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Clayville, IA
Her breath steady, if a bit labored, and the muscles in her legs burning, Teagan Stills forces herself to press on. She’s tired but feels exhilarated. A good, long run usually always gets her blood flowing and helps clear her mind. And right now, she has a lot to think about. She has a lot going on—big, scary things—and Teagan doesn’t know what she’s going to do about them. She needs to figure it out. After all, it’s only her life and future at stake. 
“Stop. Oh, God, stop. I’ve got a cramp,” her best friend Brooklyn gasps from behind her. 
Teagan blows out a frustrated breath but tries to keep it off her face as she stops running. She put her hands on her hips and turns back to Brooklyn. Her friend is doubled over, hands on her knees, grimacing and groaning in pain like she’s just been shot. This is one reason Teagan usually runs alone. But Brooklyn begged, pleaded, and insisted on coming with her this morning, begging her to help get her into shape, and against her better judgment, Teagan had given in. 
“Are you okay?” Teagan asks.
Brooklyn nods. “I just need a minute.” 
“You want to keep moving,” Teagan tells her. “You want to work that cramp out. Let’s keep walking, Brook.” 
Her friend nods, stands up, and starts limping down the road with her, breathing like she’d just run a marathon while Teagan felt like she’d barely broken a sweat. Other than Brooklyn’s grunting and groaning as she limps along the street, they walk in silence. Teagan closes her eyes and breathes in deeply, trying to keep from being irritated with her friend as she savors the crisp morning air and lets her mind drift. The neighborhood they’re in is solidly middle class, and the houses are all spread out, separated by large, open fields. If there’s one thing Iowa has a lot of, it’s open land. 
A lot of people look down on growing up in a place like Clayville—or just Iowa in general. But Teagan loves the fact that she grew up here. Yeah, maybe it isn’t as modern and cosmopolitan as the big cities. But Clayville has charms and virtues places like Manhattan, Los Angeles, or Miami don’t—and never would—have. In Clayville, you aren’t living on top of other people, and you actually have room to move. To breathe. The air is always fresh and clean, and the sunsets and sunrises are always stunning. 
For a city of more than fifty thousand, Clayville has retained a sense of its small-town charm. People know one another. They greet each other with smiles and warm wishes rather than walking by with their heads down, ignoring others. People here take the time to get to know their neighbors. Teagan’s hometown is one of those places where people like to say they leave their doors unlocked at night. It isn’t true, of course. Nobody’s that naïve, and times are dangerous. But when people say it, they’re simply speaking to how safe they feel here.
As much as she loves her hometown and being that small-town girl, Teagan’s plans for the future will take her a long way from here. But her roots will always be here in Clayville… assuming her plans for the future are even still tenable. 
“When do you go back to Georgetown?” Brooklyn asks.
“Next week sometime. I haven’t decided just yet,” she replies hesitantly. 
Brooklyn looks at her, curious. “Everything okay?” 
Teagan nods. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired. Maybe feeling a little burned out.” 
“Not surprising. You’ve been going a hundred miles an hour since we were kids,” she replies. “But just two more semesters and you have your JD, right?” 
“Yes ma’am,” Teagan replies. 
“What comes next?”
“Pass the Bar, get hooked up with an elite clerkship, get a little experience, then in time, either get a seat on a bench somewhere or maybe launch a career in politics,” Teagan rattles off. “I still have to figure out my endgame. It might be the Supreme Court or the Oval Office. Or maybe a big corporate law firm in New York. I haven’t decided that bit yet.” 
“So, you’re selling your soul either way then.”
“Pretty much,” she chuckles. “But at least I’ll be able to buy something nice with it.” 
“Just don’t forget me when you do.”
That makes a genuine smile cross Teagan’s face, the first she’s had in a long time. “I would never.”
Brooklyn comes to a stop and pulls her wrist straight up in the air, groaning as she tries to stretch out the cramp in her side. “Things seem like they’re going well for you.” 
Teagan looks up at the scattered, puffy clouds dotting the azure sky above as if thinking about it, then nods and covers the frown that had threatened to reveal itself. 
“Yeah, they are. Things are going well,” she finally replies. 
“I’m happy for you, babe. I really am.” 
Teagan reaches out and takes Brooklyn’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you, sweets. That means a lot to me.” 
“I wish I could get my act together like you and get out of this godforsaken town,” she muttered. “You’re just so buttoned down, and I’m just… so not.”
Teagan frowns and looks away. She wishes she had her act together as well as Brooklyn seems to think she does. She did for a while, but now everything seems like it’s all starting to unravel, and Teagan knows there are some hard decisions—and harder conversations—that needed to be had. And soon. She can’t afford to let her problems derail her. She has a plan for her life, and this isn’t part of that plan. But she bites her tongue. Until she figures out her situation, she isn’t going to share it with anybody. 
Teagan clears her throat and puts a smile on her face that she hopes looks more genuine than it feels. If Brooklyn notices her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, though, she doesn’t say anything.
“Your parents pressuring you to figure it out?” Teagan asks. 
She laughs bitterly. “Yeah. Dad especially. He’s pushing me to put a plan together and start figuring my life out.”
Brooklyn’s father is an executive with an oil company while her mother is a pediatrician. They’re filthy rich and are always pushing Brooklyn to try to make something of herself. While they’ve never denied her anything, they’ve always made it clear that they have very specific—and high—expectations for their daughter.
But Teagan’s best friend could not care less about the career aspirations that her parents have for her. The idea of settling down to some corporate job is complete anathema to her. She’s listless and unmotivated. Her parents push her, but she always pushes back and can’t seem to get a firm grip on her life or make a plan for her future. She would much rather just hang out with her friends, party, go on adventures, make mistakes, and be a normal twenty-three-year-old instead of trying to meticulously, perfectly map out the next three decades of her life. She and Brooklyn are alike in so many ways, but that is definitely not one of them. 
“I think the first thing you need to do is figure out what you want, Brook,” Teagan tells her. “I mean, what do you really want out of life? You need to find your passion. Until you know what’s going to make you happy—something you can see yourself doing for the rest of your life and be satisfied—you’re just going to keep spinning your wheels.”
“I know. I just don’t know what I want to do. I mean, college was fine, but I just can’t figure out what really lights me up,” she admits with a sigh. “I’m twenty-three, and I don’t have the first clue what I want to do. You’ve been talking about wanting to be a lawyer since we were in like, first grade. How did you know that young?” 
I shrug. “Probably my dad. Before he became a politician, he was an amazing trial attorney.”
“That makes sense. He’s been in Congress for so long; I forget he used to be a lawyer.” 
They reach the fork in the road and pause. The left fork would take them to Sunrise Road where they both live about half a mile from each other. The right fork would take them another three miles before it loops back onto Sunrise and home. Teagan wants to take the right fork but can tell by the look on Brooklyn’s face that she’s done. 
“Why don’t you go ahead and head on home,” Teagan offers. “I want to get a few more miles in before I head back.” 
Brooklyn smiles sheepishly. “Where do you get all this energy, girl? I was ready to quit a while ago.” 
Teagan shrugs. “I just like to run.” 
“Weirdo. No wonder you’re a lawyer.” 
They share a brief laugh before Teagan starts down the right fork, but Brooklyn’s voice stops her before she gets too far, and she turns back. 
“We’re still on for lunch tomorrow, right?” Brooklyn calls.
“Wouldn’t miss it,” she replies. “I’ll call you later.” 
“All right. Love you.” 
“Love you too,” Teagan calls back. 
She turns and starts off again, then picks up her pace. It’s not long before her body is warm, the sweat is cascading down her face and back, and her muscles are screaming in protest. Teagan ignores it and pushes on, letting her brain work at the Gordian knot that’s sitting in the middle of her brain. She’s got so many questions but so few answers. And she knows that whatever answer she lands on, it’s going to have ramifications. There are going to be consequences—consequences that will impact her… possibly for the rest of her life. 
Her stress and her fears fuel her as she runs on, pushing herself harder, hurtling toward the brink of exhaustion. All those questions rattle around in her mind with a renewed ferocity. She can’t quiet the voices in her head that are shouting and echoing around her mind. They’re relentless. They drown out every other thought in her mind, demanding her attention, not letting her think about anything else. 
And not for the first time, Teagan Sills silently wishes she could just disappear. 





Criminalistics Department, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA
“This was so freaking cool,” Milton raves. “I am so stoked you brought this to me.” 
With a grim expression on my face, I stare at the severed hand sitting in a plastic tray in the middle of the stainless-steel table in Milton’s lab. The pungent odor of bleach and other astringent chemicals is thick in the air, and I put a hand over my nose, trying to filter some of it out. Milton doesn’t seem to notice though. Instead, he’s bouncing on the balls of his feet, barely able to contain his excitement. He’s like a kid on Christmas morning.
