure she can trust him.
“Darcy, get back to the house.”
“I need to find out what happened to Julian.”
His face contorts with confusion. “There’s nothing wrong with Julian. Go inside. It’s not safe out here.”
“But the radio. It said an officer was down.”
He glances up and down the sidewalk. Shadows churn at the edge of their vision. “I don’t know who got hurt, but it’s not Julian. He called me and said to come right away, that you were alone with Hunter and Jennifer.”
“I’m not leaving until I find out what’s going on.”
“Think, Darcy. A crime scene is no place for your family.”
“Hunter and Jennifer can’t stay alone. Not until I’m sure this guy is the Genoa Cove Killer.”
Wolpert’s body goes rigid with frustration. “If that’s the way it has to be. Okay, everyone. Follow me.”
The flashing lights color the sky and lead them toward the police. Two blocks down the road, much too close to their home, Darcy spots three paramedics leaping out of an ambulance.
Where is Julian? She can’t find him.
On the sidewalk outside a sea-blue two-story with hedges fronting the yard, Wolpert holds up a hand. “This is as far as you’re going. Don’t move. You’re listening to me, right?”
Darcy nods. The commotion takes place behind this house. This is where they caught the fleeing killer and discovered the fallen officer. The possibility that someone who defended her family lies dead makes her dizzy. What if it had been her husband?
When Wolpert rushes off to check behind the house, Hunter finally talks.
“If nothing is wrong with Julian, why haven’t we seen him?”
“I’m sure he’s leading the investigation,” she says.
Jennifer stares with blank eyes. “Did someone die, Mom?”
Darcy’s daughter watched a teenage girl die in front of her. That was in Georgia, when her kidnapper strangled the teen inside a rural house.
“If an officer was dead, we would have heard by now.”
It’s a lie. Jennifer needs comfort, not a harsh reality check.
Raised voices from the police. She can’t tell what they’re saying. A second before she defies Wolpert’s order and drags her kids to the crime scene, Julian emerges from behind the house. His face looks pallid as he jogs to them.
She wants to scream at him for risking his life and pursuing the killer alone. But when he appears, all she can do is throw her arms around his shoulders and cry. He’s alive. He’s okay. They’re okay.
A heartbeat later, guilt strikes her. How can she find relief when an officer of the law is injured or dying because of her?
“Who are the paramedics treating, Julian?” she asks.
Beside her, Hunter draws Jennifer close.
“Nguyen,” Julian says. “He’ll be all right.”
A leaden weight falls off her shoulders.
“Ramirez found Nguyen unconscious. He has one helluva goose egg on his forehead, but he’ll survive. I heard an emergency crew member say something about a likely concussion, and based on the bruise’s size, I don’t doubt it.”
“You caught the killer? You captured Garrett Loomis?”
He wipes the sweat off his brow and cranes his head around the house. “We caught someone. No telling if his name is really Garrett Loomis, but we’ll find out soon.”
“Are you sure it’s the person who killed those women?” Hunter asks.
“I’m positive he is. He’s about the size of the man who painted our doorway. I won’t be shocked if we find an animal mask in his rental. The investigating officer said Loomis ruined the interior—fast-food wrappers everywhere, spilled drinks. There was a sleeping bag in the backseat. I think he was living out of the car.”
Just then, Officers Chen and Ramirez round the two-story. The man they lead has his hands cuffed behind his back.
“Get behind me,” Julian says, standing in front of Hunter and Jennifer.
Too late. Loomis leers at Darcy and her family. There’s no doubt this man is Michael Rivers’ disciple. He can’t take his eyes off them.
Chen forces Loomis to lower his head as she shoves him into the cruiser’s backseat. The door slams.
After the officers drive away with the killer, Julian turns to Darcy. “It’s safe now. Take Hunter and Jennifer home. You’re all running on fumes.”
“I don’t want to be alone,” Jennifer says.
Hunter scuffs the toe of his sneaker against the sidewalk.
“To be honest, Julian,” Darcy says, “I couldn’t sleep a wink. Not after all this.”
Julian narrows his eyes. “You seriously want to drag yourself back to the station? This might take all night.”
“What Jennifer said. None of us want to stay alone.”
Wolpert, dressed in plainclothes, returns to the walkway. “They can hang with me.”
“You’ve done enough, Pat,” Julian says. “I appreciate you checking on my family, but you work the afternoon shift tomorrow. You need the rest.”
“Are you kidding? We caught the Genoa Cove Killer. I’m not leaving until Loomis confesses.”
Julian lifts his palms in exasperation. “There’s nothing left to see. But if everyone insists on spending the night in the department⁠—”
“We do,” Jennifer says.
“Then I won’t stand in your way.” Julian holds Darcy’s eyes. “I don’t want Hunter or Jennifer anywhere near Loomis. He saw them once, and that’s enough.”
Wolpert puffs out his chest. “Garrett Loomis won’t cause Darcy and her family any more problems. This guy is gonna fry. He deserves death.”
“We’ll leave that for the courts to decide.”
Officer Wolpert waits with them while Julian talks to another officer behind the house. With the scene cleared, Julian returns. They make a quick stop at their own house to ensure the doors are locked. The armed security system stands at the ready.
But they shouldn’t need the system. The police have Loomis.
If Garrett Loomis is the Genoa Cove Killer.
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3:30 a.m.
Darcy can’t keep her eyes open. She sits in an uncomfortable plastic chair beside Julian’s desk. Every few seconds, her chin falls to her chest. Then she snaps awake, only to lose consciousness again.
Voices surround her. She catches bits and pieces, never sure if it’s an actual conversation or part of a dream. When she comes to, a blanket lies over her knees, and somebody left a pillow on the desk.
Hunter and Jennifer sleep in an unoccupied office behind the bullpen. There are no doors or windows on that side of the building, and an army of police stands between Darcy’s family and whatever stalks the night.
She rubs her eyes and works the kink out of her neck. Julian approaches. His face is tired and haggard, and his jacket holds too many wrinkles.
“Did you sleep?” he asks, dropping into the chair beside hers.
“A little.”
“Hunter and Jennifer haven’t made a peep. I bet they haven’t rested this well all week.”
“That’s a safe assumption.”
He yawns and rests his elbows on his knees. “So this guy’s name is really Garrett Loomis. We have his wallet and ID.”
“Is he the new Full Moon Killer?”
“I can’t imagine a scenario in which he isn’t. His prints match the ones Wolpert pulled off the front door and the desk inside the library. He has to be the guy who left the painting and stuck the note into Hunter’s textbook.”
“Did you get a confession out of him?”
“Not yet. I left Ramirez in charge of the interrogation. After two hours, my mind was turning into mush.” When she lifts her head, he raises his hand. “Don’t even think about it. I don’t want you questioning Garrett Loomis.”
“I thought you needed my opinion.”
“About his profile, yes. There’s no need for you to interrogate the suspect. I don’t think you should ever see him again.”
A frigid pocket of air drifts across Darcy’s skin. “He mentioned me, didn’t he?”
Julian works his jaw back and forth.
“Give me the truth,” she says.
“All he did was talk about you. And Hunter and Jennifer. He’s sick, Darcy. It won’t surprise me if Loomis thinks he’s Michael Rivers.”
At the back of the bullpen, another officer shifts in his chair. Darcy recognizes Wolpert by his short stature and powerful forearms crossed over his chest. The officer appears asleep, but she knows better. He watches the room through slitted eyes.
“I wish Pat would listen to me,” Julian says. “I sent him home hours ago, but he won’t leave.”
“Is he staying because of us?”
“Probably. He’s a terrific officer, but he has a little too much knights-of-the-round-table chivalry going on. Ever since the incident at the mall, he’s invested himself in this case.”
A door opens at the far end of the bullpen. Ramirez emerges, his shoulders slumped and his face drawn with exhaustion. He weaves his way through the desks with a file clutched in his hand.
Julian straightens. "How's it going in there?"
Ramirez shakes his head and drops into a chair beside them. "That guy's a piece of work. Won't stop talking about you, Darcy. Keeps saying how you're the only one who has to pay for what happened to Michael Rivers."
“So you have a confession?”
“No. He won’t talk about the murders, the letter, or anything except the Full Moon Killer.”
“I can’t believe he hasn’t requested a lawyer.”
“We offered. He doesn’t want one.”
Bile rises in Darcy's throat. The thought of Loomis obsessing over her is enough to make her skin crawl.
Julian's eyes harden into flint. "Did you get anything useful out of him? Any indication of why he targeted Harper and Charlotte?"
Ramirez flips open the file, his finger running down a page of scrawled notes. "He's not giving up much. Keeps going on about the Gellar family. He hasn’t acknowledged that you’re the Haines family now. He's fixated on you, Darcy."
Julian's hand finds hers, their fingers interlacing.
She tries to make sense of Loomis' obsession.
"Did he say anything that suggests he knew either victim?" Julian asks.
"Nothing concrete. He's playing coy, like he wants us to work for it. But he never admits to the killings. We need something to nail him to the wall."
Darcy feels a flicker of unease, a sense that something isn't quite adding up. If Loomis is the killer, why isn't he taking credit for his crimes? Michael Rivers would have. Why is he fixating on her past instead of reveling in his own twisted accomplishments?
"What about the victims?" she asks. "Did he say anything about how he chose them?"
"Not a word. It's like they don't even exist. He acts like he never met either."
Julian's grip on Darcy's hand tightens. "So we've got him dead to rights on the stalking, on the vandalism at the house, but not the murders."
"It's a start, but it's not enough. There might be something else. When we brought Loomis in, Chen had the idea to check the GPS on his rental car and track his movements over the last several days."
"And? What did you find?"
Ramirez flips to a new page in his file. "It's not a smoking gun, but it's definitely suspicious. The car was parked two blocks from the beach where we found the first body. We also traced him to the library on the day Hunter was there."
Darcy feels a modicum of hope. It's not a confession, but this new information places him near the scene of one crime.
"Excellent work, Ramirez. We’ll corroborate those GPS logs with the other murder."
Three officers holding coffee cups walk past. They stare at Darcy, as if she were a sideshow animal on display.
Ramirez lowers his voice. “There’s something else. The logs place Loomis’ rental car within two blocks of your house on nine occasions.”
Darcy comes wide awake. “In the same week?”
“Seems he was watching you all this time.”
“That’s evidence we can use,” Julian says. “It shows a pattern of behavior.”
“I concur.” Ramirez checks his watch. “It’s time to get back at it.”
“Do you think Hunter and Jennifer are all right with Officer Wolpert around?” Darcy asks.
“Nobody gets past Pat,” Julian replies.
“I want in on the interrogation.”
“Absolutely not. I can’t predict how Loomis will react if you’re in the room.”
“Julian, if you want me to crawl inside Loomis’ head, let me see him.”
He stares in question at Ramirez. The other officer doesn’t object.
“The risk outweighs the reward. We have enough to hold Loomis until we pin the murders on him.”
“Come on. If you won’t allow me to participate, at least let me observe.”
Julian contemplates her offer. “We have an observation room with a two-way mirror. But Darcy, you can’t leave the room.”
“That’s agreeable.”
Darcy follows Julian and Ramirez down a narrow hallway. The observation room is cramped, with a single chair facing the two-way mirror. She takes a seat, her palms clammy with anticipation.
On the other side of the glass, Loomis sits at a bare metal table. Cuffs lock his hands in place. He looks shockingly ordinary, with close-cropped hair and a nondescript face. A true cipher.
Julian and Ramirez take the chairs across from Loomis.
"Let's cut to the chase, Garrett," Julian says. "We have evidence placing you at the scene of at least one murder. Your rental car was two blocks away, hours before we found the body."
Loomis smiles, a slow, predatory grin that doesn't reach his eyes. "I don’t know what you’re talking about, Detective."
Ramirez raps his knuckles against the desk. "And what about the library? You were there the same day that note ended up in Darcy’s son’s backpack."
Loomis shrugs, his expression bored. "What note? I like to read. Is that a crime now?"
It’s Julian’s turn to slam his hand on the table. "Cut the crap. We know you've been stalking Darcy and her family. The GPS in your rental proves it. You've been circling the house for days."
“I’m unfamiliar with this area of Genoa Cove and became lost.”
“Nine times?”
Loomis doesn’t answer. He turns his head, his eyes locking on the two-way mirror. And even though he can't see Darcy, she feels a chill run down her spine.
He knows she’s there.
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As much as Hunter tries, he can’t stay warm. A blanket lies under him and Jennifer, protecting them from the old scratchy rug. Plus, the officers provided each with a pillow. But they have nothing to cover their bodies, and frigid air pours out of the cooling vents.
Deep in the darkest night, a message arrives from Skylar. Why is he up so late?
Now I understand, Skylar writes.
Hunter replies with, About?
Yo, I checked the news and saw what’s happening in Genoa Cove. Why in the hell didn’t you tell me?
It’s nothing I enjoy talking about.
But you could have told me. Geez, I never would have pushed you to come back to school had I known. Are you guys okay?
Sorta. Getting by. Never know what the hell will happen next.
A minute passes before Skylar replies.
I can help.
How?
Do you have any way to fight back?
Skylar, what are you getting on about?
I’m serious, Hunter. Let’s just say I know a guy.
What kind of guy?
Someone who will get you what you need. He’s close to North Carolina. I can make it happen.
Hunter checks that Jennifer isn’t awake and looking over his shoulder.
You aren’t making sense, Hunter writes. Who is this guy, and what will he get for me?
When Skylar replies, Hunter deletes the message and stares at the ceiling, his heart beating out of his chest. Is his friend serious?
A yawn draws his attention. He rolls onto his side and searches for his sister. Her silhouette is visible in the dark room, but he can’t discern her face or determine if she’s asleep.
“Are you awake?” he asks, whispering in case she is.
“Seriously? I can’t sleep.”
“Me neither.”
“I wonder what Mom and Julian are doing.”
“Last I heard, Mom was sitting in an observation room while Julian interviewed Garrett Loomis.”
She shivers. “Did Loomis kill those women, Hunter?”
“The police believe so. While you rested, I pressed my ear against the door. Julian and another officer mentioned they had GPS coordinates that placed Loomis at the first murder and in our neighborhood the night that creep painted our doorway.”
“But what do you think?”
He stops to consider. Until now, it seemed like an open and shut case. Jennifer’s question bothers him, and he’s not sure why.
“I trust Mom’s and Julian’s opinions. They say Loomis is a monster. Why should I second-guess them?”
“I suppose you shouldn’t,” she says. “Loomis is the Genoa Cove Killer. It makes sense. But what if the police can’t prove it and they release him?”
“That doesn’t seem likely.”
She props herself up on one elbow. “I’m so sick of being scared and running all the time.”
“Tell me about it.”
“I’m serious, Hunter. If the police let Loomis go, we have to do something.”
“Like what?”
Her shoulder lifts. “An eye for an eye.”
Hunter sits up. “You mean you want to kill Loomis?”
“Better than waiting for him to murder me in my sleep.”
“Listen to yourself.”
“Oh, you wouldn’t do the same? Remember the Darkwater Cove murders? Those psychos kidnapped you and threatened to kill you in front of Mom. Tell me you didn’t want to make them pay.”
He doesn’t answer. The abduction made him feel powerless. After Mom freed him, he wanted revenge. A part of him felt disappointed that he wasn’t the one to stop the Darkwater Cove Killer.
“I’ll tell you one thing,” she says. “Nobody will ever kidnap me again. Not after what I went through in Georgia. You weren’t in that house. You can’t imagine what I saw.”
Outside the room, footfalls scuff against the floor. Officer Wolpert guards the door. Having so many officers ensuring their safety quiets Hunter’s racing thoughts, yet it also robs him of his pride, his power.
“I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Jennifer, I’m in college. But in Genoa Cove, Mom and Julian lock me inside the house and watch every move I make.”
“Preach. I almost had a boyfriend. Brad will never speak to me again. Having your FBI-agent mother pull a gun kinda ruins your social life.”
He almost laughs, but the truth stings too much.
“I’m down with killing Loomis,” he says.
“Are you?”
“I have the stomach for it. The last thing I want is Loomis coming after our family. Better him that me. Hold on.” He listens at the door. Wolpert snores in his chair. “This is for our ears only.”
“Tell me.”
“I’m pissed that Mom and Julian sidelined me. A few nights ago, I had things under control. Nobody sneaked up on our house on my watch. I’m old enough that they should trust me to defend the family.”
“You’re qualified. I mean, nobody trained you to become an FBI agent or a police officer, but you’re old enough. Make me one promise.”
“What’s that?”
“Let me help,” she says.
“Jennifer, that’s not a smart idea.”
“Okay, now you’re acting like Mom and Julian.”
Jennifer is right. He’s treating her like a child.
“My bad.”