Milton is an odd guy. Truth be told, though, I kind of like that about him. He’s one of the most talented and passionate criminalists in the entire field office. Maybe even in the entire Bureau. If I ever need to have something done that’s outside the box, Milton finds a way to get it done. And if he can’t do something, he’s not afraid to tell me, which is something I appreciate about him. 
“So, the hand you brought me was already decomposing and was just nasty. There was already some skin slippage—”
“I recall. It showed up on my doorstep, remember?” I say, grimacing. “It was foul.” 
“Right. Right,” he replies excitedly. “Anyway, I tried something I’ve never done before, and it was so cool. See, I dried it out so it was just a dry, desiccated thing. Kind of like you see on mummies—speaking of which, they’ve got a special exhibit on Ancient Egypt over at the Burke going on right now—”
“Milton,” I cut him off. “Focus, my friend. Focus.” 
He chuckles. “Right, right. Sorry,” he says. “Anyway, I dried this hand out like a mummy, which stopped the decomp. Then, after I let it sit for a few days, I used another technique to rehydrate it, which made the tattoos more visible and allowed me to get the prints too. And once that was done, I was able to…” 
Science has never been my strong suit so I kind of tune him out as he explains the various techniques he used to get the job done. Milton doesn’t get many visitors to his lab, which seems to have stunted his already limited social skills a bit more. And even fewer come to his lab with the sort of strange, exotic asks I usually come to him with, which gets him excited. The man lives to solve scientific riddles. The puzzles thrill him. 
The one downside is that he always wants to explain his process to me. And since I’m not good at the whole science thing, he might as well be speaking Mandarin because I don’t understand half of what he’s saying. But since he does so much for me, I feel obligated to listen and just try to keep him on track rather than let him branch off on a thousand different tangents. 
“Anyway, that’s how I was able to get this,” he says triumphantly and pecks a couple of keys on the laptop sitting next to the box holding the hand. 
The flat-screen monitor on the moveable arm that sits at the end of the table flashes to life, and I find myself looking at a mug shot. The man in the photo has unruly dark hair that falls to his shoulders, a thick beard that’s peppered with gray, and black eyes that are flat and soulless. Tattoos encircle his neck and cover most of the body we see pictured. 
“There’s a real disparity in the quality of some of those tats,” I note. “Some are professional; others look like jailhouse ink. I’m guessing he’s done some time.” 
“You would be correct. You’re pretty good at this whole investigative thing, Chief Wilder,” Milton says with a grin. 
“I really am, aren’t I?” I reply. 
“Meet Colt Rafferty. Six-three, two hundred-thirty pounds. Forty-two years old. A longtime member of the Steel Disciples, one of Seattle’s most violent motorcycle clubs.”
“Oh, that’s lovely.” 
“Right?” he says with a laugh. “Anyway, Mr. Rafferty here enjoys bubble baths, long walks on the beach, and according to his jacket, burglary, assault and battery, armed robbery, and is an avid domestic violence enthusiast. He’s had two orders of protection taken out against him.”
“Oh, he sounds like a peach.” 
“I believe he’s single if you’re interested,” he adds. “I mean, he was before he went missing a few weeks ago—which seems to line up with the decomp in the hand you brought me.”
 I lean back against the table and fold my arms over my chest as I look at Rafferty’s picture. I don’t recognize him, and his name has never come up in any cases we’ve worked; I’m sure of it. But there’s a faint chime of recognition anyway. 
“What is it?” Milton asks.
I shake my head. “I don’t know. There’s just something about his name that’s familiar,” I say. “I mean… I’m almost positive he’s never been connected to any cases we’ve worked, but something about that name is sticking with me. I just can’t put my finger on what it is.”
Milton rubs his chin as he looks at the photo, the stubble making a dry, scratchy sound. He frowns and stares at the photo for another minute before shaking his head. 
“I don’t recall that name at all,” he says. “Sorry, Chief.”
“Nothing for you to be sorry about. Don’t sweat it. If I can’t recall what it is, I can’t expect anybody else to,” I tell him.
The other thing I haven’t figured out yet is what the connection between Colt Rafferty and Danny West is—West being the owner of the thumb I was sent before I received Rafferty’s hand. And knowing my new friend as I do, I’m sure there’s some connection between the two men. A connection he’s counting on me to make to get this sick, sadistic game he’s playing underway. It’s a game I’m not interested in playing, but it’s becoming clear the longer I kick the can down the road and ignore my new friend, the more people are going to be hurt. 
“Danny West and Colt Rafferty,” I mutter. “There’s something about those two names… that’s so familiar to me. The bells in my head are ringing, but I can’t quite figure out what it is.” 
“Really wish I could help you, Chief.” 
My eyes still on the computer screen, I drum my fingers on the steel table and rack my brain, trying to force the connection. After two full minutes, though, I give up and throw my hands in the air with a disgusted growl. 
“It’s almost like I can see it… the connection. Like it’s staring me in the face, but I can’t see it clearly,” I gripe. “It’s like one of those stupid stereographs.” 
“And how do you figure out what the underlying image is in a stereograph?” he asks with a knowing tone in his voice.
“By not looking at it directly.”
“Right. So, maybe stop racking your brain so hard and just kind of back off. Let it simmer in the back of your mind,” he tells me. “I bet if you do that and don’t consciously try to smash through that wall keeping you from seeing it, something will click, and you’ll figure it out.” 
“I hope so. And I hope it’s soon,” I murmur. “Lives are depending on me figuring this out.” 
My phone buzzes with an incoming text, so I pull it out of my pocket and check it, groaning when I read the message.
“Let me guess… SAC Ayad?” Milton asks.
“You psychic?” 
“You usually only get that constipated look on your face when his name is mentioned.” 
I laugh. “That’s charming.”
“Hey, I’m not the one who gets that look on my face.” 
“Yeah, he wants to see me in his office ASAP,” I say. “Which, I’m learning, is code for, ‘I’m about to tear you a new backside.’” 
“That’s not a very sophisticated code.” 
I blow out a frustrated breath, looking at Rafferty’s picture one more time—and failing yet again to make the connection. Milton is probably right. The more I think about it, the harder it’s going to be for me to see it. I need to put this whole thing on the mental back burner and let it work itself out—or rather, hope it does. 
“Thanks for all your work with… that,” I say, pointing to the severed hand. 
“Thanks for giving me something fun and interesting to do.” 
“Glad I could help,” I smile tightly. “I’ll check in with you later.” 
He snaps me a small salute. “Yes ma’am. You know where to find me.” 
I turn and head out of the lab, doing my best to keep from thinking about it and to focus on the bigger problem on my plate: figuring out what I’ve done to earn the wrath of SAC Ayad this time. 





Office of SAC Bomani Ayad, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA
It’s not that I don’t like SAC Bomani Ayad. Sometimes, I like him a lot. It’s just that we’re on two entirely different wavelengths most of the time. Every now and then, we’re in alignment with each other, but more often than not, he’s the square peg, I’m the round hole, and no matter how hard you try, those two pieces will never connect. Not without a hammer to pound things into place anyway. That hammer is his title and the fact that he outranks me. And I can tell from the moment I step into his office that he’s warmed up and ready to start swinging it. 
When he has something serious to discuss, Ayad gets this little crease between his brows, his mouth is a tight, pinched line on his face, and his posture is oftentimes even more rigid than it usually is. But the biggest giveaway when SAC Ayad is not pleased and is about to light somebody up is that he wears his jacket while sitting behind his desk. Outside of our department when he’s interacting with other people—especially his bosses—he’s always buttoned up and in his sharp three-piece suit. But within the confines of our department, he’s somewhat more casual, wearing just his vest over a shirt with his sleeves rolled up.
I think he believes it makes him more approachable. Perhaps even more relatable. Ayad thinks it puts people at ease. It doesn’t actually do any of those things, but it does provide people with a visual gauge of his mood, which is why I’m not going to tell him. It’s helpful. If you ever step into his office and see him sitting behind his desk with his jacket on, brace yourself because you’re about to get that hammer dropped on you.
And that’s exactly how I find him when I walk into his office—jacket on, hands folded neatly on the desk before him, and that tight, pinched line on his face. It’s always a dead giveaway, and when I see him with his jacket on, my stomach clenches up. More worryingly for me, his face is even tighter and pinched than usual, which does not bode particularly well. 
“Chief Wilder, please, have a seat,” he says, his tone as tight as his expression. 
“Thank you, sir,” I reply as I drop into the chair in front of his desk. 
A tense moment of silence follows, and I can practically hear the wheels in Ayad’s head turning, sending a tremor through my belly. Whatever he’s chewing on seems more serious than dressing me down for breaking protocol—something I’ve been trying my best to avoid doing ever since he lit me up for it last time. Believe it or not, I’m doing my best to coexist with Ayad peacefully. Professionally. And while we’ll probably never be drinking pals, I like to think we can at least be civil and cordial as coworkers. We are, after all, on the same team. 
As that thought passes through my mind, though, my eyes shift almost subconsciously over to the framed picture of him standing with the daughter of Senator Kathryn Hedlund, my archnemesis and perpetual thorn in my ass. I wonder, not for the first time, if we really are on the same team. 
Ayad clears his throat and sits up a bit straighter. “First off, I want to commend you and your team, Chief. You’re all doing exceptional work.” 
I blot my suddenly damp palms on my slacks as Ayad looks at me while he delivers his opening salvo. And that’s how I know the hole I’m in is so deep I can’t even see the top right now. Whatever he’s about to tell me isn’t going to be good. That’s Ayad’s management style, though; he always starts with something positive because he seems to think it’s going to take the sting out of the hammer he’s about to drop on you. I’ve been in Dutch with him enough times to know the routine like the back of my hand. 
“I appreciate that, sir,” I mechanically give the expected reply. 
He runs a hand through his perfectly coiffed hair and looks away for a moment, seeming to be gathering himself, which only adds to the sense of dread building within me. I wish he’d just rip the bandage off and tell me what this is really all about. Instead, he reaches into a drawer and pulls out a red file then slides it across the desk to me. I pick it up, flip through the pages of the case file, and wait for the other shoe to drop. 
“This comes straight from Director Holland,” Ayad says. “He wants you and your team to handle this personally.” 
“Congressman Stills. He’s not exactly the Bureau’s biggest fan.”
“No, he’s not. Nevertheless, we need to do our jobs.” 
“Of course. I’m not saying we won’t,” I reply. “I’m just surprised he’d ask for our help given his lack of trust in the institution.”
“You know how it is. They hate us ‘til they need us,” he says with a shrug. “But given who this is and the profile of this case, you’re expected to be on your very best behavior, Chief. The daughter of a congressman is missing, and we need to get out in front of it before it’s headline news across the country. No going cowboy and no breaking protocol. Am I clear?”
“Crystal… sir.” 
That’s about as close to critical as I’ve ever heard Ayad be. And about a sitting US Congressman, no less. It’s surprising. He’s usually so tight-lipped and reserved when it comes to sharing his personal opinions that he’s about as readable as the Sphinx. I close the file and then hold it up with a slight wave. 
“Is there anything else we need to know that’s not in the file?” I ask. 
“Not to my knowledge,” he replies. “I’m sure the Congressman will be able to tell you more when you get there though.”
“Great. I’ve got a briefing with my team leads and assignments to hand out,” I say. “After that, I’ll gather my team, and we’ll—” 
“Before you go, there’s something we need to talk about.”
And there it is. I’d had a slight glimmer of hope that maybe I’d get out of here without getting crushed by whatever he’s been chewing on, but… no such luck, apparently. Not that I’m surprised, since my luck has never been all that great anyway. So, I do the only thing I can do, which is lean back in my chair and brace myself. 
“What is it, sir?” I ask. 
He shifts in his seat and clears his throat. A believer in keeping morale high by giving out more carrots than sticks, Ayad doles out praise easily. But he’s also never shy about reprimanding somebody. As he sits across from me, though, I can see that he’s struggling to get whatever he has to say out. It’s like he’s uncomfortable with what he has to say. It’s a reaction I’ve never seen from him before, which only makes me even more uneasy.
“Chief Wilder, I’ve been made aware of some serious allegations that have been made against you,” he starts. 
That gives me pause. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t this. “Somebody made allegations against… me?” I ask incredulously.
“Unfortunately, so. And due to the serious nature of these allegations, the Office of Professional Responsibility has gotten involved,” he goes on. “They’re conducting an investigation and will want to get a statement from you sooner, rather than later.”
I shake my head, trying to figure out who could have made allegations against me. My mind is spinning, and I’m not thinking straight. Before I can figure out who’s bringing a charge against me, I’ve got to know what the allegations are, which will lead me to the who. 
“All right,” I say. “What is this person alleging?” 
He shifts in his chair again and looks down at his desk, unable to meet my eyes. “The complaint made against you alleges professional misconduct and sexual harassment—” 
My mouth falls open so wide, it might actually be sitting on the floor. I swallow hard, trying to work some bit of moisture into my mouth, and feel an electric surge of outrage run from the top of my head down into the soles of my feet. 
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Let’s back that pony up, sir,” I say. “Professional misconduct and sexual harassment?” 
Ayad clears his throat again. “That is… that is what I’ve been told. Yes.” 
“Who in the hell did I supposedly sexually harass?” 
“You know I can’t tell you that, Blake.” 
“This makes absolutely no sense,” I say.
My stomach churns violently as I rack my brain, trying to make some sense of this. I’d never do anything so skeevy and disgusting. Never. I look at Ayad, who still can’t seem to meet my eyes, and feel like I was just slapped across the face at the same time a bucket of ice-cold water was dumped over my head. And I can’t explain why, but his opinion of me suddenly matters. 
“You can’t believe this,” I say. “You can’t believe I did this.” 
He finally raises his head and meets my eyes. “Blake, you know as well as I do that what I think doesn’t matter. All that matters to OPR is that these charges have been made and they are duty bound to investigate.”
“It matters to me.” 
Ayad looks down at the top of his desk and doesn’t say anything for a full minute as the tension in the room continues to build. I feel like a teakettle that’s just about to boil over. 
“I can’t take sides in this. I can’t even officially comment on it. But I needed to inform you of the internal investigation,” he says. 
“I’m not asking you to make some grand public statement,” I state. “All I’m asking is that you tell me, right here and now while we’re in private, that you know I’m not capable of doing this. I need you to tell me you know that’s not who I am.”
“Blake, I’ve got no sway over OPR. What I think or say doesn’t mean anything to them. Why is it so important I tell you—” 
“Because I don’t know that I can continue working for somebody who thinks I’m that kind of person,” I snarl. 
The temperature in Ayad’s office feels like it drops thirty degrees as the tension within those four walls rises. I continue racking my brain, trying to figure out who could be making these allegations against me, but I’m so rattled, I can’t hold a coherent thought. But then the fog lifts, and the answer hits me square in the face. I leap to my feet, nearly knocking the chair over and making Ayad flinch like he thought I was coming across his desk at him.
“It’s Gathers, isn’t it?” I practically shout. “He’s accusing me of sexual harassment? Seriously?” 
“Blake, you know—”
“Don’t give me that you-can’t-tell-me garbage,” I growl. “I have a right to know who’s accusing me of something so… so… stupid!” 
Ayad looks down and doesn’t say anything. But he doesn’t have to. I can see the truth in my words written all over his face. Jacob Gathers is one of my team leads and my constant antagonist. He’s made no bones about the fact that he believes he should have been named Unit Chief over me. And ever since then, he’s been rude, and disruptive, and has done everything he can think of to undermine me. Now apparently, he’s coming for my job. 
“Sir. This is crap. And you know this is crap,” I seethe. 
His lips are a tight line on his face. But Ayad finally looks up at me, and when he does, I find myself wishing he’d look away again because I don’t like what I see in his eyes.
“Blake, did you have a private meeting in your office with Gathers a week ago?” Ayad asks. 
“Yeah. I also met privately with Astra,” I spit. “As well as Koslowski, Nash, and Ferguson.” 
“I shouldn’t be telling you this, Blake. But he’s saying that you came on to him during that meeting. He also said you threatened to tank his career if he didn’t do what you wanted—which was something sexual in nature.” 
“Yeah, because that sounds just like me, doesn’t it, Bomani?” 
We both recoil at the same time and stare at each other in stunned silence. I’m as unused to using Ayad’s first name as he’s unused to hearing me use it. I didn’t mean to call him by his first name. I’m just so upset and flustered by everything he’s telling me, I tripped over my tongue, and it just came out. But Ayad and I exchange a look and seem to agree, by some silent accord, to just ignore I ever said it. 
“Blake, I know this is catching you off guard. And I know how upsetting this must be—” 
“No, you really don’t,” I snap.
Ayad frowns and pauses for a moment. “Fair to say. I just… you know how things are these days. An allegation like this, whether grounded in reality or not, has to be investigated thoroughly and vigorously. The Bureau takes accusations like this very seriously.” 
“Speaking as a woman inside the Bureau, I can tell you definitively that the last statement you just uttered is a heaping pile of shi—” 
“Blake, let’s just keep our cool. While you’re right and I can’t understand where you’re coming from, obviously, with the current temperature in the country, the brass doesn’t want to look soft on things like sexual harassment.” 