She grabs his hand. “Promise me you won’t lock me in my room if they release Loomis.”
“I swear.”
When she lets go, he feels their bond strengthening. Whatever happens next, they’ll watch each other’s backs and keep the house safe. No matter what Mom says.
“I’m hungry.”
He laughs. “Way to change the subject.”
“Bro, I haven’t eaten since lunch. That was like . . . forever ago.”
“Same here,” Hunter says. “I don’t suppose the police department stocks anything healthy in the vending machines.”
“At this point, I don’t even care.”
“What? Little Miss Organic wants to feed her face with GMO-filled garbage?”
“One poor choice won’t kill me.”
He stands and stretches his legs. What if Jennifer’s fears come to fruition and the police release Loomis? Worse yet, what if Loomis isn’t the Genoa Cove Killer?
The thought bounces around his head and lands on a seemingly unrelated memory. College. The fender bender. Hunter always believed the driver had bumped his roommate’s car on purpose, but it never made sense. Why would anyone cause an accident?
What if the driver tried to get to him? He pictures the driver’s face and the way the man’s eyes kept darting toward Hunter.
“Hey Jennifer, remember when I told you about the car accident?” he asks.
“Yeah. The guy left a ding on your roommate’s bumper. Why bring that up now?”
“I never saw Garrett Loomis’ face. Did you?”
She shifts uneasily. “Oh God. Do you think Loomis was the guy who rammed your roommate’s car?”
“It’s possible. If I tell you a secret, will you promise never to repeat it?”
“You can trust me.”
He knows he can. “According to Julian, the second victim came from Georgia.”
Jennifer leaps to her feet. “Near your school?”
“Very close.”
“Hunter, tell the police,” she says.
“It’s a longshot. But it makes sense, right? Garrett Loomis stalked some woman from Georgia to North Carolina. But while he was in Georgia, he followed me.”
“Like he did at the library.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. Come with me. I’ll wake the officer.”
The bullpen lights sear his eyes. Several seconds pass before his vision clears. Wolpert springs awake and turns on them. Like a predator.
“Oh,” the officer says. “It’s you. Why did you leave the office? If you need to use the bathroom, I’ll escort you.”
Hunter shuffles his feet. The idea seems stupid now, too farfetched to believe.
“Tell him,” Jennifer says, elbowing Hunter in the gut.
“Tell me what?”
Hunter sighs and recounts everything he can remember about the accident.
“Didn’t your roommate copy the driver’s information?” Wolpert asks.
“It was such a minor ding, he let it go,” Hunter says.
“That was your first mistake. Your second was not calling the police. If the driver wanted to scam your roommate and claim he caused the accident by slamming on his brakes, it would be your buddy’s word against the driver’s. But if Garrett Loomis bumped into you, we have a bigger issue.”
“Let me see him.”
“He’s in the interrogation room. I don’t want the Genoa Cove Killer staring at you through the window.”
“I’m not afraid.”
Wolpert shakes his head. “It’s not worth the risk.”
“But if I identify Loomis as the driver, you’ll have another piece of evidence to use against him.”
The officer looks around the bullpen, as if searching for someone to give him advice.
“I don’t approve, but you make a solid point. If you recognize Loomis, we’ll be one step closer to convicting him. There’s a two-way mirror in the observation room. You can see Loomis, but he can’t see you. Understand?”
Hunter and Jennifer nod in unison.
While the officers on the graveyard shift work at their desks, Wolpert leads them down the hallway to the observation room. The door opens, and their mother spins around in surprise.
“Hunter, Jennifer,” Mom says. “What are you doing here?”
“This will only take a second,” says Wolpert. “Hunter, is that the man who ran into your friend’s car?”
While Mom stares at Hunter in confusion, he walks to the glass. Across from Julian and Officer Ramirez, a man sits in handcuffs. Earlier this evening, everyone stood between Hunter and the suspect, blocking his view.
Wolpert moves beside Hunter. “Is that the man?”
“No. That’s not the Genoa Cove Killer.”
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Back at the house, the first signs of the coming day brighten the horizon. Hunter looks too tired to stay awake. He leans in the entryway with his hands shoved into his pockets.
“Why didn’t you tell the police?” Julian asks.
“It’s like I said to Officer Wolpert,” says Hunter. “The accident hardly left a mark.”
“Let me get this straight. An unknown man struck your friend’s car while you were inside, just a few miles from where Charlotte Lee lived. Hunter, I expected you to use better logic than this.”
Darcy places a hand on Julian’s chest. “You’re exhausted and angry. This isn’t Hunter’s fault.”
“I apologize, but I shouldn’t hear this news so long after it occurred.” Julian massages the back of his neck. “Are you positive Garrett Loomis wasn’t the driver?”
“I’m sure,” Hunter says.
Darcy closes her eyes and bumps her head against the wall. Why is this happening? A few hours ago, it seemed inevitable that Garrett Loomis would go to prison for committing the Genoa Cove murders. He still might, but Hunter’s story throws a wrench into the works. Perhaps the collision is a coincidence and nothing more. But she’s learned not to trust coincidences.
Despite their frustration, they keep their voices low. As soon as they entered the house, Jennifer slumped off to her room and fell sound asleep.
Julian walks from one edge of the living room to the other. He’s a rat trapped in a maze.
“We have proof,” he says. “Garrett Loomis canvassed the house. We can place him near the beach on the night Harper’s body turned up, and all he does is jabber about the Full Moon Killer. He has to be the murderer.”
“I agree,” Darcy says, trying to pacify her husband. “But we need to consider every possibility. For now, we should keep this story between us and Pat. There’s no reason to give the justice system second thoughts.”
“The accident has to be coincidental. But it was so close to Tybee Island. Hell if I know what to make of this.”
“Hunter, why don’t you sleep while Julian and I decide what to do?”
Her son doesn’t need anyone to ask twice. He disappears into the room and closes the door. The lock clicks.
“I shouldn’t have raised my voice,” Julian says, sitting on the couch.
She scoots beside him and rubs his shoulders. “Everybody’s patience is wearing thin. But please remember, Hunter is doing his best.”
Julian stares at the floor. “If they’d gotten the driver’s information, I’d have his name and something to work with. I’ll assume the collision has nothing to do with the murders, but it bothers me.”
“I feel the same. If the driver hadn’t stared at Hunter, I wouldn’t make a big deal out of the story.”
“Exactly.” As if a live wire touched his back, he shoots off the couch and paces again. “It’s just that I can’t let this information wreck our case. We have so much evidence on Loomis. There’s no way he isn’t the killer.”
A ray of sun shines through the deck doors and into the living room, warming her cheek. “At least Loomis is in a holding cell. We can sleep well for once.”
“Oh, no. You go to sleep. I’ll stay awake until you get some shuteye.”
“Julian, you were up all night.”
“As were you,” he says. “I won’t take no for an answer. After you rest, I’ll crash for a few hours. Then I’ll get on the horn with Pat and make sure he keeps a lid on Hunter’s story until we learn more.”
“Can I make you breakfast first? You worked without a break.”
“I’ll grab a bagel out of the fridge. Go to sleep, Darcy. And don’t set your alarm.”
In the bedroom, she hears him shuffling toward the kitchen and searching for food. She doesn’t want to sleep. Doing so opens the floodgates—nightmares, memories of the agents and police who died in the line of duty, the horrors Hunter and Jennifer endured.
When she closes her eyes, her body surrenders.

DARCY SITS up and turns to the clock. Noon? Why did Julian let her sleep so long?
She finds him on the couch with a blanket draped over his shoulders. Thank goodness he finally rested. The poor soul is scheduled to work at three. Who knows if the department will force him to stay overnight?
No sounds from Hunter or Jennifer’s room. That’s what she wants. They need rest more than anyone.
A check of the security system confirms no threats. Still, a tendril of doubt wraps around her chest and squeezes. Hurrying to the front door, she throws it open, knowing she’ll see a new smiley face in dripping red.
But there’s nothing. Just the new door Julian’s friend installed while they were stuck at the police department yesterday. She’s beginning to feel like she lives at the station.
Now that they have details on Garrett Loomis, she contacts the FBI and asks to speak to Agent Scarlett Bell. Bell is one of the few colleagues with whom she remains on solid footing. After explaining the situation, Bell says she will contact her superior about getting Darcy access to their databases.
An approval confirmation arrives in minutes. This isn’t a surprise. On occasion, the BAU uses Darcy as a private consultant. She is a trusted name.
She sits at the kitchen table with the laptop open and a world of information at her fingertips. In the living room, Julian yawns and stirs, then drifts back to sleep.
A few keystrokes bring up Garrett Loomis’ background information. He graduated from high school but never finished college. The man has a driver’s license, which she already knew, but there are no vehicles registered under his name.
A picture emerges of a man who, on the surface, appears unremarkable. He held a series of odd jobs after dropping out of college, never staying in one place for too long. A stint as a gas station attendant, a few months working as a security guard at a mall, a brief period as a delivery driver for a deli.
His employment history is spotty, with gaps that stretch for months at a time. It's not uncommon for someone with a limited education, but something about the pattern nags at Darcy. It's as if Loomis was always searching for something. Or someone.
She finds a few addresses listed, mostly in and around the Genoa Cove area. Cheap apartments, rented rooms above garages. Places where owners don't ask questions as long as the rent arrives on time.
There's no criminal record, not even a speeding ticket. He flew under the radar, careful not to draw attention to himself.
Darcy leans back in her chair and taps a finger on the mouse. On paper, Garrett Loomis looks like just another lost soul, drifting through life without a purpose. She thinks of his obsession with Rivers and the way Loomis spoke of the serial killer with reverence.
Thanks to Agent Bell, Darcy can access historical credit card records. Studying the man’s transactions, she isn’t sure what she will find. Certainly not the murder weapon. He hides his tracks too well.
She remembers Loomis paid cash for the rental. No credit card transactions occurred over the last week while he concealed his presence in Genoa Cove.
After paging through two years of transactions, her eyes cross. There’s nothing useful here.
Until an entry catches her attention. Last year, he purchased gas and bought food in Upstate New York, close to where she investigated the disappearance of Julian’s niece. Loomis was there.
Scanning through the records, Darcy spots a purchase in Georgia near her cousin Laurie’s house. She doesn’t need to crosscheck dates, knowing this was when a serial killer kidnapped Jennifer.
Garrett Loomis has followed Darcy for years.
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She shouldn’t have turned on the television.
Darcy knows better than to bother with the news. Yet here she is, immersed in the divisiveness that tears her community apart.
The news station rearranged segments of her interview. Hacked it apart is more like it. Clever editing makes it seem as if she isn’t rallying against the Genoa Cove Killer but turning her back on her friends and neighbors. She seems so callous, she even hates herself.
Julian grabs the remote and turns off the television. “Don’t watch that garbage.”
“Julian, you were there. That’s not what I said.”
“I know it isn’t, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”
“Why do they want everyone in Genoa Cove to hate me?”
He sits across from her in the living room. His eyes hold the exhaustion of too many late nights.
“It’s not working,” he says. “The news stations want to create controversy, because controversy creates cash. But our friends and neighbors know better. They won’t turn on you.”
“Everyone did during the Darkwater Cove murders.”
“Not everyone.”
He’s referring to himself. It’s true. Julian, like his fellow officers at the police department, wanted to pin the murders on Darcy and Hunter. But he was among the first to cross over to her side.
Darcy rises and kisses his forehead. “You’re a kind man and a great cop, Julian Haines.”
“Aw, you only say that because I mow the lawn when it’s steaming hot outside.”
“That’s one reason for sure.”
“Speaking of which, I’d better get at it and wash up. My shift starts in two hours.”
“Take a break. Let Hunter mow the lawn this time.”
“I can do it. It makes me feel useful.”
The deck door slides shut, then the lawnmower roars. She sits back and fights against temptation. The remote lies on the coffee table and beckons her to click the button and find out what that horrible reporter is saying about her.
Despite what Julian says, Darcy can’t help but believe the neighbors are watching and will become enemies. Again. If she wasn’t living this nightmarish existence, she might have turned against herself. The creative editing makes her look like the devil. Half of Genoa Cove probably wants the police to release Garrett Loomis so he can finish the job.
She drops her face into her hands. Neither Hunter nor Jennifer have left their rooms since this morning. They’re not asleep. Now and then, she hears their mumbled voices through the walls and suspects they’re speaking to each other on their phones. What don’t they want their mother to know?
When she lifts her head, two people make a beeline from the sidewalk to her front door. The Schroeder sisters. Every day, the women walk the neighborhood. They used to say hello whenever they passed, but lately they ignore her.
She braces herself for another snub. It’s a reminder of how far she's fallen in the community’s eyes. To her surprise, the sisters don't pass. Instead, they make their way up the front path with a casserole dish clutched in their hands.
The doorbell chimes, and Darcy hesitates, unsure of what to expect. With a wary smile on her face, she opens the door.
"Margaret, Elaine. What a surprise."
The older of the two sisters, Margaret, holds out the casserole dish. "We brought you some of our famous tuna noodle casserole. Thought you and the family could use a home-cooked meal."
Darcy accepts the dish. "That's so kind of you. But why?"
Elaine shakes her head. "Oh, honey. We watch the news and hear what they say about you. It's just shameful, the way they twist things around."
“We don't believe a word of it,” says Margaret. “After all these years, we know what kind of person you are.”
A lump rising in Darcy’s throat. Tears prick at the corners of her eyes.
Say thank you, she tells herself. This is what you wanted.
"You are so kind. Thank you."
Elaine reaches out and pats Darcy's arm. "You don't have to say anything, dear. We just want you to know your neighbors are here for you, and for Julian and the kids. If there's anything you need, anything at all, say the word."
Margaret says, "And don't you worry about what those busybodies on the television say. The people who matter, the ones who really understand, aren’t going anywhere."
Darcy glances down at the dish. It smells wonderful. "I can't tell you how much that means to me. To all of us. It's been a tough week."
"The community is rooting for you." Margaret looks past Darcy and glimpses Julian as he pushes the lawnmower across the yard. "You have a good man there. He works himself to the bone to keep everyone safe."
“He's the best. I can’t imagine what I'd do without him.”
Elaine gives Darcy's arm a squeeze. "Hold on to each other, you hear? That's what will get you through the dark times. That, and knowing that you have friends who'll stand by you."
“We'd better let you get back to your day,” says Margaret. “Remember, if you need anything, just call or knock.”
Darcy watches as the sisters make their way back down the path. She clutches the casserole dish to her chest and feels a warmth that has nothing to do with the food inside. For the first time this week, she sees a glimmer of hope, a sense that the world will wait with open arms for her to walk out of this nightmare.
She’s about to close the door when the lawnmower cuts off.
Julian jogs up the steps with his eyes sharp. “What was that about? They didn’t cause a problem, did they?”
Darcy holds up the casserole dish. “They cooked dinner for us.”
“They what?” He blinks twice, then gives her an I-told-you-so grin. “See? Genoa Cove loves Darcy Haines and her family. There’s nothing to worry about.”
“If that’s what you believed, why did you run over to defend me?”
“Uh . . .”
“Julian?”
“That casserole smells amazing. Grab the kids so we can eat. I’ll finish the lawn tomorrow.”
She laughs and closes the door. Maybe there’s nothing to worry about. Garrett Loomis sits in a jail cell, and Hunter’s accident story might be a strange coincidence.
Speaking of her son, he sniffs the air as he exits his bedroom. “Is that what I think it is?”
“From the Schroeder sisters,” says Darcy.
“For real?”
“Where’s your sister? Julian wants dinner before he leaves for work.”
Jennifer is the next to leave her bedroom. She yawns and musses her hair. Did Darcy ever look so beautiful after taking a nap? Doubtful. Even during her teenage years, Darcy couldn’t hold a candle to her daughter.
The shower runs. After Julian cleans up, he hustles into the kitchen, where Darcy has a heaping scoop ready on his dish. Hunter and Jennifer wait until Julian sits before eating.
“Don’t worry about me,” says Julian. “Pig out.”
"This is amazing," Hunter says around a mouthful of food. "I can't believe the Schroeder sisters came through."
Jennifer points at the plate with her fork. "Big time. It's like a hug in a dish."
Julian chuckles. "That's the power of a good casserole. It brings people together. Hey guys, I think I just solved world peace."
Jennifer opens her mouth to speak, but before she can get a word out, the crackle of Julian's police radio draws their attention.
"All units, we have a reported disturbance in the village square. One female victim, injured in the parking lot. Ambulance en route."
Julian is on his feet in an instant, his plate forgotten. "I have to go. They need me."
Darcy drops her fork. "Julian, you don't think . . .?"
He shakes his head, but she can see the uncertainty in his eyes. "It’s probably nothing." He presses a kiss against her cheek. “I'll call as soon as I know something.”