“Great. So, I get to be the sacrificial lamb, so the Bureau doesn’t get canceled on social media. That’s just awesome,” I snarl. 
“Just give your statement, let OPR do their thing, and trust that the truth will come out in the end,” Ayad says.
He seems to be trying to sound encouraging, but it sounds like he’s simply reading from a handbook on improving morale in the office. As much as I hate to admit it, though, he’s right. There’s nothing I can do right now other than do my job and lay out the truth of the case when I speak with OPR. As big of a pain in my ass as he is, I never thought Gathers would stoop so low as to try to strip my career away from me.
“Is that all, sir?” I finally ask. “If we’re going to get out to Iowa today, I need to brief my other team leads and—” 
“Yeah, about that,” he says. 
I put my hands on my hips, staring at him, waiting for yet another shoe to drop. Turns out, I didn’t have to wait long. Ayad grimaces like he’s got something foul and disgusting in his mouth, but he swallows hard and seems to steel himself. 
“Until this matter is resolved with OPR, I’m going to be taking over your duties as Unit Chief,” he says. “OPR doesn’t feel it’s appropriate—”
“That’s just fantastic. Wonderful.” 
“Blake, please. Let’s not make a difficult situation any harder than it has to be.”
“Easy for you to say, sir. You’re not the one being accused of something you didn’t do and having your reputation and career flushed down the toilet as a result.” 
He takes a moment as if he’s waiting for me to continue my tirade. When I don’t, he gives himself a small nod and continues. 
“Ordinarily, I would have no choice but to put you on paid administrative leave until the matter is resolved, but since the Director himself asked you to handle that case,” he goes on, pointing to the file in my hand, “you’re being allowed to lead your team into the field to work on it. And I would advise you to steer clear of the other team leads, Blake. Just rally your team, get to the jet, and get to Iowa. No stops along the way.” 
“Is that all, sir?” I ask, my voice cold and tight.
“Yes.”
I turn on my heel and cross his office. I’ve only just grabbed the door handle when his voice stops me, but I don’t turn around. 
“And just for the record,” he says. “I know I don’t have any sway with OPR, but when they informed me of the allegations, I told them the allegations are baseless and there is no way you could have done anything like this.”
I remain where I am, my back still to Ayad, with the doorknob in my clenched fist, a white-hot fire filling my veins. I appreciate him going out on a limb, and I appreciate him having my back. I’m surprised but appreciative. Ayad has no pull with OPR. I know this. Just as I know this whole farce isn’t his fault. This is Gathers—and nobody but Gathers. Plain and simple. The violence I want to inflict upon that man right now defies belief or description.
But I also know Ayad is right, and I need to play this cool and let the system sort it all out. Truth will eventually win out… or so I hope. I wouldn’t be the first person to be railroaded in the name of the greater good. And when I say the greater good, I mean what’s in the Bureau’s best interest at the time. 
“Thank you, sir,” is all I can manage before I walk out of his office. 





Black Cell Unit Conference Room, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA 
When my blood pressure is up, I don’t always make the best decisions. And when I march into our conference room with a full head of steam, it occurs to me that this might be one of those times. Ayad warned me about staying away from Gathers, since any contact I have with him is only going to complicate my situation with OPR further. But this is my career we’re talking about. How can he reasonably expect me to sit here and not do or say anything to the man trying to tank a career I have put every ounce of my heart and soul into?
My team leads, Lisa Koslowski, Bennie Ferguson, David Nash, and the perpetual pain in my backside, Jacob Gathers, are sitting around the table in their usual spots. When I walk in, what sounded like a tense conversation stops, and they all look up with matching expressions of surprise on their faces. All except for Gathers, who stares at me with a smug smirk I immediately want to smack off his face. He’s not even trying to hide it. The others turn away, suddenly looking uncomfortable. It’s then that I know for certain they all know what Gathers is doing. 
Despite the blood boiling in my veins, my common sense kicks in, saving me from making a bad situation even worse. Ayad’s words—and the desire to keep my job—finally sink in, and the blistering diatribe sitting on the tip of my tongue withers.
“I just wanted to let you all know that for the time being, SAC Ayad will be taking over the unit,” I tell them as evenly as I can muster. “He’ll be handing out your assignments, and if you have any questions, you can direct them to him.” 
Gathers sits back in his seat, that smug smirk still on his face, but nobody else even looks up. The conference room is silent and crackling with tension. The fact that none of them even asks why Ayad is taking over the unit reinforces the idea that they all know and/or have a hand in what’s going on. But that’s fine. If they think I’m going down without a fight, they’re seriously underestimating me. 
“Don’t worry though,” I add. “I’ll be back soon enough. And when I am, I can promise you that I’m going to be making some changes to this unit.” 
As I say that, I let my eyes linger on Gathers, and it takes every last ounce of my self-control not to stop myself from walking around the table and beating that smirk off his face. Go me. 
“Chief Wilder?” 
I turn to find Ayad standing in the conference room doorway, his lips pursed and a look of displeasure on his face. 
“I was just letting them know you’ll be handing out assignments and will be their contact if they have any questions,” I tell him. 
“Thank you, Chief Wilder,” Ayad says. 
“Of course. I’m a team player and am always happy to help.” 
“Don’t you have a plane to catch?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Without another word, I turn and walk out of the conference room. I glance at Gathers through the glass wall, see him still smirking, and fight the urge to give him the finger. That won’t help my case. Turning away from him with a disgusted look on my face I’m sure he can see, I head through the web of corridors until I come to my shop. The doors slide open with a loud hiss as I step through.
My team looks up and greets me as I come through the doors, but I’m not ready to face them yet. I hold up a finger, letting them know I need a minute, then make a beeline for my office. I close the door behind me and drop my bag on my desk as I walk around and sink heavily into the chair behind it, not bothering with the lights or blinds, preferring to brood in the dark.
“Need a minute,” I groan when my office door opens. 
“That look on your face tells me you need several. Doesn’t mean I’m going to give them to you though,” Astra says as she saunters in and drops into one of the chairs in front of my desk.
I grumble under my breath and rub my eyes as I lean back in my seat. The air in the office is as tense as it is silent as Astra gives me a minute to collect myself before she presses the issue I’d rather not talk about. I know she’s not going to give me that option though. 
“I probably shouldn’t talk about it.”
“Yes. You should,” she cuts me off. “You look like you want to tear somebody’s head off their shoulders with your bare hands.” 
“Well, at least how I look matches how I feel, since I do believe in truth in advertising and all,” I say dryly. 
“Okay, so spill it.” 
I sigh heavily and then launch into everything that happened in Ayad’s office. As Astra listens, her face darkens, and her eyes narrow. And by the time I’m done speaking, she looks ready to beat Gathers to within an inch of his life. 
“So? We’re going to cut his junk off, right?” she asks. 
“No. We’re not going to do anything to him. It’ll only make my situation worse.” 
“We can’t just let him get away with this, Blake.” 
“We can, and we will. For now,” I tell her. “But don’t think I’m going to let it stand. I’m going to take my shots and hopefully knock him out—” 
Astra opens her mouth to say something, so I hold up a finger to cut her off. She closes her mouth again and frowns. 
“Metaphorically speaking,” I tell her. “We’re not going to physically assault him.” 
She looks disappointed. “We’re not?” 
“It’s not that I don’t want to. But let’s just keep that in our back pocket for a while.”
“If you say so,” she says. 
“I do,” I reply. “Gathers is going to get what he deserves. I just need to figure out how I’m going to do it.” 
Silence descends over my office as we stare at each other, neither of us knowing what to say. This is uncharted territory. And while it might be satisfying to go crashing into that conference room and bust Gathers’s head open, it would immediately drive a stake into the heart of my career… if that hasn’t already happened anyway. 
“Blake, these OPR reviews are dicey.”
“I know.” 
“And with the climate around sexual harassment these days—”
“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.” 
“I’m just saying… maybe it wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world for you to get a lawyer,” she says, “or at least talk to your union rep.”
“Guilty people lawyer up.” 
“You know that’s not true. Smart people lawyer up too,” she presses. “This is your life—your career—Blake. Don’t let your pride lead you to do something stupid.” 
“It’s not pride. It’s… I’m just trying to figure out how to handle this,” I tell her. “I’ve never even conceived of being in a situation like this before.” 
“It’s insane. I know. But that’s why you have to play this smart. That’s why you have to outthink and outmaneuver him.” 
“How?” 
Astra shakes her head. “I have no idea. But that’s what your union rep can help you figure out. They can help walk you through this. That’s what they’re there for.”