Is Garrett Loomis innocent? He can’t be, not after he gushed over Michael Rivers.
Until Julian learns the truth, nobody is safe.
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Awoman in her mid-twenties is at the back of the ambulance, her legs dangling off the side, when Julian arrives in the village square. At first glance, he believes she fits the killer’s victimology, but he can’t imagine Michael Rivers’ disciple striking in broad daylight with so many people nearby. Plus, he’s certain Garrett Loomis is the Genoa Cove Killer.
Vents from the neighboring Italian restaurant blow against his face. The paramedic tending to the woman doesn’t seem concerned.
Spying Officer Wolpert, Julian jogs over. “What do we have?”
“Our patient is Isabella Russo. Two pedestrians spotted her face-down in the parking lot with her purse a few steps away and the belongings scattered across the blacktop.”
“A robbery?”
“It doesn’t appear so. Russo checked her bag and said nothing was missing.”
“Then what happened?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” says Wolpert. “Hold up. Here comes the paramedic.”
The emergency worker has a black mustache and is an inch taller than Julian, but at least twenty pounds lighter. A stiff breeze would carry this man out to sea.
"Detective," the man says. “Ms. Russo will be fine.”
"What happened?" Julian asks.
"She's stable now, but it was touch and go for a bit. Her blood sugar dropped dangerously low, which caused her to collapse."
“So this wasn't an attack?”
"No, I don't believe so. When we arrived, she was conscious but disoriented, sweating profusely, and her skin was pale and clammy. These are all classic signs of hypoglycemia, or low blood sugar."
He gestures to the medical kit at his side. "We checked her blood glucose levels, and they were down around 50 mg/dL, which is well below the normal range. We administered glucose gel to raise her levels, and she's responding well."
Julian’s eyes shift to the woman's face. "Did she tell you what happened?"
"She mentioned something about skipping lunch, being too busy at work to eat. That's a common trigger for hypoglycemia, especially in people with diabetes. If I had to guess, I'd say she was probably heading to her car, maybe going to grab a quick bite when her blood sugar crashed. The temperature being north of 90 didn’t help. She might have felt dizzy, shaky, confused. Everything went black."
Wolpert wipes the back of his hand across his brow. "There’s no indication someone struck her from behind?"
The paramedic shrugs. "From a medical standpoint, this looks like a straightforward case of hypoglycemia. Of course, you'll want to follow up with Ms. Russo and get a full statement. But I don't see any signs of foul play."
Julian shakes the paramedic’s hand. "Thanks for your help. We'll let you get back to work."
As the paramedic returns to his patient, Wolpert turns to Julian. "What do you think? This seems pretty straightforward and unrelated to the murders."
“Can’t argue with that. Regardless, we should speak with Russo.”
After the paramedic raises a thumb to show that the patient is ready, Julian approaches with Wolpert.
The woman, Isabella Russo, lifts her head, her face pale but her eyes clearer than before.
"Ms. Russo? I'm Detective Haines, and this is Officer Wolpert. We'd like to ask you a few questions about what happened, if you're feeling up to it."
Russo pushes herself up straighter. "I'll do my best to remember."
Julian offers a reassuring smile. "Can you walk us through your day? What brought you to the village square?"
"I work at the law office down the street—Richards and Lynch. It was a wild day with lots of deadlines. I guess I lost track of time."
Wolpert jots a note. "You didn't eat lunch?"
"No. I kept thinking I'd grab something later, but the work kept piling up. Before I knew it, it was past three, and I hadn't eaten since breakfast."
Julian wears a sympathetic expression. "Then what happened?"
"I started feeling a bit off. Shaky, like my legs weren't steady. I thought maybe I needed fresh air, so I headed to the square to pick out something healthy." She pauses, her hand coming up to rub her temple. "But as I was walking, everything spun. I felt like I was going to be sick. It's all a blur. The next thing I remember is waking up here with the paramedic."
Wolpert looks up from his notes. "You're certain no one approached? No one tried to take your purse?"
"No, nothing like that. I mean, I don't think so. Like I said, it's all hazy."
Julian says, "The paramedics believe you had a severe drop in blood sugar, which caused you to collapse. Have you ever experienced anything like this before?"
"A few times, yes. My doctor diagnosed me with Type-2 diabetes a couple of years ago. I manage it with diet and exercise, but days like today make it harder."
"Understood, Ms. Russo. Please, try to take care of yourself. Your health has to come first."
Russo smiles. A bit of color returns to her cheeks. "I will, Detective. This was a wake-up call. I won't be skipping any more meals, that's for sure."
They step away and give Russo space. It bothers Julian that she looks too much like the killer’s type. But without evidence that someone attacked her, he must agree with the paramedic’s assessment. Low blood sugar on a hot day. The woman fainted.
“Nothing left for us to do here,” Julian says. “Follow me back to the office?”
Wolpert gives Julian a hard stare. “We have a problem.”
“Now what?”
“I didn’t want to discuss this inside the department, but Chief Walker thinks we’ll have to release Loomis in the next few days.”
Julian’s mouth falls open. “What?”
“All the evidence is circumstantial. The best we can do is nail him for vandalizing your house. Even then, his face doesn’t appear on video.”
“Loomis is the killer. Someone who talks that much about Michael Rivers isn’t right in the head.”
“You don’t have to convince me,” says Wolpert. “He has a lawyer now, and our case isn’t ironclad.”
Shaking his head, Julian walks back and forth behind Wolpert’s cruiser. “Then we need more proof. Listen, I should call Darcy and let her know what happened here. I won’t mention the Loomis news until we’re certain we can’t hold him.”
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The clock reads two in the morning. Darcy can’t sleep with Julian tossing and turning beside her. He returned home after his shift and didn’t have to work overtime, but he’s restless and muttering in his sleep. Something happened at the police department. She hasn’t pressed him on the matter, but it’s obvious this involves Garrett Loomis.
Darcy slides across the bed to put more real estate between herself and her thrashing husband. Grabbing an extra pillow, she lays it over her head and blocks out his indecipherable speech.
A second before sleep comes, his phone rings.
Julian bolts awake and reaches for the nightstand. “Haines here.”
She can’t hear the caller’s words, but he’s already stepping into his clothes.
“That’s just up the road,” he says. “Give me ten minutes.”
Another body. That’s the only explanation for Julian’s behavior.
Darcy pulls on her clothes as the call ends.
“Julian?”
“Another murder. The body is two miles down the coast. Wake Hunter and Jennifer. We need you to view the scene.”
Hunter and Jennifer are clothed and ready to go. They must have stayed up late. Darcy finds them in Hunter’s room, discussing some matter in secret. Now isn’t the time to press them.
Minutes later, Julian drives with Darcy in the passenger’s seat, Hunter and Jennifer in the back.
“Pat got off work at eleven,” Julian says. “I sent him a message; he’ll meet us at the beach.”
To keep Hunter and Jennifer company. Wolpert never balks when Julian requests help.
As expected, Julian’s friend is waiting to clap Hunter on the shoulder and escort her family away from the swarming officers. Floodlights illuminate a white strip of beach about thirty paces from the water.
Traversing deep sand isn’t easy in sneakers. The lights overwhelm her vision and make it hard to keep her footing. Ramirez and Chen are here. Nguyen is home, recovering.
While Julian snaps photos, Darcy approaches the body. Another life lost.
How is this possible? Garrett Loomis is in jail, and all signs point to him being the killer.
She kneels beside the victim and searches for signs of the classic signature. The woman lies on her stomach, her arms spread wide, her legs straight. It's a position of exposure, of complete vulnerability.
"No attempt at concealment," Darcy murmurs, her gloved hand hovering over the woman's flesh. "Just like the second victim. He didn’t care to bury the top half of her body."
Julian takes another picture. "He's taunting us and proving he can strike whenever he wants."
“But Loomis killed those women,” Ramirez says, almost pleading. “Don’t tell me we arrested the wrong guy.”
Darcy's eyes trace the length of the woman's spine, coming to rest on the nape of her neck. There's something there. A mark.
"Lift her head," she says. "I need to see."
Wearing gloves, Chen steps forward and cradles the woman's head in her hands. The skin at the back of the victim’s neck gets pulled taut, revealing a seared mark.
A smiley face. The same one that has haunted Darcy's nightmares for years.
"Impossible," she breathes.
Julian shakes his head, disbelief warring with horror on his face. "But we have Loomis in custody. If he isn’t the killer, who is?"
Darcy rises. Over her shoulder, she spies Wolpert with Hunter and Jennifer. She can’t make out their faces. Only shadows.
“Two killers,” she says.
Ramirez’s eyes widen. “Two?”
“That explains why the first murder differs from the last two. This one doesn’t bury the upper torso like Rivers.”
She looks out over the beach, at the endless expanse of sand and sea. Is the killer watching them now?
“This one isn’t like the last murder. I don’t see ligature marks. No sign that he used a garrotte.”
“True.”
"A third killer?"
“Doubtful. The second murder suggested anger and passion, but not this time.”
“So he knew Charlotte, but not this woman.”
“That’s my guess. Do we have an ID?”
“Not yet,” Chen says, lowering the head.
Darcy meets Julian's gaze. "We need to profile this guy as a separate killer. That’s why the clues didn’t add up after the second murder. If we assume another killer committed the second and third murders, the profiles will make more sense."
Julian barks orders at the gathered officers. "I want this beach swept for evidence. Footprints, fibers, anything that will give us a lead. And get the medical examiner out here, ASAP. We need to establish the time of death and find signs of sexual assault or torture."
“The medical examiner is on the way,” Chen says.
“And for God’s sake, delay the chief before he does something we’ll all regret.”
When the officers move away to gather evidence, Darcy grabs Julian’s arm. “What do you mean, before the chief doesn’t something we’ll all regret?”
He examines the body for a little too long before he speaks, as if he wanted to hide this news from her.
“Loomis has a lawyer, and we can’t prove he killed Harper or Charlotte. Heck, we don’t even have his face on camera when he left the face on our door.”
This can’t be happening.
“But the GPS proves he was near the beach the night we found Harper, and his prints are on our door.”
“We can make the vandalism charge stick, but that’s it. Darcy, all the other evidence is circumstantial. Now that another murder occurred while Loomis was locked in a holding cell, the attorney will have a field day.”
Darcy wants to argue. Or scream. But it will do no good. She worked in law enforcement for long enough to understand how the justice system works. Julian’s points are valid. The only reason they’ve held Loomis this long is that the police gathered so much circumstantial evidence.
Can she stop Chief Walker from releasing Loomis? Will he listen if she tells him there are two killers?
She takes a moment to breathe and center herself. The medical examiner arrives. She should step back and let the crime scene techs do their job.
The victim’s sightless eyes stare at the moon. Who is this woman?
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On the back deck, Darcy nurses her third cup of coffee and waits for Julian to return from the police department. He drove in to check on the third victim’s identity and delay the chief from releasing Garrett Loomis. After their run of terrible luck, she can predict the outcome. By now, Loomis is probably free.
The North Carolina sun reddens her skin, but she doesn’t care. Were it not for the heat, she wouldn’t stop shivering.
Above her head, a camera angles down from the roof. Nobody approaches the sliding glass door without her knowledge. It’s not enough. With two killers hunting her family, she needs more protection.
A rustling in the bushes brings her out of the Adirondack chair. She reaches for the gun, which she keeps on the table. Always ready. A cat bounds out of the brush, and she releases a breath.
“What are you doing?”
She leaps out of her flesh and spins around, only to find Julian staring from the lawn.
“Don’t frighten me like that.”
“I thought you heard me.” He clomps up the steps and joins her on the deck. “Settle down. Panicking won’t help matters.”
“What happened at the office?”
Julian sets his thermos on the table and scans the yard. She isn’t the only paranoid member of the family.
“The woman’s name is Hazel Cox,” he says. “Twenty-six years old. She was a server at the Seaside Grill and worked the swing shift.”
Darcy’s fingers tighten around her coffee mug. "Any connection to the other victims?"
"Not that we can find. She was single and lived alone. No family in the area. Her background check shows she moved around a lot. Two years of college in San Antonio, brief work stints in Kansas City and Tulsa before she moved east."
“No ties to Georgia?”
“If ties exist, I haven’t found them.”
"So she was in the wrong place at the wrong time and matched the Full Moon Killer’s victimology."
Julian rubs his bloodshot eyes. "The medical examiner puts time of death between eight and ten p.m. Cause of death was a blow to the back of the head."
"The branding?"
"Identical to the one on Charlotte Lee. Same precision, same placement." He pauses, his gaze distant. "There was one thing, though. Something the ME found during the autopsy."
"What did he find?"
"Traces of sand under her fingernails. A different consistency than the sand on the beach where we found her."
“He killed her somewhere else,” she says. “Somewhere with different sand composition.”
Julian nods. "We're running tests to narrow down the possibilities. But it might mean he lives on a nearby beach."
“You think he won Cox’s trust, invited her back to his place, and murdered her?”
“That’s the gist of it. Afterward, he brought her to another beach.”
“Because it was closer to us.”
Julian doesn’t reply, but the worry on his face says he knows she’s right.
“And what about Garrett Loomis?” she asks.
Julian bites his tongue before answering. “I did my best, Darcy.”
“They’re letting him walk?”
“We slapped him with a vandalism charge, but it’s not enough. The lawyer wants Loomis on the street by four o’clock, or he’ll raise holy hell with the village.”
Darcy can’t sit still. She walks across the deck and studies the backyard. “We have cameras and motion detectors along the house, but there’s nothing in the backyard.”
He joins her atop the steps and scratches his chin. "We need to shore up the defenses beyond the deck. Someone might avoid the cameras and sensors on the house, but there's nothing stopping them from watching us from the backyard."
A line of trees divide the yard from grassland. Though the water is invisible from the deck, Darkwater Cove lies beyond.
"We could install more cameras and motion-activated floodlights. Make it so there's nowhere for him to hide."
Julian considers her idea, then shakes his head. "It's a good start, but I'm worried about blind spots. We need something more comprehensive."
"As in?"
He's quiet for a moment, his eyes scanning the expanse of the yard. Then a smile spreads across his face. "We have a low fence. What we need is a security mesh along the top. We can run sensors along the perimeter and set up an alarm that will trip if anyone climbs over."
"That could work. We'll need to get the supplies and hire a contractor. What about your friend who installed the door?"
"No contractors. We'll do it ourselves. The fewer people who know about the mesh, the better."
She follows him into the house and grabs her keys and bag. "What about Hunter and Jennifer? If we drag them to the store, they’ll never forgive me. Neither slept more than a few hours."
“Now that we’re buddy-buddy with the neighbors again, I’ll make a call and get someone to watch the house.”
She isn’t comfortable leaving them alone, but Hunter wants more autonomy, and the entire neighborhood has their backs now.
As they drive to the home improvement store, Darcy searches for trailing vehicles. If this new killer is following them, she doesn’t see him. The roads remain clear until they near the commercial district.
At the store, Julian loads a cart with wire mesh and motion-activated floodlights. She points at a selection of cameras, and he adds three to the cart.
Nobody escapes her scrutiny—not the cashier, a bored-looking teenager with a shock of green hair, or the man browsing the power tools. She can’t let her guard down. Evil wears many faces.
As they load the supplies into the car, Julian pauses, his hand on the trunk. "We're going to be okay, Darcy. We're doing everything we can to keep our family safe."
"I wish we didn’t have to go through this again."
He pulls her close and kisses her lips. "This won’t last forever."
“Parham said there would always be more.”
“He lied. How many nutcases follow Michael Rivers?”
“Too many.”
As they pull into the driveway, Darcy spots Hunter and Jennifer waiting on the front steps. Margaret Schroeder waves from her own yard and signals that all was well in their absence.
Julian unloads the supplies. "Hunter, how about you help me shore up our defenses?"
Hunter rolls his eyes and smirks. "Someone has to make sure you don't hammer your thumb."
Jennifer approaches. "What's all this for?"
Darcy wraps an arm around her daughter's shoulders. "We're adding extra security to the backyard. Come on, I'll show you what we're planning."
As Julian and Hunter transfer the supplies into a wheelbarrow, Darcy leads Jennifer around the side of the house.
“You want your life back, right?” Darcy asks.
“Like right now.”
“Then I want you to understand how we’re securing the house.” Darcy points across the backyard.
“We’ll place new motion sensors here. They will trip an alarm if anyone breaches the perimeter. But they're not foolproof. We need to stay vigilant and consider blind spots where someone might hide.”
Jennifer motions toward a cluster of bushes near the property line. "What about there? If someone crouched down, the sensors might miss them."
Her daughter is right. The foliage is dense enough to conceal a person.
"Good eye. We'll need to trim those back and add a camera to cover the angle."
They continue their circuit of the yard, Darcy pointing out potential vulnerabilities and Jennifer offering suggestions to shore up their defenses. It's a grim task, planning for the worst-case scenario. Yet she finds a strange comfort in working together to thwart another attack.
As they reach the edge of the yard, they find Julian and Hunter hard at work.
Hunter looks up, wiping sweat from his brow. "What do you say, Mom? Will this keep the creeps out?"
"It's a start. But remember, no defense is impenetrable."
Julian straightens, his expression serious. "Your mom is right. This is one layer of protection. We all have to do our part to keep each other safe."
“Jennifer and I have that covered.” Hunter looks at his sister. “Right?”
Jennifer sets her jaw in determination before nodding.
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Darcy stirs bucatini into the steaming water while Hunter adds spice to his red sauce creation. She prefers bucatini to spaghetti because the thicker pasta holds the sauce better. The hollow center absorbs the flavors.
Cooking takes her away from the constant danger, but there’s no avoiding the monitor screens, which display a different section of the yard every few seconds.
After testing the mesh, Julian returns to the house. Sweat soaks his clothes.
It’s good to have him home. Sometimes it seems like he works twenty-four hours a day. This is his day off. Though she expects dispatch will call him into the office before evening, she enjoys their time together while it lasts.
As Hunter heads to the shower to clean up, Julian grabs a glass from the cupboard and fills it with water from the dispenser. He gulps it down in one breathless pull.
"That mesh is no joke," he says, setting the glass on the counter. "I gave it a few good tugs, and it didn't budge an inch."
Darcy lowers the burner flame. "That's what we need—something sturdy and reliable."
"The sensors are all in place. If anyone so much as breathes on that fence, we'll know."
"Did you remember to set the alarms? Front and back?"
"Done and done. Anything bigger than a squirrel tries to come through, and it'll set off a racket loud enough to wake the dead."
Darcy winces at the metaphor. Her mind flashes to the faces of the victims, their lives cut short by a madman's blade. Julian rests a hand on hers.
"Sorry, Darcy. Poor turn of phrase."
"We're all a little on edge."
Julian moves to stand behind her, his hands resting on her hips. "I just want you to feel safe. You and the family."
Drawing strength from his solid presence, Darcy leans back against him. "I do feel safer, knowing we have an extra layer of protection."
She gestures to the monitor screens. Camera feeds cycle through different angles of the yard. "All is quiet."
"It's exhausting to live in a state of high alert all the time."
Darcy stirs the pasta with a bit more force than necessary. "I wish we knew more. Who is the second killer, and what will happen after Garrett Loomis walks?"
"Which should occur any second now. The four-o’clock deadline passed, and his attorney wants the chief’s head."
As they speak, Jennifer breezes through the kitchen with a phone pressed to her ear. She's smiling, her tone light and carefree as she chats with Kaitlyn.
“No, seriously, things are getting back to normal around here,” Jennifer says. “The new security system is up and running, and Hunter and I are ready to end this.”
“What do you suppose that means?” Darcy asks Julian.
“They want to stay involved. I doubt there’s anything more to it than that.”
Darcy loves her daughter’s optimism. Is Jennifer jumping the gun?
The teen laughs at something Kaitlyn says, her eyes sparkling. "Totally. I was thinking maybe next weekend we could hit the mall and grab a movie or something. It feels like forever since we hung out." She pauses, listening to Kaitlyn's response. Then, with a quick "Talk to you later," she ends the call.
"Kaitlyn says hi." Jennifer snags a carrot stick from the cutting board. "She's dying to come over, but I told her things have been crazy and it might take a few more days."
Darcy wants to sob. Her daughter should worry about school and friends and teenage drama, not serial killers and security systems.
“Don’t ruin your appetite,” Darcy says.
“Mom, it’s just a carrot.”
After Jennifer exits, Darcy turns back to Julian. "I want her to have this. I want her to shop with her friends, to have sleepovers and movie nights and all the normal teenage stuff we did."
“You mean all things you did.”
“She deserves better, and so does Hunter.”
"I want that for all of us."
"I’ll take anything but living in constant fear and looking over my shoulder," she says.
Hunter’s hair is wet when he walks into the kitchen. “Did you stir the sauce?”
“Don’t worry. Your masterpiece didn’t burn on my watch.”
He dips a spoon into the mixture, tastes it, and raises a thumb. “Best I ever made.”
“When did you become an expert chef?”
“College. I don’t have Mom there to cook my meals.”
“But you live in a dorm and don’t have a kitchenette.”
“Yeah, but I watch a ton of cooking shows.”
The doorbell rings, and Julian’s head snaps up. “I’ll get it.”
Though it’s unlikely the new Genoa Cove Killer would ring the doorbell, Julian wears a firearm on his belt. Just in case.
Before she checks the monitor, a familiar voice comes from the entryway. Officer Wolpert. What is he doing here?
Wolpert follows Julian into the kitchen, where he slaps hands with Hunter. “Heard you helped the old guy secure the house.”
“Old guy?” Julian says. “Look who’s talking.”
Darcy fixes her attention on the pasta, still confused by how close Hunter and the officer have become.
“Julian did most of the work,” says Hunter as he places the lid on the pot and lets the sauce simmer. “Are you joining us for dinner? We made a ton of pasta.”
“I wish that’s why I was here,” Wolpert says. "We might have a lead on the guy who rear-ended you and your friends down in Georgia."
Julian's brows shoot up. "After all this time? How did you find out?"
"Even though Hunter verified the driver wasn’t Garrett Loomis, I got a funny feeling about the accident. So I made a call to the local PD. It turns out that a witness came forward. He says he saw the whole thing go down and got a good look at the driver."
Darcy sets aside the wooden spoon. "Did the police give you a name?"
"Tyler Barnett. He has a record and did time for a check writing scheme a few years back."
Julian rests his back against the counter. "A scam artist? What's Barnett’s angle with Hunter and his friends?"
"That's what I’m trying to figure out. The locals are looking for Barnett and want to bring him in for questioning. He’s done things like this before."
“Caused accidents?”
“If potential exists for a scam, this guy doesn’t miss a beat.” Wolpert pulls out his phone, scrolling through until he finds what he's looking for. He turns the screen towards Hunter. "Is this the man who rear-ended you?"
Hunter takes the phone and stares. "I'm pretty sure that's him. I mean, it was only for a minute, but that looks like him."
Something prickles behind Darcy’s neck. If this Barnett character intentionally targeted Hunter, he might be the second killer.
“What's our next move?” asks Julian. “How do we proceed?”
Wolpert turns thoughtful. "There’s nothing for us to do. At least we have a name in case Barnett causes trouble for Hunter’s roommate. For now, we’ll let the Georgia authorities handle Barnett. They'll bring him in and see what he has to say for himself."
“And if Barnett is in Genoa Cove?” Darcy asks.
The officer’s mouth hangs open. “Why would Barnett be in Genoa Cove?”
“Because he’s the second killer.”
“I’m all ears, Darcy, but we have no proof that Barnett is anywhere near North Carolina.”
“Check his credit card activity, then look into his past. A standard background check won’t suffice. There has to be a link between Barnett, Garrett Loomis, and Michael Rivers.”
Was Barnett trying to scam a car full of students or looking for Hunter?
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Too much traffic. Julian can only drive so fast with this many vehicles on the road.
Much to his dismay, Genoa Cove is becoming a vacation destination for travelers who have had enough of Disney and other popular summer attractions. Here, the heat isn’t as suffocating, and the beaches don’t overflow the way they do at the better known coastal locations. The tourists bring money. But soon the money won’t be worth the headache.
He honks his horn, to no avail. A line of cars clogs the thoroughfare, some leaving the beach, others hurrying toward the restaurants. The dashboard clock reads six. If Chief Walker hasn’t released Garrett Loomis, he will within minutes. How can he convince his superior that this is a mistake?
Julian checks the mirror for Officer Wolpert, who was following him to the department. But Wolpert isn’t there. Julian lowers the visor and searches again. Where did his fellow officer go?
He thinks about Darcy alone at the house with Hunter and Jennifer. Even with the extra security measures and the neighbors watching over the home, he feels a tremor of unease. The sun will set in a few hours. He can’t stand the thought of them alone.
Brake lights flare. The traffic moves.
One block later, another red light stops him dead in his tracks. His fingers drum on the steering wheel. He needs to get to the station and make Chief Walker see reason before it's too late.
But the cars ahead of him crawl at a snail's pace, their drivers more interested in soaking up the scenery than getting where they need to go. He considers removing the portable police lights from the backseat and placing them on the dashboard, then driving around the traffic. No, he can't abuse his power.
Chief Walker is a fair man. But he's a stickler for procedure and following the letter of the law. And right now, the law says they don't have enough evidence to hold Loomis. Not without a confession or a concrete link to the murders. Julian needs more time. Time to break Loomis down and peel back the layers until the truth spills out. Time is the one thing he doesn’t have.
Julian's phone buzzes in the cupholder. He glances at the screen, hoping to see Wolpert's name. But it's a text from Darcy.
Have you talked to Chief Walker?
How can he tell her that thirty minutes have passed, and he’s nowhere near the department?
Julian thumbs a quick reply as the light changes to green. Too many vehicles wait at the intersection. He won’t make it through during this cycle.
Coasting ahead, he stops behind a pickup with a rusted, sagging bumper. Another red light. Still no sign of Wolpert until the officer calls.
“Where are you?”
Julian grunts. “At the intersection of Main and Seashell Drive. I thought you were right behind me.”
“I took a shortcut.”
“Pat, there are no shortcuts at this time of day.”
“If you turned onto Snider, you would have missed the beach traffic.”
“Now you tell me.” Julian presses the horn again. “How far are you from the station?”
“Two blocks.”
“Don’t let Walker make a move until I get there.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Fifteen minutes pass before he fights through the glut and arrives in the parking lot. Wolpert’s cruiser sits out front. Julian sprints from the car to the door.
“Pat, tell me Loomis is still in the cage,” he says, tossing his keys on the desk.
“We’d better hurry. The attorney just stormed out of the building.”
They locate Chief Walker in his office. The release papers for Garrett Loomis lie before him.
"Chief, you can't do this," Julian says. "You can't let Loomis walk."
Walker looks up with a defeated expression. "Detective, we don't have enough to hold him. His lawyer breathed down my neck all day, threatening to raise hell if we don't cut him loose."
Wolpert moves closer. "But we have evidence. The GPS data from his rental car places him near the scene of the first murder, just hours before we found the body."
Walker sighs, leaning back in his chair. "Circumstantial at best. He could argue he was just passing through, that it's a coincidence. All the GPS tells us is he was two blocks from the dumpsite."
Julian slams his hand on the desk, making Walker jump. "And what about the fact that he was stalking my family? The GPS proves he was in our neighborhood multiple times. His prints were on our door."
"I understand your personal involvement in this case. But you need to step back and look at this objectively. All we can get him for is vandalism."
Julian feels a surge of frustration, a burning need to make the chief understand. "Objectively? This man is a killer. He's targeting my wife and our family."
Wolpert closes the door so the officers can’t listen to the argument. "This isn't just about the Haines family. This is about the safety of our entire community. If we let Loomis go and he kills again, that's on us. Do you want that on your legacy?"
Walker is quiet for a long moment, his eyes distant. Julian sees thoughts spinning in his head. The chief looks like a man torn in two directions.
"I hear you, boys. I do. But my hands are tied. The DA's office won't move forward with the murder charges, not without concrete evidence." Walker holds up a hand, forestalling Julian's protest. "But that doesn't mean we're giving up. We'll tail Loomis 24/7, watch his every move. The second he slips up, the second he gives us something solid, we'll nail him."
It won’t work. The second Loomis leaves the station, he’ll escape their tail and vanish. And the body count will grow.
“So you’ve decided?” Julian asks.
“The DA forced this, not me. If I had my way, I’d delay the release a few more days. That would give us time to gather additional evidence and tie him to the murder.”
“We have a second killer. With Loomis in the wind, there will be two monsters hunting Genoa Cove.”
The chief winces and touches his chest.
“Chief,” Julian says, crouching beside his mentor, “are you all right? Do I need to call an ambulance?”
“Acid reflux,” Walker says, gritting his teeth.
“You’re not qualified to tell the difference between acid reflux and a heart attack. Are you positive that’s all it is?”
The chief removes an antacid from the desk and pops two tablets into his mouth. “I mean to retire and live out the rest of my days on the beach. My time will come, but it isn’t today.”
Wolpert stares at Julian with concern.
“I really think I should call 911,” says Julian. “Better safe than sorry.”
“There’s no time for that.” The chief touches his chest again, too close to his heart. “As soon as I get word from the DA, I’ll sign the release papers.”
“That’s the best reason for you to see a physician. If you’re not here to take the DA’s call⁠—”
“Both of you think a little too creatively. That’s what gets you in trouble.” Walker closes his eyes and sits back, as if waiting for the fates to remove a knife from his chest. “Julian, my advice is to go home and stay with your family. I can’t imagine Loomis will bother you, but I’ll have Chen watch the house.”
“What about me, Chief?” Wolpert asks.
“Gather any information you can on Loomis and find out who this new killer is.”
If only it were that simple.
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Darcy turns off the television and peers out the window. Night settles over Genoa Cove. Outside, a cruiser sits along the curb with Officer Chen in the vehicle. Darcy can’t see the officer, only a shifting shadow in the front seat.
Julian returned ten minutes ago, and now he wears a hole in the floor as he paces from the living room to the kitchen and back. Garrett Loomis is free. The devil is somewhere in Genoa Cove, and if Darcy guesses correctly, he ditched the police and went into hiding.
But he won’t hide for long. Is he in contact with the second killer?
So far, she can’t place Tyler Barnett in North Carolina, though she senses the man’s presence. Credit card records show no activity near Genoa Cove. She might take comfort in that fact, except Barnett hasn’t used his card in eight days. He’s here. Hiding.
“I did everything I could,” Julian says.
An apology rests on his face. This isn’t his fault, but that doesn’t prevent him from accepting blame.
“Chief Walker and the DA have to live with their decisions.”
“But we’re the ones paying the price.”
She takes Julian’s hand and guides him to the couch. “We’re both armed. Officer Chen is outside, and we installed the mesh out back.”
Acting brave quiets the demons within. If she continues for long enough, she might come to believe her own words.
“You’re right,” he says. “It’s just that we seemed so close to closing this chapter, and now we have two murderers to worry about.”
“That’s not all.” When he looks up, she surveys the hallway. Hunter and Jennifer are in his room. “They’re planning something.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, Julian. But ever since Hunter started protecting the house, they’ve both acted strangely. We need to speak to them. I’m afraid they’re planning something rash.”
He leans his head back and closes his eyes. “I should have seen this coming. This is worse than cabin fever. They’re young adults and want to live. I guarantee they mean to fight back. If Loomis or the other killer comes close to the house, there’s no telling what Hunter and Jennifer will do.”
Darcy’s mouth goes dry. Julian is right. After what Hunter and Jennifer endured at the hands of multiple killers, they’re capable of killing an intruder. Corner a wounded animal, and the beast will bare its fangs.
“Go get them,” Darcy says.
Julian retrieves her offspring. Hunter and Jennifer share looks; they know Darcy is onto them.
“Your mom and I know you’re up to something, and I doubt we’ll approve,” says Julian. “Out with it.”
Hunter and Jennifer sit on the couch, their faces a mixture of defiance and determination. Though they do their best to put up an innocent front, fury burns behind their eyes.
"We're not up to anything," Hunter says, his voice a little too casual. "Like I said the other night, we just want to help, that's all."
Julian squints. "Help how? By putting yourselves in danger and going after these guys on your own?"
Jennifer's eyes flash. "We're not helpless. I've been through this before; we both have. This is over. I’m not sitting by, waiting for someone to break through my window with a knife."
"Neither of you have training."
“I took self-defense in gym class.”
Julian crosses his arms. “It’s not the same.”
“But you wanted me to help install the mesh,” Hunter says. “And Mom took Jennifer around the property and showed her the weak points.”
“Not so you could turn into vigilantes,” Darcy says. “If you want to take shifts watching the house with me and Julian, I’ll allow it. But you’re planning something more. I know you better than you realize.”
Hunter's jaw tightens. "We have to fight and stand against these murderers."
Julian shakes his head, frustration etched into every line of his face. "Taking a stand doesn't mean putting yourselves in the line of fire. It means being smart, being cautious. Let the police handle this. Your mom and I will do the rest."
A bitter laugh escapes the girl’s lips. "The police? Like they handled Loomis? He's out there right now, walking free. And we're supposed to trust your department will keep us safe?"
Darcy holds her daughter's hand. "I know it's hard, and it feels like we're not doing enough. But we're doing everything we can to end this. Forever this time. To make sure you and your brother never have to endure this again."