A low chuckle bursts from my mouth. “I don’t even know who my union rep is.” 
“Seems like a good time to find out.” 
“Yeah. Maybe so,” I say with a rueful grimace.
Another brief silence fills my office. Honestly, the situation is what it is, and there doesn’t seem to be much to say about it. All I can do is let the process play out. 
“When do you have to speak with OPR?” Astra asks quietly.
“As soon as we get back from this case,” I say and tap the red folder on my desktop. “This comes straight from Director Holland himself.” 
“Well, that’s some good news,” Astra attempts, but her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Look at you hobnobbing with the Bureau’s movers and shakers.” 
“Yeah, I might be more excited about it if I wasn’t staring the end of my career dead in the face,” I mutter.
“It’s not going to come to that. We won’t let it.” 
“We might not have any say in it,” I tell her. “It’s just such fu—” 
“Stop,” Astra demands, her voice tight. “We are going to beat this.” 
I appreciate her enthusiasm and optimism. But something inside of me isn’t quite feeling it. It feels like dark storm clouds are gathering on the horizon and that it won’t be long before they come rushing in and open up, washing me away in a deluge. I don’t like to think of myself as a pessimist, but something about this whole situation has me feeling so flatfooted and off-kilter that I’m having trouble figuring out which way is up.
How in the hell am I supposed to prove that I didn’t harass Gathers? It’s not like I recorded my conversations. So, how can I go about proving his accusations never happened? I give myself a shake and scrub my face with my hands. That’s for later. Right now, we have a job to do, and regardless of what that piece of crap Jacob Gathers is doing and saying, I can’t let it distract me from doing that job. 
“All right, I appreciate your concern, Astra. And I appreciate you talking this out with me. But this is all a worry we can kick down the road for now,” I say. “Right now, we need to get the team on a plane and get out to Iowa. We’ve got a missing girl to find.” 





Office of Logistics and Transportation, FBI Field Office; Des Moines, IA
“Two black Suburbans, Echo-three-two and Echo-three-three,” says the clerk. “They’re out in the motor pool and should be gassed up and ready to go. Just sign here. Oh, and I’m going to need your credentials.”
He slides a clipboard across the counter that has the forms authorizing us to take the vehicles out of the motor pool as I slide my credentials over. As I sign in the ten thousand places that require my signature, the clerk clacks away at the keyboard, inputting all my information. I’m surprised they haven’t gotten around to requiring blood samples. Yet anyway. If there’s one thing governmental agencies love, it’s red tape and bureaucratic crap.
My hand is cramping from overuse by the time I set the pen down and slide the clipboard back across the counter to him. He gives me a bored smile as he hands my credentials back, then turns to a metal box fixed to the wall beside him and pulls out two pairs of keys and hands them over to me. 
“Here you go,” he says. “You’ll find your vehicles on level three.”
“Great,” I say. “Thanks for your help.” 
“My pleasure,” he says with all the warmth of an iceberg. 
I make my way out of the logistics office and through the wide hallways of the field office. Although it’s busy and filled with agents and support staff, there’s an unusual hush in the building. It’s like the forced quiet inside a library. Field offices tend to take on the personalities of the one who leads them, so it tells me a little something about SAC Gary Ambrose. I follow the signage that leads me to the cafeteria.
After a rough morning, a long flight, and still another hour on the road to get to Clayville ahead of us, I need some serious caffeine. And since nobody could be bothered to come to the logistics office to help me deal with the paperwork, they’re on their own. I step in to find the cafeteria is only about a quarter full, and even in here, the buzz of conversation is a low, dull murmur. It seems more like a church than a field office cafeteria. Granted, the cafeteria back in the Seattle FO isn’t like a rowdy frat house or anything, but neither did it have the low voices and tense air this place does. 
It’s not my business how SAC Ambrose runs his FO though. All I want is a cup of coffee and a snack before we get on the road, so I make my way over to the coffee station and fill a cup with the hot, dark brew. That done, I grab a cheese Danish, then walk over to the register and pay for it. I give the cashier a nod, then slip my wallet into my pocket and am just about to head for the door when a voice stops me. 
“Hey, you’re Blake Wilder,” says a voice behind me. 
I turn to find a woman with hair the color of an old penny, lively green eyes, a milky white complexion, and a smattering of light freckles across the bridge of her nose. She’s a few inches shorter than my five-nine frame, and although she looks to be probably in her late twenties, she’s got a youthful, girl-next-door look about her. Despite that, I can see a shadow behind her eyes that only seeing the worst in humanity can give you. It’s one of the hazards of the job. 
“Sorry,” she says. “Unit Chief Wilder.” 
“Blake is fine,” I reply with a soft smile. “And you are?” 
“Oh, right. Sorry,” she says with a giggle. “I’m Pratt… Coraline Pratt.” 
“Do you always introduce yourself like Bond, James Bond?” 
It’s a stupid joke, but it gets her giggling again, which makes me smile. She’s got an infectious laugh and a bright, vibrant personality—something that seems rare in our profession. Pratt, Coraline Pratt, takes a moment to get herself back under control again, then takes a sip of her coffee. 
“I’d offer to buy you a cup of coffee, but it looks like you beat me to the punch already,” Cora says as she motions to my cup. “Also, just call me Cora.” 
“I’ll do that. It’s nice to meet you, Cora.” 
We stand there staring at each other for a moment, and I look at her, arching my eyebrows, silently encouraging her to say… something. Cora covers her mouth with her hand as her face turns red, and she giggles again.
“I’m so sorry. You must think I’m such an idiot,” she says. 
“Not at all,” I say. 
“I’m just kind of fangirling. I mean, you’re pretty much a legend.” 
That makes me laugh. “Hardly.” 
“Seriously,” she replies. “I was a few years behind you at the Academy, but they were already telling stories and discussing your cases in some of our classes. I kind of think that makes you a legend. At least it does in my book.” 
“That’s very sweet. Misplaced, but sweet. Thank you, Cora.” 
“I followed what happened with the Thirteen and read all the after-action reports. Let me just say, wow. What a saga that was,” she says.
“Yeah, it had its moments.” 
“But you know, the case I keep coming back to that holds my interest is the Alvin Perry case,” she goes on. 
“Wow. That’s a case I haven’t thought about in a long time,” I reply. “Though, technically, that wasn’t my case. I just lent a hand to a local—”
“Your friend, Paxton. Yeah, I remember,” she says excitedly. 
Alvin Perry was one of Washington’s most prolific serial killers and had dropped a lot of bodies across two decades. At every crime scene, he left a flaming cross somewhere. Sometimes painted on something—a wall or a dumpster. Sometimes even on the victims themselves. That was his signature, that flaming cross. He also had a strange passion for Sherlock Holmes and eighties music. Perry was one of the strangest and creepiest killers I’ve chased. And that’s saying something. He actually managed to get the drop on me, but Paxton and I were able to take him down together. He was killed in prison shortly after we locked him up, and since then, he’s been out of sight, out of mind. 
“That case still fascinates me,” Cora says. 
“To be honest, I haven’t thought about him in a very long time.” 
“Well, with your resume, I’m not surprised. You seem to be going from one exciting case to the next with barely a break in between.” 
A small smile touches my lips. “Yeah, it seems like that sometimes. But honestly, it’s a lot less exciting than it seems from the outside,” I tell her. “Are you based here in Iowa?” 
She shakes her head. “No, I’m based in Los Angeles,” she says, her voice growing a little tighter, her face grimmer. “My partner and I are on the Postcard Killer case.” 
I whistle low. “I didn’t know that was your case. I’ve been tracking that one, though, and it sounds… interesting. Total dismemberment. You don’t see that very often.”
“I’d prefer not to see that at all. I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to get it out of my head,” she admits with a wry grimace. “But yeah. That’s ours.” 
“What’s he at now? Sixteen or seventeen victims?” 
“Eighteen,” she says. “And the trail keeps moving east. Number eighteen was found in Cedar Rapids a few days ago. We collected all the evidence and filed all our reports, but just like the seventeen before this one, we have no idea who this is, and we’re not closing in on anybody. Honestly, it feels like all we’re doing is going from one city to the next just to clean up after him.”
“It can feel that way sometimes. Like all you’re doing is shuffling bodies and paperwork and you’re not making a bit of a difference. I’ve been there. I still feel like that some days,” I tell her. “But all you need is one break. One small piece of evidence, or somebody remembering something, and the investigation can launch in an entirely different direction. Trust yourself and rely on your instincts. They’ll never steer you wrong.” 
“Is that what you do?” 
“I do. But I also do a lot of old-fashioned police work as well,” I say with a small laugh.
“You’re obviously doing something right,” she says. “Your methods have been a huge help in my case.”