“And what about you, Mom?” asks Hunter. “Who's protecting you? You're the one they're after.”
Darcy's vision blurs with unshed tears. "You forgot who I was before we moved to Genoa Cove. I was the agent who found Michael Rivers."
“No, he found you.”
That’s another point she can’t argue against. For months, she thought she was on the Full Moon Killer’s trail. But he was baiting her. Were it not for luck, Hunter and Jennifer would be parentless.
Julian's eyes narrow when a new suspicion takes hold. "Do either of you have weapons? Guns, knives, anything you're not supposed to have?"
Hunter and Jennifer exchange a startled glance. There’s something in their eyes. Guilt?
"No way," Hunter says. He’s a little too quick, a little too defensive. "Where would either of us get a gun?"
Jennifer swipes at her bangs. "We're not stupid. Besides, you won’t let us leave the house. How could we buy weapons without either of you finding out? It’s not like they sell them at the mall."
Julian isn't convinced. He turns to Darcy. "We need to search their rooms. Now."
Darcy hesitates, a knot of unease twisting in her gut. They're crossing a line and violating the fragile trust that binds their family together. But she also understands the stakes, the terrible price they will pay if they allow Hunter or Jennifer to conceal weapons.
"If you have nothing to hide," Darcy says, "then you won’t mind us checking."
Julian leads Darcy to the bedrooms. Hunter and Jennifer trail behind.
In Hunter's room, Julian rifles through drawers and closets. Darcy checks under the bed and behind the bookshelf.
But they find nothing. No guns, no knives.
The same proves true in Jennifer's room, the search yielding only a few harmless trinkets and a stack of well-worn romance novels.
Jennifer sobs. Hunter looks ready to punch a hole in the wall.
“Are you satisfied?” Jennifer yells. Her chin trembles as tears spill down her cheeks. "How could you, Mom? How could you invade our privacy, our space, like we're common criminals?"
Darcy says nothing. All she feels is shame and bitter regret for the trust they shattered.
Doors slam. Locks snap.
When Darcy and Julian reach the kitchen, she spins on him. "They were telling the truth."
Julian runs a hand over his face, exhaustion and guilt in every line. "I know, but I had to be sure."
“They’ll never forgive me. What have I done?”
“I did this, not you.”
“Stop it, Julian. I was complicit. If my parents had done this to me . . .”
The words trail off. If this had happened to her as a teenager, she would have run away from home and never looked back.
“Tomorrow morning, I’ll smooth things over.”
“This is too serious to smooth over,” she says.
“Trust me. I’ll come up with something.”
Darcy abandons Julian at the kitchen counter and moves to the front of the house. Chen remains outside. Flying insects bounce off the street lamps.
Divide and conquer. This is what the killers want.
Now they’ll come for her family.
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Hunter refuses to cry. At his age, shedding tears over a scolding seems ridiculous.
Who is he kidding? Everything about his life is ridiculous. Out of control. He wants to tear out his hair.
On one hand, he understands why Mom and Julian accused him. They’re worried and only want to protect him and his sister. On the other, the accusation is beyond ridiculous.
Or is it?
He knows Mom and Julian regret searching the bedrooms. If they could take it back, they would. That doesn’t alter his feelings. It hurts.
He can hear their whispers in the living room as he slips out of his bedroom. Jennifer left her door unlocked for him, and he enters without drawing attention. She sits with her head in her hands and her fingers dripping tears.
“I can’t believe they accused us, Hunter,” Jennifer says, crying.
“Shh. They’ll hear you.”
“I don’t care anymore.”
“Yes, you do.”
Hunter sits on the edge of Jennifer's bed, his arms propping him up. He wants to comfort his sister and tell her that everything will be okay. The words stick in his throat. All platitudes feel hollow.
"I know it hurts," he says instead. "The way they treated us isn’t right."
Jennifer looks up, her eyes red and swollen. "It's more than that, Hunter. It's a betrayal. They're supposed to trust us. And instead, they treat us like we’re the criminals."
A bitter laugh escapes his lips. "I know. It's like they've forgotten the Genoa Cove killers are the problem."
He thinks of all the horrors they've faced and the way they've clung to each other through their darkest hours. And now that light is flickering.
"But maybe…" Jennifer says with hesitation. "Maybe they're not entirely wrong."
Hunter's head snaps up, his brow furrowed in confusion. Does his sister know? "What do you mean?"
Jennifer takes a shaky breath, her fingers twisting in the fabric of her shirt. "I mean, we have been keeping secrets from them. Planning things behind their back."
“We have the right to defend ourselves.”
“So why are we hiding our plans from them?”
“Because—” he says, searching his brain for an answer. “Because Mom and Julian will sideline us like they always do. You’re ready if anyone attacks the house, right?”
She dries her eyes and stops sobbing. “I won’t go through that again, not after Georgia.”
“And if Loomis shows up? Or the second killer?”
“I’ll kill anyone who tries to take me.”
“How?” When she doesn’t answer, he slides closer. “Do you have a plan, Jennifer? There won’t be time to run to the kitchen and grab the sharpest knife in the drawer.”
“I have one.”
“Where?”
Jennifer shoots him a conspiratorial look and hops off the mattress. At the bookcase, she removes an encyclopedia and opens it to the center.
Hunter’s jaw drops. She cut out the middle pages and slipped a knife inside. That’s why Julian and Mom didn’t find it.
“I’m impressed,” he says.
“Think I’ll die screaming? Forget about it. The first psycho who comes through my window will find this waiting for him.”
“You seriously want to fight a serial killer with a kitchen knife?”
She slips the blade into its secret compartment and slams the book shut. “Do you have a better idea?”
This is it. He’s hidden this possibility since Skylar last messaged him.
“What if I told you I could get us a gun?”
The color drains from her face. "A gun? What are you talking about, Hunter?"
“Keep your voice down.”
“How in the world would you get a gun?”
Hunter pulls Jennifer to his side. "Skylar knows a guy, not far from here. He says he can get us a gun, no questions asked."
Jennifer takes a step back, the encyclopedia clutched to her chest like a shield. "Are you insane? We can't get a gun, Hunter. That's out of the question."
Hunter holds out his hands in a placating gesture. "Think about it. A gun would give us a way to fight back if the worst happens."
But Jennifer shakes her head, her eyes filled with a mixture of fear and revulsion. "No. No way."
"It's about survival, about protecting ourselves and our family."
Jennifer sets the book on the shelf with a trembling hand. "And what happens if Mom and Julian catch us with an illegal weapon? Or the police? Do you want to go to jail?"
Hunter taps his foot. He knows she's right. Bringing a gun into the house could prove disastrous.
But there's a part of him, a dark, hateful part, that yearns for the power and the control a weapon would give him.
“I’m sick of feeling helpless,” he says. “I'm supposed to protect you and Mom. That’s what Dad would want. Instead, I'm waiting for the next lunatic to kill us."
"I get it. I feel the same way. Getting a gun and going behind Mom and Julian's backs . . . that's not the answer. We're all scared and trying to cope. But we have to do this with their approval. That's the only way we'll make it through this."
“A second ago, you wanted to skewer them for searching our rooms.”
“Yeah, and now I understand why they didn’t trust us. They’re intelligent, Hunter.”
“They couldn’t have found out about Skylar’s message. I deleted everything.”
“Neither Mom nor Julian needed to steal your phone to figure things out. They read it on your face, Hunter. That’s why they thought you had an illegal firearm.”
Hunter hugs his sister and rests his chin on her head. He inhales the tropical scent of her shampoo.
How did he allow the situation to hurtle out of control? The idea of purchasing a gun from someone he’s never met suddenly makes him want to throw up. Were it not for Jennifer, he would have written Skylar and started the process. He can’t defend his sister if he sits in a cell, serving an illegal firearms possession charge.
He breaks down. She rubs his back and whispers soothing words.
“It isn’t your job to defend me,” she says.
“Yes, it is.”
“Hunter, it’s our job to protect each other. Do you want me to show you how to hide a knife?”
“If another knife goes missing, they’ll know we’re lying.” He stares at the ceiling. “How will we get through this, Jennifer?”
She answers him with one word.
“Together.”
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Though the house is only steps away, Darcy feels anxious about leaving Hunter and Jennifer alone. They’re inside Jennifer’s room—Darcy heard them whispering—and they locked the door. She shouldn’t worry. Still, she keeps glancing over her shoulder at the front door, her focus only half on the conversation she and Julian are having with Officer Chen.
Chen’s window is down. She sips from a thermos.
The officer leans out of the cruiser window and scans the quiet street. She offers a reassuring smile.
"Everything is quiet on the radio, Detective Haines. No reports of suspicious activity in the area."
Julian’s posture remains tense. "That's good to hear. But don’t let your guard down. Loomis is out there somewhere, and we don't know where he’ll strike next."
Chen takes another sip from her thermos. "Absolutely. I've got eyes on the house, and I'll be here all night. If anyone so much as looks at your front door funny, I'll be on them faster than they can blink."
“We appreciate you being here, Officer Chen,” Darcy says. “It means a lot, knowing that you've got our backs.”
Julian winks. “And I’ll never live it down. A detective who needs a junior officer to protect him.”
“Always the macho one,” Chen says. She looks at Darcy. “Julian comes from a time when men always protected women. He won’t admit I lift more than he does at the gym.”
“She’s right.”
The amusement leaves Chen’s face. "I know it's hard, guys. The not knowing, the constant worry. But you've got to trust that we're doing everything we can."
Julian's hand finds Darcy's. "We trust you. If Loomis shows his face, he’ll run into a buzz saw."
“You got that right. Now, why don’t you two head inside? I have a podcast to catch up on.”
“Don’t drink too much coffee.”
“Need some way to stay awake. It’s boring out here.”
“Don’t get used to it,” Darcy says.
Chen doesn’t reply.
Back inside the house, Darcy feels the anxiety leave her body. She gives Jennifer’s door a cursory glance and confirms her son and daughter are still inside.
“Do you think she appreciates the danger?” Darcy asks. “Officer Chen, I mean?”
Julian draws the curtains together. “She can joke with the best of them, but she knows when it’s time to get serious. I just can’t believe the department lost their surveillance of Loomis.”
“I can.” She tilts her head toward the hallway. “Hunter and Jennifer have been in there a long time. We messed things up.”
“I still say one of them has a weapon. If they had come to me first⁠—”
“Neither would.”
“I thought they trusted me.”
“They do,” she says. “But Hunter and Jennifer are survivors. They understand what it takes to live through a horror movie. He’ll do anything for his sister, and she’ll do the same for him.”
Julian shifts his jaw back and forth. “When they’re ready to talk, I’ll apologize.”
“We both need to.”
“Okay. In the meantime, we need to defend the house.”
Darcy and Julian enter the home office, where the security system control panel awaits. Julian slides into the chair and pulls up the camera feeds.
She watches over his shoulder and stares at the multiple screens. The front yard, the backyard, the side gates. No movement.
"The alarms are all set," Julian says clicking through the various sensors. "Perimeter is secure."
“If anything is going to happen, Julian, it will happen tonight.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I’ve dealt with these monsters for too long. They’ll come for us before the night ends.”
"Well, nobody is in the yard. Wait." Julian points at the first camera view. "In the backyard. By the oak tree."
Darcy squints. A shadow?
It sways in the night, as if dancing to the wind’s drum.
“Is that an animal?”
“I’m not sure,” he says, removing the gun from his holster. “Give me a second.”
“Don’t go out there, Julian. Let Chen call it in.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s nothing. No sense in crying wolf.”
Julian hops out of the chair and rushes for the back door. She wants to follow, but that will mean leaving her son and daughter alone again. He’s a trained detective and can defend himself. But that doesn’t stop the chill from crawling over her skin.
The door opens and closes. She remembers the officer-down report and the panic she felt, worrying about him. Through the sliding glass door, she follows his progress across the deck and into the yard. When he passes the garden, the dark swallows him.
She edges the door open. A thumb-sized beetle flies toward the opening, and she slaps it away.
“Hurry, Julian,” she whispers to the night.
If he doesn’t return in the next ten seconds, Darcy won’t wait. She’ll radio Chen and alert every officer in Genoa Cove.
“Julian?”
The wind whistles. Now she has her own gun in hand.
A shadow rushes out of the black. She gasps.
And sees Julian climbing the porch steps.
“Why didn’t you answer me?” she asks.
“I couldn’t hear over the sea breeze. There’s nothing in the yard except a broken limb. It must have fallen off the oak and pierced the ground. I knocked it over so it wouldn’t fool us again.”
He closes and bolts the sliding glass door.
“You almost gave me a heart attack.”
“I didn’t mean to. What’s next?”
“Make sure every lock is engaged.”
Together they go from room to room and check every window. A rap on Jennifer’s door gives them entry. Neither Hunter nor Jennifer seem pleased to see them, but Darcy can’t worry about that now.
“You keep your windows locked, right?” Darcy asks.
Jennifer rolls her eyes. “How many times do you need to ask?”
“What about you, Hunter?”
“Check my room,” he says. “I have nothing to hide.”
Hunter’s eyes are puffy and red.
A lump forms in Darcy’s throat. “We’re sorry. We should have trusted you.”
Neither replies.
At least Hunter and Jennifer obeyed their orders.
In the kitchen, Darcy rests against the counter and runs her eyes over the windows. Julian paces the length of the room.
“Maybe we're approaching this wrong,” Darcy says. “All this security, and we’re jumping at shadows.”
"What do you suggest?"
"We could set up a safe room, somewhere Hunter and Jennifer would go if things turn bad."
“That’s not a task you can complete in an evening.”
“I understand. But we could start tomorrow.”
“A safe room is a huge undertaking. I suppose we could use the study and reinforce the door.”
“And board the window. Make sure there's no way in or out except through the door.”
Another idea is on Julian’s lips when a voice booms through the police radio and makes them flinch.
"All units, we have a report of a trash fire in the beach parking lot on Atlantic and Snider. Requesting backup and fire department response."
That’s too close.
“How in the hell does trash catch on fire in the middle of the night?” Julian asks.
“It’s a distraction.”
“What are you talking about?”
“This is how they’ll get to us. The police will respond and give Loomis and Barnett the opening they need.”
Julian doesn’t argue. He grabs his own radio and presses the call button.
“Chen, did you get that?”
He waits several heartbeats, but Chen doesn’t reply.
“Chen, respond.”
Nothing. Not even a crackle of static.
Darcy grabs Julian’s shirt. “Get Hunter and Jennifer.”
“I need to check on Chen.”
“There’s no time. The killers are here, Julian. The horror is starting.”
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The priority. Protect the family.
While Julian tries to contact Officer Chen, Darcy rushes into Jennifer’s room. Her son and daughter jump, startled by the intrusion. She edges the door shut and kneels before them, as if they’re children again.
“It’s happening,” she says.
Those are the only words needed to get them off the bed. Hunter checks the window. Jennifer stares at the bookcase, though Darcy can only guess why.
“No one is outside,” Hunter says. “I’ll run to the study and check the cameras.”
“Don’t, Hunter. You need to stay with your sister.”
“What’s going on?” Jennifer asks. “How do you know the killers are here?”
“Because something is going on down the street, and it made the police scatter. This is Loomis and Barnett’s plan. They want to distract the officers and come after us while we’re alone.”
“But Officer Chen. She’s outside, right?”
Darcy can’t answer.
“Right?”
In the pit of her stomach, Darcy knows something terrible happened to Chen. “Both of you—stay with each other. I’ll see what Julian wants to do.”
She hears her husband rummaging through the bedroom safe. He’s reloading the gun. Every few seconds, he calls Chen over the radio and gets no reply. Dispatch asks Julian to check. No one can reach Chen.
Darcy would like to believe the officer’s radio died, but she knows better. They're alone. Vulnerable. Exactly what Loomis and Barnett want.
She runs into Julian in the hallway. He looks up, his face tight with worry. "I still can't reach Chen. She's not answering her radio."
"Her cruiser is still out there. I can see a silhouette in the driver's seat, but there’s no movement."
Julian pops a cartridge into his gun. "I need to make sure she's okay."
She grabs hold of him. "No, Julian. You can't go outside. Two killers, remember? It's too dangerous."
"She's one of ours, Darcy, and she put her life on the line to defend us. I can't abandon her. She might be hurt or sick."
Darcy wants to beg him to stay. But it's futile. Julian’s sense of duty never wavers, and he won’t allow himself to accept that Chen can’t help them anymore.
“If you insist on leaving the house, you need me to watch your back.”
“What about Hunter and Jennifer?”
“The doors and windows are locked. Hunter will protect his sister.”
“I’ll go alone. This won’t take more than a minute.”
“No way, Julian.”
“We’re going outside to talk to Officer Chen,” she calls.
Hunter skids to a stop in the bedroom doorway. “Loomis and Barnett could be anywhere.”
“Don’t argue, Hunter. Keep watch. We’re only going to the cruiser.”
The distance from the door to the curb can’t be ten paces, yet it seems to stretch into the dark horizon. Pools of light from streetlamps leave areas of shadow between them. Darcy removes her weapon. Julian opens the door.
The night smells of wet grass and sea salt. Outside, the wind thickens, as if it senses their presence and wants to whisk them away.
“Chen!” Julian yells.
The figure in the cruiser doesn’t reply.
Halfway to the street, Darcy looks over her shoulder. Hunter watches from the doorway. He’s holding an object that reflects the moonlight. A knife.
“Get inside and close the door,” Darcy tells her son.
“I’m not losing sight of you,” Hunter says, raising his chin in defiance.
So much like his birth father.
“Officer Chen, respond,” says Julian, approaching the vehicle.
His radio continues to snap with the dispatcher’s demands for information. Why won’t Chen answer?
Julian keeps his gun at the ready in a two-handed grip, his finger resting along the trigger guard. His eyes scan the surroundings and search for movement. Nobody gets the jump on Detective Julian Haines.
“I don’t like this,” Darcy says.
When she checks on Hunter, he is still in the doorway, ready to spring at the first shadow that moves out of hiding. She hisses at her son, but he remains steadfast. He loves his mother and Julian, and will risk his safety to ensure they make it back to the house alive.
To either side of the porch, bushes sway. Too many places to hide.
Darcy follows her husband to the sidewalk. As he approaches the cruiser, he positions himself at an angle, ensuring that he's not in front of the windshield. It's a tactic designed to minimize his exposure, to make himself a harder target if the person inside the cruiser isn’t Chen.
"Officer Chen, this is Detective Haines," he calls out, his voice firm and authoritative. "I need you to respond and tell me you're unharmed."
But there's no answer, no sign of life from within the cruiser. The silhouette remains motionless, slumped against the driver's side window. In the distance, sirens shriek as emergency vehicles respond to the fire.
Darcy slides around the rear of the cruiser. Every instinct screams at her to run back to the house and protect her son and daughter. Through the back windshield, she can see Chen’s neck bent at an unnatural angle.
Julian reaches the driver's side door. His free hand hovers over the handle.
He yanks the door open.
The interior light flicks on, bathing the scene in a sickly yellow glow. He leaps back as the Chen-thing topples out of the vehicle and splashes against the blacktop. Darcy can’t recognize the officer; there’s so much blood.
“Officer down!” Julian barks into his radio. “Repeat, Officer Chen is down. Ambulance needed.”
A gash across the officer’s neck oozes black lifeblood. Part of her face is gone. Carved away. Julian spins around and retches.
Darkness rushes at Darcy. She shouts at Hunter not to look, but it’s too late.
As Darcy drops to her knees, Chen’s chest rises. Still alive.
“Oh my God, she’s breathing,” Darcy says.
Removing her sweatshirt, she presses the cloth against the officer’s neck. Beneath her sweatshirt, Chen’s flesh squishes and pumps liquid.
Julian moves to help, screaming into the radio for aid that won’t arrive on time. Even if the paramedics were here, they couldn’t save Chen.
Darcy's eyes dart from the tree to the bushes. Leaves rustle. Are they alone?
She wants to sprint back to the house. But she can't. Not with Chen dying.
Darcy presses harder on the wound, feeling the hot, slick gush of blood between her fingers. It's a futile effort, she knows. The gash is too deep, too ragged. No amount of pressure will stem the tide, but she has to try.
Beside her, Julian is a whirlwind of activity. He strips off his shirt and tears it into strips with his teeth. "Here," he says, thrusting a wad of fabric into her hands. "Pack the wound and slow the bleeding."
Darcy’s hands shake as she follows his instructions. She's no medic, no trauma surgeon. But she's seen enough, learned enough, to know the basics.
Apply pressure. Elevate the wound. Keep the victim warm and calm.
And pray.
Julian is on the radio again. "Dispatch, where's that ambulance? Officer Chen is critical."
The response comes through garbled, lost in a haze of static and chaos. The ambulance is minutes away. Help is coming, but it may not be enough.
"We need to keep her airway clear," he says, tilting Chen's head back. "Make sure she's breathing."
Julian pinches Chen's nose shut and seals his lips over hers. He breathes into her mouth, once, twice, watching for the rise and fall of her chest. It's a desperate attempt, forged in blood and tragedy.
The house alarm sounds. Darcy leaps to her feet.
“Hunter!” she screams.
Her son’s eyes widen. Holding the knife, Hunter turns to face whatever evil lurks inside.
Darcy runs to the house, which seems to drift away.
“Your sister—she’s alone in the bedroom!”
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Hunter spinning from the doorway and rushing to his sister’s room. Julian screaming that Chen isn’t breathing. Shadows lurching out of the trees to grasp for Darcy.
She leaps up the porch steps and tumbles into the entryway just as the second alarm sounds. The first tells her someone is in the house. This new alert warns of another breach in the backyard. The mesh worked, but is it too late?
“Jennifer?” she calls.
“Mom?”
Her daughter’s voice eases her nerves. Until a window smashes behind the locked bedroom door.
A cry. Jennifer’s scream.
Darcy cranks the doorknob, but it won’t budge. She throws her shoulder against the barrier, just as Hunter does the same. Their combined effort smashes open the door, taking a chunk of plaster from the wall.
Her daughter isn’t here. The broken window and the night breeze rippling the curtains seem to mock her.
Jennifer is gone. Darcy will never find her.
A hand grabs her shoulder. She turns with the gun, only to find Julian. Blood covers his clothes, his face, his hands. Not Julian’s blood. Chen’s.
“She’s gone,” Darcy cries, hurrying to the window.
“I heard her voice when I left Chen,” Julian says. “She couldn’t have gone far.”
“I never should have left her,” Hunter says.
Darcy grabs her son’s face and forces him to look at her before the guilt takes hold. “We can’t be in two places at once. Find your sister.”
He nods.
Splayed on the floor is an open encyclopedia. Someone carved a hole in the center pages in the shape of a knife. There’s no hidden weapon.
Blood covers the windowsill. Not droplets, but splashes of crimson.
She climbs onto the ledge before Julian hauls her back.
“Not alone,” he says.
“I have to find my daughter.”
“And we will, but be smart about it. Two killers, remember?”
Two murderers working together. That explains how they got Jennifer out of the room so quickly.
Julian spies Hunter moving toward the door and blocks him. “You too, Hunter. We have to stay together. Splitting up got us into this mess.”
“I left her,” Hunter mutters. “I left my sister. My best friend.”
“Focus, son. We’ll find her, but only if we keep our heads on straight.”
Outside the window, grass crunches under a booted foot. Darcy’s and Julian’s guns aim at the opening. The night rolls into Jennifer’s bedroom with secret horrors. Have Loomis and Barnett returned to complete their work?
Julian holds out a hand to keep Darcy from advancing. In silence, he slides toward the window, keeping the wall between himself and the darkness spilling forth. Darcy takes the other side of the window. Whoever comes through won’t survive the firefight. She will shoot to kill. For Jennifer.
More scuffing. A few blocks away, an ambulance speeds toward the scene. The paramedics will find Julian’s partner hacked and dead. They can’t save a deceased patient.
But Darcy and Julian can end this. Now.
Kill Loomis and Barnett. Then find Jennifer. She has to be close. They didn’t have time to take her far.
My daughter is alive. She has to be.
The closer Darcy moves to the window, the starker the red splashes stand out against the paint. A bloodbath. What happened to her girl?
Julian catches Darcy's eye, his hand raised in a silent command. His fingers flutter, a code they've used a thousand times during their careers. One suspect, approaching from the left. Cover me on three.
She nods, her grip tightening on her gun. Her heart pounds in a staccato rhythm of fear and rage.
Three, two, one.
They move as one in a choreographed dance of deadly precision. Julian swings around the corner with his gun trained on the window. Darcy follows a heartbeat behind, ready to provide cover fire, to take down any threat that dares to cross their path.
A figure appears in the shattered frame. Not the twisted visage of Loomis, or the cold, dead eyes of Barnett.
It's Officer Wolpert, his face pale and streaked with sweat. His hands rise to stop Darcy and Julian from filling him with bullets.
“It’s Officer Wolpert!” Hunter yells. “Don’t shoot.”
Something is wrong. Very wrong.
"Pat?" Darcy says. "What the hell are you doing outside my daughter’s bedroom?"
Wolpert’s Adam's apple bobs in his throat. "I heard the call over the radio about Chen and the break-in. I came as soon as I could."
Darcy refuses to lower the gun. "And you just showed up while Jennifer’s blood is still warm on the sill?"
Wolpert's gaze darts to the red stains, his face going white. “I was just trying to stop Loomis and Barnett. Darcy, you know you can trust me.”
He’s been there for her son and daughter, always willing to spend time with them. She wants to think the best of people, but anyone who gets close to her loved ones raises suspicion. Her eyes land on his shirt. Then his hands. No blood.
Can she trust the officer?
“Darcy,” Wolpert says, staring through the broken window. “I’m not the enemy here. If you think I am, tell Julian to arrest me. But I want what you want—to find Jennifer.”
Climbing through the broken window isn’t an option. The blood is evidence, and the police will find prints everywhere. Loomis couldn’t have stolen Jennifer this quickly without help. But was Barnett the accomplice, or is she looking into the dead eyes of another Michael Rivers copycat?
With Julian and Hunter by her side, Darcy rounds the house and calls to her daughter. Hunter walks in a frantic circle, the kitchen knife still clutched in his hand. Julian joins Wolpert and shines a flashlight beneath the sill. Broken glass sparkles. Specks of blood dot the wall, the grass, and the jagged shards. It’s everywhere. Too much to have come from one person.
“I have shoe prints leading toward the window,” Julian says.
Across the village, more sirens rise. The lights of an emergency vehicle swirl over the front of the houses. The workers found Chen’s body. Darcy can tell by the consternation on Julian’s face that he wants to assist, but he won’t abandon the search for Jennifer. Not for anything.
"Good eye," Wolpert says. He crouches with his own flashlight sweeping over the grass. "And here's another set here, heading away from the house. Looks like two distinct tread patterns."
"Two suspects, just like we thought. They must have grabbed Jennifer and hauled her out through the window." Julian stands and scans the night. "We need to set up a perimeter. Get every available unit out here. Loomis and Barnett can't have gotten far, not with a struggling victim."
Wolpert snatches the radio off his shoulder. "Dispatch, this is Officer Wolpert. We have a confirmed abduction at the Haines residence. Suspects’ vehicle is unknown, but we have two sets of footprints leading away from the scene. Requesting immediate backup and K9 units to track."
As he relays their location, Darcy has some measure of hope. They have a trail, a way to follow the monsters who took her daughter. Yet Loomis and Barnett could have taken Jennifer anywhere.
Darcy looks at Julian and sees the same desperate determination. The odds are stacked against them. With every passing second, Jennifer slips further away. She grasps one thread of hope—she never heard an engine, which suggests the killers are on foot.
One more glance at the bloody grass, and it hits her. This isn’t Jennifer’s blood. The certainty swells through her body.
“Jennifer hurt them,” Darcy says. “Good girl.”
Then Wolpert’s voice. “Hunter, no!”
She turns toward the commotion, but it’s too late.
Hunter rushes toward the trees and disappears into the night.
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Can’t see. Trees and palm fronds whip Darcy’s face and cut across her eyes. Somewhere ahead, the ocean sloshes into the cove. And she hears another sound. Voices.
She can’t lose Hunter and Jennifer. He went after his sister. Why hadn’t Darcy predicted he would bolt the second she and Julian turned their backs?
Wolpert pounds through the brush, his flashlight beam lighting the jungle-like flora. She wants to trust the officer, but he might not be on their side. Julian is off to her left with his own flashlight.
“Jennifer, Hunter!”
Julian’s call. No one answers.
She knows where they will find Jennifer and the two serial killers—Darkwater Cove. The madmen want to avenge Michael Rivers by butchering her daughter. Back where the horror started.
Darcy crashes through the dense undergrowth, desperate to reach her daughter before it's too late. The salty tang of the ocean grows stronger with each step. It mingles with the coppery scent of blood that seems to hang in the air. She can't shake the feeling that she’s being watched, that the killers are toying with her, leading her deeper into hell.
Wolpert's voice: "All units, converge on Darkwater Cove. Suspects believed to be armed and dangerous. They may have hostages. Proceed with caution."
Julian catches up to Darcy. "Don’t run off on me," he says. “We need to stay together.”
To Darcy’s side, Wolpert stumbles. The officer goes down, catches himself with his hands, and springs up, sprinting faster. He’ll reach the cove before Darcy and Julian. A second later, she can’t see the officer anymore. He runs well ahead of them. Her lungs burn with exertion, but she won’t stop.
“Darcy, I think they⁠—”
A thump in the darkness. Julian’s words cut off, and she hears a body crash against the earth. Where is he?
“Julian?”
She can’t find him. He’s down and injured, but if she returns to search for her husband, she’ll lose her son and daughter.
Darcy bursts through the tree line. Her sneakers sink into the sand as she struggles to stay upright. Her eyes scan the shoreline. Then she sees them.
Jennifer stands waist-deep in the breakers, her face a mask of determination and fear. In her hand, she clutches a bloody knife. The blade reflects the night sky. Loomis stalks towards her. Blood drips from a gash on his arm and stains the water.
"Jennifer!" Darcy screams.
Loomis turns. A twisted smile plays on his lips.
Jennifer takes another step back. The waves lap at her chest.
Darcy raises her gun, her hands shaking with terror and rage. "Let her go, Loomis. It's over."
Loomis laughs, a chilling sound. He knows she doesn’t have a shot. Jennifer stands in the way.
He lunges forward and reaches for Jennifer. Darcy's finger tightens on the trigger, but she can't risk hitting her daughter. The girl swings the knife, catching Loomis across the cheek. He howls as blood from the fresh wound.
"You little bitch!" he snarls.
Darcy sees her chance. She charges forward, sand flying beneath her feet. She slams into Loomis and knocks him off balance. They tumble into the surf, the water shocking her system. Loomis' hands wrap around her throat, squeezing the life from her. She’s the one he wants. He’ll kill her first before murdering Jennifer and Hunter, wherever her son is.
"Mom!"
Jennifer steps through the surf. The waves try to drag her down as she clutches the knife.
Loomis squeezes tighter. Darcy's vision blurs. Can’t reach the gun. With the last of her strength, she brings her knee up and drives it into Loomis' groin. He grunts and loosens his grip for a fraction of a second. It's all Darcy needs. She wrenches herself free.
Before her hand finds the gun on her hip, he strikes her with a fist and knocks her head back. Black spots obscure the way forward.
Loomis presses his advantage and drives Darcy deeper into the churning water. The tide wants to drag her out to sea. She struggles against the current, the shifting sand beneath her feet making it impossible to fight back. Fists rain upon her, each blow sending shocks of pain all over her body.
Jennifer struggles to reach them. The teenager raises the knife, but Loomis sees her coming. His fist connects with Jennifer's wrist. The knife flies from her grasp and disappears under the waves.
Darcy seizes the moment of distraction. She surges forward and hurls her weight into Loomis. They crash into the water, the salt stinging her eyes.
She claws at his face to gain the upper hand. Loomis's hands find her throat once more. Fingers dig into her flesh, and Darcy's vision begins to tunnel. She can hear Jennifer screaming over the roar of the ocean.
In a final desperate attempt to save herself, Darcy punches the killer in the throat. He falls back and catches himself, but not before she follows with a kick that snaps his chin back. Blood spurts from the murderer’s mouth.
They tumble out of the water and onto the wet sands of the shore. Loomis hacks up more blood as Darcy sucks air into her lungs.
Jennifer appears at her side. The knife is gone, but now the teenager holds a fist-sized rock. Before Loomis can recover, the girl smashes the rock on his head. He crumples, his body going limp as he falls face-first.
Loomis splatters against the sand. Darcy dives on top of the killer’s back and wrenches both his hands behind it. She lacks cuffs, but if the killer stirs, she’ll snap his arms. No mercy.
For now, he is dead weight beneath her.
“Is he breathing?” Jennifer asks.
“I can’t tell,” she says, panting. “Stay close.”
“Where are Julian and Hunter?”
There’s nothing Darcy can tell her daughter.
She keeps her knee pressed into Loomis' back. Reaching for his neck, her fingers search for a pulse. At first, she feels nothing. But then, a faint throb beneath her fingertips. He won’t die.
"He's alive," she whispers.
Jennifer's eyes widen. "Where are the police officers?"
Darcy's mind races. They need help. She grabs her radio, praying it still works after their tumble in the ocean. The device emits static.