“I’ve got a great team around me, and we’re all willing to do what it takes to close a case,” I tell her. “We sometimes push the envelope though. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been reprimanded for it, so I’d never encourage anybody to follow my example.” 
Cora chuckles slightly. “Well, I’ll keep that in mind. But honestly, you’re a huge inspiration. I just wanted to thank you for… um, for that,” she says shyly.
I feel my face warm with embarrassment. I’ve never been good with compliments, so to have this woman basically telling me I’m her hero is mortifying. She seems sincere and earnest, which only makes my face burn even hotter. 
“So, where is your partner? What’s your next move?” I ask. 
“He’s around here somewhere. I needed to get away from him for a little while,” she admits. “I find that taking regular breaks from him keeps me sane and keeps our partnership intact.” 
“That bad, huh?” 
Cora smiles. “Nolan and I are just very… different. He’s been doing the job for a while, and he’s pretty good at it… but he’s got his way of doing things that just—well—he’s not the most creative thinker in the world. It ends up working out well, but it’s frustrating.”
“I hear that,” I say. “Where’s your next stop?” 
She frowns, and her face darkens. “Wisconsin. That’s where the postcard we found at the scene in Cedar Rapids is telling us to go,” she says. “Not sure what we’re going to find when we get there. Could be another postcard with a new location, or it might be a cut-up body in a suitcase. It’s like a great big grab bag of psychotic fun.” 
“Jesus. This guy is really screwing with you guys.”
She nods. “He is. And I hate having to play this psycho’s game. But what else can we do? We have to keep moving with the hope we find him at the end of the trail.”
“That’s true. But what you can do is try to get ahead of him so by the time you do find him—and you will—you already know who he is and what he’s about,” I tell her. “You want to really focus on the details. Try to get inside his mind and think like he thinks. Make no assumptions about anything and analyze the hell out of every scene. No detail is too small.” 
“Is that how you do it?” 
I nod. “It is. But I’ve been studying the criminal mind for a long time. Trying to understand these people so I can lock them up is why I became a profiler in the first place.” 
“You seem pretty happy as a field agent, if you don’t mind me saying so,” she says. “But why did you leave Behavioral Analysis? I mean, that seems like a pretty great gig.” 
It seems like she’s looking for some sort of career advice, or maybe just some encouragement. Cora seems bright and dedicated to the job to me. And there’s just something about her that tells me she can be a great field agent. She just needs to learn how to take her game to the next level… and she seems to be asking me how to do that. 
“I am. And that’s why I left the BAU: not enough fieldwork for my liking. I have nothing but respect for the men and women there, but I need to be in the field, kicking in doors and dragging bad guys in,” I tell her. “What I learned there is invaluable to me in the field, but don’t take that to mean you have to be a profiler to analyze a scene or a suspect. Get some books on abnormal psych and the profiling texts from Quantico. Read. Read a lot and apply what you’re learning to your case. I have a feeling if you look at your cases through eyes that have learned a bit of profiling, someday they’ll be talking about your cases at the Academy.” 
She smiles. “I’ll do that. And thanks for the advice,” she says. “Hey, this might be presumptuous since we only just met, but can I ask you for a favor?” 
“Sure. Shoot.” 
“Can you take a look at the case file and tell me what you think?” 
I sigh and compress my lips into a line. “I’m right in the middle of a case myself, Cora. I don’t know that I have the time to do a consult right now,” I tell her. 
She’s disappointed but undaunted. Instead of taking no for an answer, she digs into her bag and comes out with a thumb drive and hands it to me.
“This is my case file. It’s up to date,” she tells me. “Just… whenever you have time, I’d love to hear your thoughts. No rush. I know you probably have a lot on your plate, but I’d really appreciate you taking a look at it for me.” 
I stare at the thumb drive for a moment as Cora looks at me with wide, hopeful eyes. I can see now why I took her to be younger than she is at first blush. She’s got an unbridled enthusiasm and hasn’t been worn and beaten down by the job yet. She hasn’t become a crusty old cynic like me just yet. There’s still an idealism and innocence about her that’s entirely charming and refreshing—and makes her seem young. 
“I can’t promise it’s going to be soon, but I’ll give it a look,” I promise. “And I’ll give you a call when I have something.” 
“Thank you, Blake.”
“Of course.” 
“Anyway, what are you working on out here?” 
“Congressman Elton Stills’s eldest daughter has gone missing,” I say. 
“That’s awful,” she gasps. 
“Maybe. We’re not sure yet whether she ran off on her own or if she was taken,” I say. “We’ll know more once we get to Clayville.” 
“Say, if you need some help out there, I can probably delay our trip to Wisconsin for a couple of days,” Cora offers. “I don’t think Nolan is too keen on getting back on the road and wants to rest a bit.” 
I purse my lips and think about it for a moment. If Teagan Stills was taken, having another set of eyes and hands on the scene would be useful. Plus, maybe we can help light that fire in her that will help Cora get whatever it is she needs to level up as a field agent. 
“If you can put off going to Wisconsin, we’d love to have you,” I tell her. “But you need to clear it with your supervisory agent.” 
“Absolutely. I will,” she says, practically bouncing on the balls of her feet with excitement.
I hand her my card. “We’re heading to Clayville now. Once you get your supervisor to sign off on it, requisition a car and meet us down there.” 
“Thank you, Chief Wilder,” she says. “I appreciate you doing this for me.”
I shake my head. “I’m not doing anything for you. You come to Clayville—you’re going to work. And we’ll see what kind of an agent you’re going to make.” 
She smiles. “I’m always happy to put in the work.” 
“Good,” I reply. “Then hopefully we’ll see you down there.” 







Stills Family Dairy Works, Residence of Congressman Elton Stills; Clayville, IA
“Thank you for coming so quickly,” he says. 
I shake hands with seven-term Congressman Elton Stills. Five-ten with sandy brown hair that’s flecked with gray, cornflower blue eyes, a square jaw, and a rugged build, Stills looks like a man who grew up working on a farm. I think corn-fed is the right description for him. Stills’s family home—a two-story red brick, and white clapboard Colonial-style house—sits on a thousand-acre parcel of land that’s still a working dairy farm. He, of course, has hired hands running the place, but the Stills Family Dairy Works is still one of the leading farms in Iowa. 
“Of course,” I reply. “I’m sorry we have to be here at all.” 
He frowns. “Believe me. I am too.”
“Please,” Stills says. “Come in.” 
We all follow him into the house, and Stills leads us to a large dining room that sits off the kitchen near the back. He offers us a seat at a long table made of stainless steel and glass which is sleek and modern in design and looks as if it can fit ten to twelve comfortably. The house itself is probably more than a century old. But over the years, it’s been added to and modernized. It probably has ten bedrooms now, fine art adorns the walls, and state-of-the-art appliances and features fill every room. It’s more mansion than farmhouse now, and although it retains the charm of such an old structure, it’s got all the conveniences of the modern age. 
As we all sit down and get settled around the table, a woman walks in pushing a cart loaded with bottles of cold water, teapots, cups, and small cold-cut sandwiches. She lays everything out, and we all murmur our thanks as we get a drink and something to eat. 
“Thank you, Megan,” Stills says. 
I wash down a bit of my sandwich with some water, then turn to Stills. “Thank you for this. It’s been a long trip.”
“You’re welcome,” he says. 
His voice is as tight as his face, and it’s abundantly clear he wants to get started. I can’t blame him. I can’t say I approve of his politics. It must be especially galling for Stills to ask for our help given that he’s made his opposition to and distrust of the Bureau abundantly clear. Some of his rhetoric and the critical remarks about the Bureau he’s made make me think we disagree on just about every issue there is. It’s an irony that makes me want to laugh. But right now, he’s a father—a father with a missing daughter. And that’s all that matters. That’s why we’re here. 
Stills clears his throat. “Let’s just get this out of the way,” he starts as if reading my mind. “I know I’ve said some tough things about the Bureau in the papers—”
Astra grimaces. “Not to mention every talk show you make an appearance on, radio interview you give, in speeches on the floor of the House—” 
“Astra,” I say sharply, cutting her off.
A wan smile touches Stills’s lips. “No, it’s all right. That’s a fair statement. She’s right, and I assure you, I take no offense to it,” he says. “I just want you to know that although I stand by some of the things I say, I know in some cases I’ve perhaps been unfairly harsh in my criticisms. But you have to understand that in some respects, I have to play a role for the good of my caucus. And my role is to play the heavy. I want you to know, though, that I respect the job you folks do. I know you put your lives on the line for people you don’t even know day in and day out. And I appreciate the work you do, Agents.”