"This is Darcy Haines. I have one suspect down at Darkwater Cove. Repeat, one suspect down. Requesting immediate backup. Over."
There's a moment of quiet before a voice responds. “Copy that, Darcy.” It’s Officer Rodriguez. “Officers en route. ETA three minutes. Over.”
Relief washes over Darcy, but it's short-lived. Under her, Loomis stirs. A groan escapes his lips.
"Stay down," she says, pressing her knee harder into his back.
Jennifer scans the tree line. "Mom, two men broke into my room. I don’t see the other."
Darcy's stomach drops. In the chaos, she forgot about Barnett.
A twig snaps, and Darcy's head whips around. Something like a monster from a horror movie staggers out of the shadows. Barnett is a silhouette against the moon.
Sensing Darcy’s distraction, Loomis writhes and bucks. Before she regains control over the serial killer, Jennifer bashes the rock against his head. Loomis’ eyes roll back in his head.
But Barnett is still coming.
"Stay back," Darcy says.
Barnett chuckles. "You don’t have a gun, Agent Gellar."
Darcy's heart sinks as she realizes her weapon is gone, lost in the struggle with Loomis. She's defenseless, and Loomis refuses to die. “It’s Haines now, and I’m not an FBI agent.”
“You’ll always be Darcy Gellar.”
"Get behind me," she tells Jennifer as she slowly rises.
Loomis moves, his hands scrabbling at the sand. Darcy delivers a kick to his shoulder, sending him down. She can't let him up. Two serial killers are more than she can handle.
Jennifer’s voice cracks. “Mom, what do we do?”
“We fight.”
Barnett throws his head back and howls at the moon.
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Darcy can’t defend her daughter from two serial killers. Loomis is injured, but the madman won’t stay down.
As Darcy places herself between Jennifer and the approaching Barnett, Loomis crawls to his hands and knees. Bloody spittle dangles from his lips, and there’s a black lump rising on his forehead. Yet he won’t stop. Like the Full Moon Killer, these psychopaths never quit until bullets riddle their bodies.
Together, Darcy and Jennifer stopped Loomis. They’ll need to do the same with Barnett, who stands a head taller than his partner. More importantly, they must take out Barnett before Loomis regains his strength.
Rodriguez said the police were three minutes away. Too long. They’ll be dead by the time the officers arrive.
Unless they kill Barnett.
All thoughts of bravery drain out of Darcy when Barnett raises a gun and aims it at Jennifer.
“Stay where you are, Agent Gellar, or I’ll kill Jennifer like I did your son.”
Her nerves pull taut. Not Hunter. As if to answer the protest on her face, Barnett chuckles.
“I should have finished Hunter and his friends in Georgia. No matter. The job is done. One down, two to go.”
“Hunter!” Jennifer screams. Tears roll down the girl’s cheeks.
Darcy wants to believe it’s a lie, a ploy to take the fight out of them. But the certainty on Barnett’s face makes her legs buckle. He killed her son like he murdered those women.
Loomis staggers to his feet, his face a mask of blood and fury. He sways, but the hatred in his gaze burns. They're facing two killers, one armed with a gun and the other fueled by pure rage.
Barnett keeps his weapon trained on Jennifer. "You should have died the night Michael Rivers stuck a knife in your belly, Agent Gellar. Prepare to meet your son again."
Darcy glances at the tree line, hoping to see the flashing lights of police cars, but there's only darkness. The backup she needs is still a minute away, and every second is an eternity.
Loomis takes a step forward, his movements unsteady but determined.
Jennifer trembles, yet she won’t back down. Darcy wants to comfort her daughter, to tell her she has a plan, but it would be a lie. They're trapped and at the mercy of two psychopaths who won't hesitate to kill them.
Barnett's finger tightens on the trigger, and Darcy's heart stops. This is it. This is how it ends. She closes her eyes, bracing herself for the shots that will kill them.
Palm fronds rustle in the dark. She prays Julian is here. But if Wolpert is helping Barnett and Loomis, he must have returned to kill her husband. Who knocked Julian unconscious? Wolpert had raced ahead of them, giving himself ample time to circle back and attack Julian.
More rustling. If Barnett notices, he doesn’t turn toward the sounds. Loomis is groggy but conscious.
What Darcy needs is something to draw Barnett’s attention. Give her a split second, and she’ll disarm the killer, murder the monster, and turn the gun on Loomis.
A figure emerges from the shadows behind Barnett. It's Hunter, his face bloody and bruised, but alive. Barnett lied.
Relief washes over her, followed by a surge of anxiety. Hunter can't see the gun in Barnett's hand.
She tries to catch her son's eye and signal for him to stop, but he's focused on Barnett. The gash across his forehead glistens in the moonlight, a sign of the horrors he's already endured. Like his sister, he’s a fighter. Fate forced him to be.
Barnett's finger tightens on the trigger, and Darcy knows she has only seconds to act. She locks eyes with Jennifer, hoping her daughter will understand the silent message she's trying to convey. If they don’t stop Hunter, Barnett will shoot him.
But Hunter is closer now. Several more steps, and he’ll take Barnett by surprise. The sneak attack might save them.
Until Loomis taps Barnett on the shoulder.
Barnett gives his partner a hateful look. “What now?”
“We have company.”
Barnett swivels and aims the gun at Hunter, who stops and throws up his hands.
“You’re supposed to be dead!”
The wind sweeps Barnett’s words over the cove.
Now.
Darcy lunges at the gun-wielding maniac, but her punch never connects. Loomis grabs her.
“Stop wasting time,” Loomis says. “Shoot the bitch and her kids.”
Kicking and cursing, Darcy fights to break free. Loomis’ grip is viselike.
Jennifer pounces on Loomis and rakes her fingernails across his eyes. He screams but doesn’t release the hold. A second later, the butt of Barnett’s gun strikes the back of Jennifer’s neck. She falls to the sand.
When Barnett turns the weapon on Hunter, Darcy kicks back and takes out Loomis’ knee with a sickening crack.
Another shadow flies out of the night and collides with Barnett. The bodies roll over and over in the sand before Darcy recognizes Officer Wolpert.
In desperation, Barnett pulls the trigger. The gun blast sends Darcy tumbling down. Her ears ring. Behind her, a body crumples and lands on her legs.
As she scrambles away, she sees a wide-eyed Garrett Loomis on his back. Barnett’s bullet struck him in the forehead. The murderer isn’t moving.
By the time Barnett fights free of Wolpert’s grip, Darcy notices the officer is limping, unable to place weight on his left leg.
Now, when Barnett lifts his gun, Wolpert is quicker. The officer aims and fires. Two shots send the serial killer backward, his arms pinwheeling.
Barnett writhes in the sand like a fish out of water. A red stain blooms and bubbles through his shirt. A cough sends a crimson geyser skyward. Then he stops.
Wolpert staggers to his feet, pain etched on his face as he limps towards the first killer. He kneels beside Loomis and presses two fingers against the madman's neck. After a second, he looks up at Darcy and shakes his head. "He's gone."
Next, Wolpert checks on Barnett, who lies motionless in the sand. His eyes stare blankly at the full moon that abandoned him. The officer's shoulders sag. "Both dead."
Darcy rushes to Jennifer's side and cradles her daughter's head in her lap. "Jennifer, honey. Can you hear me?" Her voice cracks with emotion as she brushes the sand from her daughter's face.
Hunter races forward. "Is she okay?"
Darcy feels for a pulse. To her relief, she finds a steady rhythm beneath her fingertips. "She's alive."
Wolpert approaches, unable to stand up straight. He saved her family after she doubted him. She owes the officer her life.
Jennifer’s eyes blink and open.
“Thank goodness,” Darcy says. “Don’t move, honey. We’ll get you the help you need. How is your neck?”
“It hurts,” the girl says. “But it’s just a bruise. I can move it.”
“Best that you don’t. I want a doctor to look you over first.”
"Rodriguez should have arrived by now," Wolpert says. “I don’t think I can carry Jennifer by myself, but if you help⁠—”
The sound of someone crashing through the palms spins the officer around. Darcy tenses, ready to fight. Officer Rodriguez breaks out of the flora with a drawn weapon.
"Darcy Haines, are you all right?" Rodriguez calls out. He takes in the carnage and rushes to support Wolpert.
"We're alive," Darcy says. "Jennifer needs a doctor, and Julian is still out there. He’s hurt."
Rodriguez grits his teeth. "We'll find him. I promise."
Wolpert steps forward with his hand pressed against the injury. "I can’t help Darcy’s daughter on one leg."
Hunter won’t leave his sister’s side. “I’ll carry her myself.”
“It’s too far,” Darcy says, but the determination on her son’s face tells her otherwise.
“Find Julian. Officer Wolpert and I will get Jennifer out of here.”
Darcy hesitates, torn between her desire to stay with her daughter and her need to find her husband.
Hunter touches her shoulder. "You don’t have to do everything. Let me help."
With a grateful look at Hunter and Wolpert, Darcy places a kiss on Jennifer's forehead and turns to Rodriguez. "Let's find Julian."
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Darcy sprints along the cove's edge. The sand sucks at her feet as Officer Rodriguez shadows her every step. Their flashlight beams pierce the inky blackness, painting the jagged rocks and gnarled trees in stark relief.
"Julian!"
Waves crash against the shore and swallow her cry.
No one answers. Rodriguez matches her stride for stride. His gun is a glint of metal in the moonlight, his eyes darting to the shadows that dance along the tree line.
They've left the dead killers behind. Any second now, more officers will arrive to secure the scene. All that matters is finding her husband.
But he’s nowhere, and she can’t recall where he fell before they reached the cove.
"There," Rodriguez says. His light catches a tangle of shapes near the water.
Darcy's breath stops as she spots a row of kayaks. Their hulls gleam like polished bone. Crumpled beside the kayaks, her husband lies face down. The water laps around his head.
She flies across the sand, stumbling, clawing her way to him. Rodriguez struggles to keep up. As she nears, Darcy sees the black stain spreading across the sand. Julian’s head hangs at an impossible angle.
"No," she chokes out, the word a bitter poison on her tongue. "No, no, no."
She collapses beside him. Trembling fingers reach for his face. His skin is like ice, clammy and lifeless.
“Detective,” Rodriguez says, crouching beside her.
Is Julian breathing? Darcy fears she lost him.
But beneath her touch, a pulse flutters. Weak and erratic, but undeniable—a fragile thread of hope in a world that has none.
"Julian," she says. "Can you hear me?"
A heartbeat passes. It seems like an eternity.
Then his eyes flutter open, unfocused and glassy with pain.
"Where the hell am I? Darcy, did you find Jennifer?"
She eases him back as he struggles to rise. "Don't move. You're hurt. You need to remain still."
Rodriguez grabs his radio and summons an ambulance. Darcy doesn’t register the words. Her existence narrows to the broken man before her.
"What happened?" She traces the laceration on his brow. "How did you get here?"
Julian's face contorts as confusion clouds his gaze. "Don't know. Someone hit me in the dark. I came to and heard a gunshot. Tried to find you. Had to make sure you were safe."
Darcy doesn’t know whether to laugh or cry. His only thought was of her. Of their family.
"I'm okay." Her palms cup his jaw. "Jennifer and Hunter are alive. We're all safe now."
Julian nods, relief flickering across his features. But it's fleeting. His face contorts in agony as he shifts.
"Where else are you hurt?" she asks.
"My knees," he grits out. "I think I tore something."
Rodriguez is there in an instant. His hands probe the limb. Julian sucks in a sharp breath, fingers clawing at the sand. "We’ll have to splint the knee. Darcy, if you grab two or three sturdy branches, I’ll do the rest." He sheds his jacket and tears his undershirt into strips. “We’ll use these to tie the branches.”
“You’re whiter than me, Rodriguez,” Julian says with a grin. “Don’t you ever get any sun?”
“Even now you won’t let up with the jokes.”
Darcy rushes to the trees. It doesn’t take long to gather a handful of sticks for the splint.
She returns with the branches and kneels beside Julian. Rodriguez takes the sturdiest ones and aligns them on either side of Julian's injured knee.
"This is going to hurt," Rodriguez warns. "But we need to keep your knee stable until we reach the paramedics."
Julian nods. "Just do it."
Darcy takes her husband's hand. "Squeeze as hard as you need to," she says. "I'm here."
As Rodriguez secures the branches with the makeshift bandages, Julian's grip tightens. A groan passes his lips.
"Almost done," Rodriguez assures him, working swiftly. "Just a little longer."
“You’re going to the beach with us,” says Julian. “That skin of yours is blinding.”
“Save the laughs. It will be weeks before the doctor allows you to hang out on the sand. There,” Rodriguez says, sitting back on his heels. "That should hold until we get you out of here."
Julian releases a shaky breath. "Thanks, Rodriguez. I owe you one."
The officer shakes his head and wraps another strip of cloth around the head wound. "You don't owe me anything. Genoa Cove PD officers look out for one another."
"You sure I can’t buy you a new shirt?"
“Tell you what. When the chief finally retires, put in a good word for one of ours. I don’t want a politician to take over. Hey, Julian. Why don’t you apply?”
“Thanks, but no thanks.”
“You’d make a terrific chief.”
“Not for me, Rodriguez. But you’re right. We need someone who understands our needs. Darcy would be perfect.”
They turn their heads to Darcy.
“Not on my life,” she says. “I’m happy working as a private investigator.” She looks at Rodriguez. "How are we going to get him out of here? The path is too narrow for a stretcher."
Rodriguez considers for a moment. "We'll have to carry him ourselves. It won't be easy, but it's our only option."
"I can hop on one leg," Julian says, attempting to sit up. "Just give me a hand."
"Whoa. Hold on there, tough guy. You're not hopping anywhere on that knee. We'll carry you."
Darcy places a hand on Julian’s chest. "He's right. Between the two of us, we’ll get you to the ambulance."
Julian sighs, frustration evident in his tone. "I don’t like this."
A distant shout echoes from the neighborhood, followed by the sound of sirens. Rodriguez stands in relief. "The cavalry arrived. They'll have a stretcher."
Rodriguez and Darcy position themselves on either side of Julian. Their arms loop under his shoulders. With a shared nod, they heave him up. Julian bites back a cry of pain as his injured knee jostles. Sweat beads on his brow.
"Easy," Darcy says, bracing herself. "I got you."
Together they navigate the narrow path. Sands shift beneath their feet and threaten to send them tumbling.
The walk takes ten minutes but seems to last forever. As they emerge from the flora, the emergency vehicles come into view. Two uniformed officers hurry over to help. Flashing lights paint the night in shades of red and blue as neighborhood residents gather along the sidewalk to watch and whisper.
And there, huddled by the ambulance, are Hunter and Jennifer.
Sobbing, Darcy runs to them and hugs each.
Officer Wolpert stands beside them as a paramedic examines the girl. Hunter’s face is pinched with worry.
Jennifer cries into Darcy’s shoulder. "Is he going to be okay?"
“Julian tore his knee,” Darcy says. “The paramedic will check his head wound as well, but he’ll recover.”
The paramedic urges Jennifer to remain still. "Hold the phone, kiddo. Let me finish checking you over."
While another medical professional helps Rodriguez and the others load Julian onto a stretcher, Julian chuckles. "She's right. Takes more than a couple of psychos to put me out of commission."
The paramedic finishes her examination and stands. "Jennifer's vitals are stable, but I'd like to take her in for a full workup. She took a nasty blow to the head and neck, and we need to rule out a concussion."
Darcy remembers the battle on the cove and the ferocity with which Jennifer fought. Like her mother.
The stubborn set to the girl’s jaw admits no arguing. "I'm fine. Really, I don't need to go to the hospital."
Hunter snorts. "No way she has a concussion. Not with a head that hard."
Jennifer gives a genuine chuckle that lights the night sky.
“What about Hunter?” Darcy asks the paramedic.
“Just a scratch. No stitches needed, but I applied an ointment and bandaged the wound.”
As the paramedics load Julian and Jennifer into the ambulance, Darcy and Hunter climb in beside them.
The road ahead will be long and hard. This night left scars that will never fade. They will linger like a branding.
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The fluorescent lights of the hospital waiting room make it impossible to sleep. Darcy sits with her elbows resting on her knees, her head cradled in her hands. Exhaustion tugs at her, a bone-deep weariness created not only by tonight’s terror, but by the thought of who will come for them next.
Parham’s promise: Rivers’ hell spawn will never stop hunting her.
For now, she only wants Julian to be okay. In the corner, Jennifer and Hunter curl in their chairs. How they can sleep after everything they’ve been through, Darcy doesn’t know. They look so young and vulnerable. Even Hunter reminds her of the nine-year-old boy racing around the living room with his Matchbox cars.