“It’s our job. And we’re here to do our job, despite whatever differences exist between us,” I say. “But we do appreciate that, Congressman Stills—”
“Please, just call me Elton.”
“Very well, Elton. I’m Unit Chief Blake Wilder,” I say, then introduce him to the rest of the team seated around the table. “How long exactly has Teagan been missing?”
“Two days,” he says. “My youngest daughter, Avery, called me yesterday to let me know Teagan hadn’t come home the night before. I flew home from Washington immediately and started looking for her the second my feet hit the ground. She’s not in any of her usual spots. She’s supposed to head back to Georgetown next week…”
His words taper off, and I watch the pained expression crossing his face. Stills looks like he’s fighting back tears but is doing everything in his power to maintain his composure. It’s heart-wrenching to see such a big, sturdy man in that sort of agony. 
“Does she stay out overnight often?” Astra asks.
“Sometimes. I mean, she’s a twenty-four-year-old woman, so it’s not like I can ground her or force her to stay home,” Still replies brusquely. “But she always calls or at least sends me a text when she’s going to be out overnight. Always.” 
“Has she seemed any different recently?” I ask. “Any changes in personality or anything like that you’ve noticed?”
He shakes his head. “I mean, she’s been a little distracted. Maybe a little more stressed than usual. But I think it’s school related. She’s nearing the end of her courses and has a lot of decisions to make. There’s a lot weighing on her, and she’s maybe been feeling a little burnout. I’d say it’s natural, given how hard she’s worked all her life.” 
“So, she hasn’t mentioned anything specific going on? Nothing in particular that’s stressed her out?” I press. “Trouble with anybody she was seeing? Fights with friends?” 
“No. Like I said, I’m sure it’s just how hard she’s been working at school. Plus, she does a lot of volunteer work as well. I’m sure all the hours she’s putting in are taking a toll on her. Nobody puts pressure on themselves quite like my daughter,” Stills replies with a wan smile. 
“What sort of volunteer work does she do?” I ask. 
“Around here, she volunteers in the soup kitchens. She works with Meals on Wheels,” he replies. “Back at school, she does a lot of pro bono work with some of the legal organizations.” 
“She sounds like a remarkable girl,” I say.
“She is.” 
“Is it possible she just took off with some friends?” Astra asks. “A road trip with some girlfriends before they start school or something like that?” 
He shakes his head. “She wouldn’t just run off like that.”
“A boyfriend?” Astra presses. “Maybe—” 
“She doesn’t have a boyfriend. She’s not even seeing anybody casually,” he says irritably. “We’re very close, and she would have told me.” 
Astra and I exchange a subtle look. If I had a nickel for every time a parent told us how close they were to their child and that they shared everything, I’d be able to finance my retirement. But I hold my tongue. Now isn’t the time to get flippant. We’ll talk to her friends, who will be more likely to tell us whether or not she had a boyfriend her dad didn’t know about. I don’t want to add to the pain Stills is feeling right now. 
“So, you’ve not been contacted by anybody about a ransom?” Mo asks. “Nobody’s called or emailed you to tell you they have her? Nothing like that?” 
Stills shakes his head. “No. Nothing like that.” 
“Do you happen to know where she was last seen?” Lucas asks. 
“I spoke with her best friend, Brooklyn Browning. They were out running together that day,” he says. “Megan—she’s my house manager and Avery’s nanny—told me she couldn’t be sure, but she doesn’t recall Teagan ever coming home from her run.” 
“Okay, we’re going to need to speak with Brooklyn,” I murmur to Astra, who nods as she jots the name down. “Congressman—sorry, Elton—we’re going to need the names of Teagan’s other friends. We’ll want to talk to them all.” 
“Of course,” he says. “I think Megan will be able to tell you that better than I can, so I’ll instruct her to tell you everything she knows.” 
“Good. Thank you,” I reply. “Sir, can you tell us if you’ve received any threats lately? Any angry emails or calls? Confrontations with angry staffers or constituents?”
He shakes his head. “No. Nothing like that.” 
“Is there anybody who’s expressed any sort of displeasure with you personally or the work you’re doing in DC recently?” 
“Nothing stands out. No,” he replies. “I mean, you get the usual nuts who want to air their grievances, but nothing seemed especially serious.”
“We’re going to need all that correspondence anyway,” I tell him.
“Of course,” he nods. “I’ll have my staff get it to you ASAP.”
“Good. Thank you. Now, is there anything else you can tell us?” I ask. 
He shakes his head. “Nothing I can think of. I mean, I was in DC for a session, so I wasn’t actually here. There’s not much I can tell you that would be helpful.”
“How is your relationship with Teagan?” I ask.
His expression is stricken and quickly becomes dark and angry. “What are you asking me?” 
“I just want to know what your relationship with your daughter is like,” I reply simply.
He stares at me for a long moment, and I can tell there’s something dark and dangerous firing through his mind. He seems to be taking it as an accusation—like I’m judging him for something. It’s a curious reaction to have when all I asked was what his relationship with Teagan was like. It seems like a natural question. But he’s reacting like I slapped him across the face.
Stills clears his throat and takes a moment to regain his composure. He stands up and folds his arms over his chest as he starts to pace around the room, his jaw clenching and unclenching. He finally stops behind his chair and looks at me. 
“We’re close. As I told you,” Stills says. “After her mother died, we leaned on each other to get through the darker days.”
“I can’t imagine how difficult this must all be for you,” I say.
“No. You can’t,” he replies, his voice low and tight. 
Stills looks at me like I’m something he stepped in that’s now clinging to the bottom of his shoe. But then he seems to force himself to tear his eyes away from me and paces for a minute, finally seeming to calm down—at least a little bit. He turns back to me again, his eyes shimmering, and an expression of the deepest pain etched into his features. 
“I’m sorry, Chief Wilder,” he says. “Yes. This is very difficult for me.”
“Of course. I understand.” 
He rubs his jawline and squares his shoulders. “Go ahead with your questions.”
“What I wanted to know, sir, is whether you and Teagan argued recently. Was there anything that might have caused her to be upset?” I say evenly. “So upset that she might… go off without telling you. Maybe just to clear her head for a few days, or—” 
That moment of calm evaporates, and his face becomes pinched with anger once more. Stills is doing his best to control it, but when he speaks, it’s more of a growl than anything. 
“Somebody took her, Chief Wilder. She would not go off on her own. And no, we didn’t argue recently. We rarely argued. And when we do, we always talk it out before we leave,” he snaps. “Ever since her mother died, we make a point of never walking away mad. We always find some way to make up before we leave each other.” 
It’s a sweet sentiment, but until we find and talk to his daughter, we have no way of confirming it. To be fair, though, we don’t have any way of confirming we have an abduction just yet. For all we know—and despite what her father says—Teagan Stills might have skipped off to Mexico for a girl’s weekend. Or a romantic weekend with an unknown boyfriend. It’s great that they are close and have a good relationship, but that doesn’t mean much.
It doesn’t mean some sex trafficking ring didn’t scoop her up to sell her into the flesh trade. It doesn’t mean some random offender didn’t drag her into the cornfields. It doesn’t mean that somebody she knows didn’t pick her up and take her somewhere to do terrible things to her. And it doesn’t mean that her own father didn’t do something terrible to her. As much as I’d like to cross him off the list of suspects, I can’t. Not just yet. I don’t trust or believe him about anything just yet. Not even the relationship he claims to have with his daughter. 
My point is there are a million different scenarios in play, each one as plausible as any other right now. It won’t be until we start digging into this that we can determine the nature of the crime. Or if there is even a crime to be found at all. Having just gotten here, we don’t even know all the players just yet. And that means, everybody—even her father and friends—are to be considered suspects until we have reason to cross them off the list. 
“Believe me, Chief Wilder. Somebody took my daughter,” he insists, his voice thick with emotion. “She didn’t run off. She was taken. Please, find her.” 
“We’re going to do our best, Congressman,” I say. “Now, it’s been a long day, and we still need to find a hotel—” 
“I’ve got a guest house in the back you can work out of,” he says. “A couple of you might have to double up, but it’s big enough for all of you. And there’s a great room big enough for you to set up shop.” 
The Stills farm is set well outside of downtown Clayville proper, so it would be a lot more convenient to work out of his guest house rather than having to make the round trip to and from every day. 
“Honestly, Agents, it would make me feel a lot better to have you all here where you can keep an eye on my youngest… if you don’t mind. I know it’s not your job to do that, but—” 
“We’d be happy to, Congressman,” I say. “It makes it easier, in fact. Until we have a handle on what’s going on here, I think it’s prudent to keep an eye on her anyway. I was going to assign an agent to shadow her all day.” 
He seems to visibly relax. Slightly. But he gives us a grateful nod. 
“That would help put my mind at ease,” he says. 