A shadow falls across her, and she looks up to see Officer Wolpert standing in the entrance with two cups of coffee in his hands.
"Thought you could use this," he says, offering her a cup.
She takes it with a grateful nod. "Thank you, Officer Wolpert."
“It’s Pat. If we’re going to be friends, we might as well start by calling each other by our first names.”
He settles into the chair beside her, his own cup cradled between his palms. For a long moment, they sit in silence.
She thinks back to when Pat appeared at Jennifer's window. Suspicion flared in her gut, the certainty that he was involved in her daughter's abduction. She feels a flush of shame at the memory and the way she doubted him. Pat has been nothing but a loyal ally. He put his life on the line to protect her family. And yet, in her panic and desperation, she was ready to condemn him as a traitor.
The thought makes her stomach churn. She owes him an apology and an explanation. But the words stick in her mouth.
Beside her, Pat shifts in his seat. It’s obvious he is interpreting the emotions on her face. He's always been perceptive, able to read people like open books. It's one thing that makes him such a good cop.
He leans closer. "I know what you're thinking. And I want you to know I don't blame you for doubting me."
"How did you . . . ?"
He shrugs. "I'm a police officer, remember? Reading people is my thing."
Despite herself, Darcy feels a smile form.
"I'm sorry, Pat. I should have trusted you and known you would never hurt my family."
“You wanted to protect Hunter and Jennifer. I get it.”
“But still.”
"You have nothing to apologize for. In your shoes, I would have been just as suspicious. Hell, I probably would have shot first and asked questions later."
Darcy chuckles. It's such a Pat thing to say. No wonder he and Julian are so close.
“You were protecting your family,” he continues, “and doing what any good mother would do in your situation. And if that meant doubting me, I can accept that. I'm a cop. I knew what I was signing up for when I put on this badge. Taking a little heat from a friend who's trying to keep her loved ones safe is a price I'm willing to pay.”
She's always known he was a good man. At that moment, she realizes how deep his loyalty runs. He's not just a colleague, not just a fellow officer of the law. He's family.
She gives his hand a squeeze. "Thank you, Pat. I don't know what we would have done without you tonight."
Wolpert looks at Hunter and Jennifer. "How are they holding up?"
"As well as can be expected, I suppose. Jennifer's still shaken, but the doctors say she's going to be okay. And Hunter . . ." She trails off, her throat tightening with emotion. "He's trying to be strong for his sister's sake. But I know this hit him hard. He’s worried sick about Julian."
"Julian is a fighter, Darcy. If anyone can walk away from something like this with minor injuries, it’s him."
She sips her coffee. The bitter liquid scalds her tongue. "He's always the strong one, the one who protects us."
“Unlike you?”
“I don’t know about that.” Her voice cracks. Tears sting the backs of her eyes.
"The doctors say he's going to be okay," Pat says, reminding her of the initial prognosis. "No concussion, just a nasty gash that needed stitches. He suffered a painful knee sprain, but it could have been worse."
Darcy wants to take solace in his words. The image of Julian lying on that beach with his blood staining the sand will never go away.
"He'll need time to heal," she says. "Physical therapy and rest—it's going to be a long road."
“Julian will surprise you. Give him a month and he’ll be out and about like nothing happened. I’m not sure when he’ll be able to work, but I doubt it will take as long as the doctors say. They don’t know him like we do.”
Pat rocks back in his chair. His face hardens. "There's something else you should know, Darcy. It’s about the investigation."
"What is it?"
"Earlier tonight, before the attack on your home, we got a hit on Tyler Barnett's phone. He was in the area, close to your house."
Barnett had been stalking them all along.
"How close?" she asks.
Pat's knuckles whiten around his coffee cup. "Close enough. He was probably scoping out the neighborhood and looking for weaknesses in your security."
They had been so focused on Loomis, nobody considered a second killer was hunting Genoa Cove until it was too late.
"There's more," Pat says. "We found Barnett's vehicle abandoned a few miles from your place. And in the glove compartment, Rodriguez uncovered a burner phone."
A burner phone, untraceable and disposable. The perfect tool for a killer to communicate with an accomplice.
"Loomis. Barnett was in contact with him."
Pat doesn’t need to confirm her suspicion. "We're still going through the messages, but it looks like they've been planning this for months, coordinating their movements, and sharing information about your family's habits and routines."
Darcy feels white-hot fury. Loomis and Barnett are dead. Yet the killers had come so close to succeeding.
A knock at the door startles her. The head nurse, a stern-faced woman with a no-nonsense air, pokes her head into the room.
"Mr. Haines is awake," the nurse says. "He's asking for you."
Hunter and Jennifer awake. Darcy glances at Pat with a question in her eyes.
"Go on," he says, gesturing towards the door. "I'll be here if you need anything."
As they make their way down the hospital corridor, Darcy's mind is a whirlwind of emotions. Joy, fear, guilt. They swirl together in a kaleidoscope.
When she steps into Julian's room and sees his bruises, everything else fades.
He looks up at her, his eyes hazy with pain medication but full of love. "Told you it would take more than two killers to keep me down."
Jennifer cries and buries her face in Julian's chest. Hunter hovers nearby, his jaw tight with emotion.
"How do you feel?" Darcy asks, as though the answer isn’t obvious. Every inch of his body hurts.
“I’ve had better days.”
The nurse clears her throat. "Remember what we talked about, Mr. Haines? You need rest, not excitement."
Julian has the grace to look sheepish. "Yes, ma'am."
Even flat on his back in a hospital bed, Julian charms everyone around him.
But as the initial rush of relief fades, the reality of their situation settles back in.
“I’ve been thinking about something,” Hunter says. "We can't stay here. After everything that has happened in Genoa Cove, why would we wait for the next killer to come?"
Jennifer's head snaps up. "What? No. We can't leave, not now. I have a life here. I want to graduate with my friends. They'll always be coming for us. Don't you see that? It doesn't matter where we go, they'll find us. They'll never stop. What will running change?"
Darcy feels a chill run down her spine. Jennifer is right. There is no safety outside of Genoa Cove.
"Running won't solve anything," Darcy says.
Julian winces as he shifts his back. "You’re both correct. We can't let fear dictate our lives. Genoa Cove rallied around us. They've shown us nothing but love and support. We're safer here than we would be anywhere else."
Hunter moves closer to the hospital bed. "But how will we know before the next one comes?"
"We can't. There are no guarantees in this life, no surefire way to protect ourselves from every threat. But we proved we could survive Barnett and Loomis. Never bet against a Haines or a Gellar."
Hunter is quiet for a long moment, his eyes searching Julian's face. "You're right, Dad. Running away and letting them win isn’t who we are. That's not how you and Mom taught us."
The room goes still, a hush falling over them all. Darcy feels her heart swell.
Dad.
Since she and Julian married, since he took on the role of father, neither Hunter nor Jennifer have ever called him that. Not once.
Until now.
Julian's eyes widen. A flicker of surprise and wonder crosses his face. He swallows hard, his voice thick with emotion as he takes in Hunter and Jennifer. "I want you to know I’ll be there for you. To me, you were always my son and daughter. You’re a blessing, and I am forever grateful that your mother brought you into my life."
Jennifer kisses his forehead. "We love you, Dad. We love you so much."
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With a laptop balanced on her thighs, Darcy scrolls through the dark web forums. The hospital waiting room is empty except for Hunter and Jennifer, who text on their phones. Her chair is hard and unforgiving, a reminder of the long hours she's spent here, keeping vigil over her husband.
She can never rest. Not when there are devils clawing their way out of hell. They want nothing more than to make her suffer.
Darcy navigates to the forums where the disciples of Michael Rivers gather. These are the places where they spew their hatred towards her family. She braces herself for the onslaught, for the vicious glee that always follows a fresh attack.
But as she scrolls through the threads, her confusion grows. The posts are sparse and days old, the usual flood of bile reduced to a mere trickle. In the week since Loomis and Barnett's attack, there have been no new messages, no fresh calls for blood.
It's as if the community has gone silent, retreating into the shadows like cockroaches scattering before the light.
Darcy frowns and considers the possibilities. Have they gone into hiding to avoid the FBI and police? Is this the calm before the storm, a moment of stillness before the next wave of violence crashes over them?
The uncertainty eats at her. She can never let her guard down or rest in the illusion of safety.
"Mrs. Haines?"
The nurse's voice startles her from her thoughts. She closes the laptop before the woman can peek over her shoulder.
"How is my husband?"
"He's fine. Better than fine, actually. The doctor has given him the all-clear to go home."
“Already?”
“I don’t know what you feed him, but keep it up. He’s the most resilient patient I’ve encountered in years.”
Home. The word has never sounded so sweet, so full of promise.
When she stands, Hunter and Jennifer are right there to join her. They tuck away their devices and follow her down the familiar hallway.
Today she will sleep. At last. They're going home, and Michael Rivers’ two copycats will never harm another innocent.
As Darcy steps into Julian's room, he is sitting on the edge of the bed, the injured knee braced and extended like a diving board.
Wolpert appears in the doorway with a wheelchair at his side. He gives Julian a sarcastic grin as he enters the room. "Your chariot awaits, Detective Haines."
Julian groans, his face twisting in a grimace. "Come on, Pat. I don't need that thing. I can walk just fine."
The nurse arches an eyebrow, her arms crossing over her chest. "Hospital protocol, Mr. Haines. You know the rules."
“Doesn’t mean I need to smile about it.”
“Cooperate, Julian,” Darcy says. “The sooner you do, the quicker we can get out of here.”
Julian grumbles under his breath, but there's no heat behind it. Wolpert and the nurse help Julian into the wheelchair. Darcy spots the pain on his face and the way he tries to conceal it. Beneath the discomfort, there's a glimmer of relief. Or gratitude. He’s alive and going home with his family.
Hunter and Jennifer’s dad.
As they make their way out of the hospital, Darcy walks beside the wheelchair. Her hand finds Julian's. Once she brings the car around to the front, they’re on their own, with the nurse returning to the patients. They’re careful not to jostle Julian’s knee as they load him into the backseat, where Hunter and Jennifer sit on either side of him.
The drive home is quiet, the hum of the engine and the occasional crackle of the police radio as the only sounds. Wolpert is at the wheel as Darcy thinks about the empty dark-web forum. The next killer will come. But when?
As they turn onto their street and the house comes into view, Darcy feels a sense of calm wash over her. Wolpert pulls into the driveway. He hops out and opens the back door for Julian. But Julian waves him off, his jaw set with determination. "I've got this, Pat. I need to do this on my own."
Darcy protests, but the impatience on Julian's face stops her. She knows that look. He needs to prove to himself he's still capable.
So she steps back with her hands clasped in front of her. She observes as her husband, the man she loves more than life itself, climbs out of the car, his movements slow and labored. He leans on the cane the hospital provided.
It takes teamwork from Hunter and Wolpert to get Julian into bed. In the kitchen, Darcy busies herself with the coffeemaker until Wolpert joins her.
"I don't know how to thank you, Pat," she says. "You were there for Hunter and Jennifer and for all of us."
"Julian is my brother from another mother. His family is mine."
She hands him a mug. He takes it with a nod of thanks.
For a moment, they sip their coffee without speaking. Then Wolpert clears his throat.
“I have an update on the communication between Loomis and Barnett,” he says. “The tech team has been sifting through the dark-web forums, trying to piece together their movements.”
"What did they find?"
Wolpert sets his mug on the table. "As of last year, there were several active followers talking about Michael Rivers. People who idolized him, who saw him as some kind of sick hero."
The breeding ground for hell spawn.
“But in the last few months, that number has dwindled,” he says. “By the time Loomis and Barnett made their move, there were only two left.”
Darcy frowns, confusion warring with a desperate, fragile hope. "Why? What happened to the others?"
Wolpert meets her gaze, his eyes dark with an emotion she can't quite name. "You did, Darcy. You happened to them."
She stares at him, uncomprehending. "What do you mean?"
"Every time one of those bastards came for you, every time they tried to hurt you or your family, you took them down."
“But Agent Parham⁠—”
“Lied to you. How many creeps follow Michael Rivers? And of them, how many are killers? You drove them into extinction. You won.”
Darcy shakes her head, a bitter laugh bubbling up in her throat. "I wouldn't call this winning. How many lives have been lost, how many families shattered?"
"You're still standing. Loomis and Barnett aren’t." The smile reaches his eyes. "You're not a victim. You're a survivor. A warrior. They weren’t strong enough to stand against you."
Is this happening? It doesn’t seem real.
"Are we safe? Is it over?"
“I believe so. Stay vigilant, but start living life on your terms.”
She marched through hell and came out the other side. For years, she prayed for this day.
Her legs buckle, and Wolpert catches her.
“Easy, Darcy,” he says, helping her into a chair. “It’s a lot to swallow at once.”
For the first time in forever, she doesn’t feel consumed by fear.
“I’ll get used to it. And so will my family.”
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Sunlight turns the waves into a shimmering carpet of gold that stretches to the horizon. The ocean breeze carries the tang of salt and the promise of new beginnings, whispering through the sea oats that sway along the dunes.
On the pier, the weathered planks creak under the feet of the Sunday strollers. It’s a comforting sound that speaks of tradition and permanence. Laughter rises from the beach below, where families play in the surf and children with imaginations as boundless as the sea itself build sandcastles.
The nearby restaurant sends Darcy scents of grilled seafood. It's a scene of perfect tranquility, a snapshot of a world untouched by darkness or fear.
She stands at the railing with her husband by her side and Officer Wolpert. Wearing bathing suits, Hunter and Jennifer crash through the breakers. She can’t recall the last time they appeared so light and free.
Two weeks have passed since they brought Julian home from the hospital, two weeks of healing, recovery, and tentative steps towards normalcy. Two weeks of coming to grips with their new reality.
Julian’s cane is still a necessity, but it’s more cautionary than a crutch. He wants to return to work and won’t allow another injury to set him back. Beside them, Officer Wolpert rests against the railing with his face turned towards the sun. He looks relaxed.
"You know, Julian," Wolpert says, his voice casual. "The chief's last day is coming up. One month from now, he'll be hanging up his hat for good."
Julian stares at the horizon. "End of an era. He's been a good leader, a good friend, but it’s time for a changing of the guard."
"And now it's time for someone else to take the reins. I’ve heard rumors about the panel, and I can tell you the applicants suck. They don’t understand Genoa Cove the way you do."
"Pat," Julian starts, but Wolpert cuts him off with a shake of his head.
"No, Julian. Hear me out. You're the right man for the job, and everyone knows it. You've got the experience, the integrity, the heart."
"I don't know. After everything that happened, I'm not ready for that kind of responsibility. That kind of pressure."
Darcy turns to her husband. “Listen to him. You keep telling me Genoa Cove PD needs an ex-officer instead of a politician. That’s you.”
“She’s right,” Wolpert says. “You're ready. The people of Genoa Cove need an experienced officer they can trust.”
Darcy rubs her husband’s back. "You'd be an amazing chief."
“I enjoy being a detective,” Julian says. “If you sit me behind a desk, I’ll go stir crazy.”
Wolpert looks down at his shoes. “If you don’t apply, I’m afraid of who will come in. We don’t need a pawn for the mayor and the DA.”
“We won’t get a pawn.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because I know the right person for the job.”
“You do?”
Julian grins. "You should run for chief, Pat. You're the one who knows this town inside and out, who has the respect of the officers and the trust of the community. Plus, you’re three years my senior, and everyone looks up to you."
Wolpert's eyes widen. Surprise and uncertainty dance across his features. "Me? I don't know. I'm just a beat cop, not a leader."
But Darcy claps her hands, her own smile growing. "Listen to Julian. You have all the qualities of a great chief. You're honest, hardworking, and you care about the people you serve."
In the shallows, Hunter tosses a football to Jennifer, who catches it with a laugh. Wolpert watches Darcy’s family for a long moment.
"You really think I could do it?"
Julian puts an arm around his shoulder. "I know you can, Pat. And, more importantly, I know you will. You’ll be the best chief Genoa Cove PD has ever had."
"I'll have to talk to my wife Rocky, of course. She's always been my sounding board. But if she agrees . . ." He pauses before laughing. "I might just do it. I might throw my hat in the ring."
Darcy feels a swell of pride for this man who has been a steadfast friend and ally. "I say you should go for it. Julian and I have your back. So do Hunter and Jennifer."
"And I have yours, guys."
The bonds of friendship, of love and loyalty, are stronger than any evil that may come their way.
As the sun dips towards the horizon, shades of orange and gold color the sky. Darcy feels a sense of peace. She watches her son and daughter act carefree for the first time in years. There is still beauty in this world. Though the sun is setting, it promises to return tomorrow.
And as long as they hold fast to that promise, as long as they cling to that guiding love, nothing can ever break them.
They will always find the light.
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