“Okay, we’ll get set up in the guest house,” I say.
“And if there is one more thing I can ask of you… I’m begging you to be discreet about this. I don’t want this in the papers. I don’t want anybody knowing,” he tells us. “That’s the biggest reason I called the Bureau directly and haven’t gone to the local PD… they leak like a sieve. I really need your discretion, Agents.”
“You have it, Congressman,” I say. “And to that end, I think it best you go back to DC—”
He shakes his head. “I’m staying right here. I won’t—”
“Sir, if you want to keep a lid on this, everything must appear normal,” I tell him. “That means you have to go back to work and pretend everything is normal.”
He blows out a long breath. “I don’t know.” 
“Sir, trust me. If you don’t go back to DC while the House is in session, the media will pick up on that. They will start asking questions, and this story will get out. I guarantee you that will all happen if you deviate from your normal routine,” I tell him. 
Stills looks away for a long moment, seeming to be pondering my words. After nearly a full minute in silence, he blows out a long, frustrated breath. 
“Fine. Fine,” he relents, though he’s obviously not fine with it. “Just have Megan get whatever you might need. She’s at your disposal. She will also arrange to have your meals brought out to the guest house.”
“That’s really not necessary.”
“I insist,” he says. “It’s the least I can do.” 
“Thank you, Congressman,” I reply. “We’ll start setting up out there in the guest house and get to work.” 
“Please bring my little girl home to me, Chief,” he says, his eyes shimmering with tears and his voice thick with emotion. “I’m begging you.”
“We’re going to do our best, sir. I give you my word.” 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Guest House; Clayville, IA
“Four bedrooms, three and a half baths, enormous kitchen and dining room, and a massive great room,” Astra remarks. “This place is bigger than my house. Way bigger. And this is a guest house? I must be doing something wrong.”
“Right?” Mo asks. “Makes you reconsider the whole going into politics thing.” 
“Not me,” Lucas chimes in. “I have absolutely no desire to crawl down into that cesspool—nice house and lifestyle or not.” 
“I’m with you there, brother,” Rick says. 
Nina scoffs. “The only reason you won’t go into politics is because of all the crap they’ll dig up on you and your sordid past when they vet you, Rick.” 
“That… is also true,” Rick confirms with a laugh. 
The guest house is really nice. Just like the main house, it’s thoroughly modern, though it manages to retain that old farmhouse charm. It’s beautifully and tastefully arranged but still seems comfortable and homey as well. There are two large whiteboards on wheeled frames set up in the great room. Both boards are covered in notes and names written in a neat and precise script. It looks like they were having a strategy session about some piece of legislation, listing out all the representatives who were still undecided on it.
It’s their arm-twisting list. The names on that board represent the folks who needed to be badgered, cajoled, or otherwise convinced to vote along with Stills and his caucus. As I look at the names jotted down, I wonder how much each of them got or what they were promised for their district in exchange for their vote. Some people call it lobbying, but I call it by its more accurate name: bribery. But then, I am a cynic, after all. 
“All right, let’s wheel the whiteboards into the dining room and set up,” I tell them. “The room and the table are more than big enough, so we’ll run the war room out of there.” 
“Copy that,” Astra nods. 
“Also, Rick and Lucas, you two can bunk together. Nina and Mo will be in one of the other rooms,” I say. 
Mo arches an eyebrow and grins at me. “So, you and Astra get your own rooms?” 
I shrug. “Rank and seniority have their privileges.” 
That sets off a round of groaning from everybody, although I don’t think they expected any different. And if they did, they shouldn’t have. I don’t usually pull rank, but if it means I get to have my own room and bed, I will not hesitate. 
“Okay, guys, settle in quickly and get into the war room,” I say. “We’ve got work to do.” 
I grab my bags and head up to one of the rooms on the second floor. After throwing my bags onto the bed, I look out the large window and take in the view beyond my room. There’s a fence that surrounds the main house and all the outbuildings, creating a buffer zone between this area and the cornfields out there that seem to stretch to the horizon beneath a sapphire blue sky. It’s all fields as far as the eye can see, but it’s actually kind of beautiful out there. Peaceful. 
I take a couple of minutes to change my clothes and freshen up. As much as I’d like to take a nap, I resist the siren song of the big, comfortable-looking bed. We need to figure out what happened to Teagan Stills, and given that this case was personally assigned to us by Director Holland, we have to make sure we turn over every rock… not that there are too many rocks out here in rural Iowa. 
I head back down to the dining room we’ve repurposed to find Rick and Nina already getting their workstations set up. The two whiteboards were wheeled in from the great room, cleaned off, and ready to be used. I sure hope Stills had already gotten what he needed off the boards since there’s no getting it back now. If it was important, Stills should have told us not to touch his boards. 
“As soon as you’re up, I’m going to want you both up on the phones,” I tell them. “We need to monitor every call coming in on the landline as well as the family’s cell phones.” 
“Copy that,” Rick says. 
“I’m also syncing the home security system into our computers,” Nina tells me. “We’ve got access to their cameras and the entire alarm system. If anybody sets foot on their property, we’re going to know about it.” 
“Good thinking.”
As they finish setting up, I check out the rest of the downstairs. The great room has a pair of deep, plush couches sitting across the room from one another, separated by a chrome and glass table. An oversized fireplace sits perpendicular to the sofas, creating an intimate and comfortable sitting area conducive to a good conversation. I wonder how many deals have been bartered on these couches. Another sofa and a couple of recliners are gathered around a large flatscreen television mounted to the wall on the other side of the room, creating a place for guests to gather to watch a game. The whole setup is cozy. 
I’m rummaging around in the kitchen as the others start to trickle in and get their spaces at the table in our war room organized and ready to work the case. I grab a soda out of the refrigerator and head back into the dining room. 
“Kitchen’s fully stocked,” I announce. “Drinks. Snacks. Goodies.”
“You know I’m all about the goodies,” Rick cracks as he stands up and ambles into the kitchen. 
“So, what’s the game plan here?” Mo asks. 
“I’ve got Rick and Nina monitoring security and their communications,” I tell her. “Mo, I’m going to need you and Lucas to be Avery’s shadow. I don’t know what we’re dealing with here just yet, so until I do, we’re going to operate like there’s an imminent threat to the girl and act accordingly. We’re going to protect her like she was the President. Clear?” 
“Clear,” Lucas nods. 
“Also, Rick and Nina, when Stills’s staff sends over the threatening letters, I want you both to go through them and see if there’s anything worth noting,” I say. 
“You got it,” they say in unison. 
“I trust you’ve pinged Teagan’s cell phone already?” I ask. 
“It’s been shut off,” Nina reports. “The last hit I’ve been able to find was from cell towers in the local area. Not far from here. It went dark after that.” 
“You don’t think she was taken, do you?” Astra asks.
I take a drink of my soda and then set the bottle down on the table. “I have my doubts. Part of me thinks she’s simply out on a bender with some friends or just wanted to drop off the grid for a few days,” I tell her. “But this isn’t the first case of a missing Congressman’s daughter we’ve had to deal with, and I don’t have to remind you how that one turned out.” 
Astra nods, and I can tell by the look on her face that her thinking is along the same lines as mine. Sure, it wouldn’t be the first time somebody called in the cavalry to find their supposedly abducted kid only to discover they’d gone down to Tijuana for the weekend and forgot to tell their parents. But Astra was there when we fruitlessly tried to chase down Selene Hedlund, who had essentially been inducted into a cult by a predatory professor at her college. And she was there in the bloodbath that followed, when Selene’s own mother ordered a raid on the complex instead of trying to even so much as talk to her.
“So, I just want to be on record saying he lied to us. Stills doesn’t actually respect us or appreciate the job we do,” Astra says. “He’s just playing nice and saying all the required things polite society demands right now because he needs us. The minute we get his daughter back, he’ll go right back to dropping bombs on the Bureau. On us.” 
“I second that,” Rick says. “The guy is a prick.” 
“It’ll be ten times worse if we don’t get his daughter back,” Mo says. 
“Trust me guys, I know. But we have a job to do,” I say. “Unless you guys would like to tell Director Holland directly why you’re not working this case to the best of your abilities?” 
“Let’s not get crazy. I just wanted to be on the record,” Astra says and flashes me a grin.
“I’ll be sure to write that down somewhere,” I chuckle. 
“So, what do we think we’re looking at then?” Mo asks. 
“Too early to say,” I reply. “But it’s possible this is politically motivated. I mean, Stills has made plenty of enemies in his time in Congress.”
“We have no evidence of that though,” Astra notes.
“True. That’s why we need to be up on his phone,” I say. “Nina, get us a warrant to get us up on Stills’s personal devices. And please, do it quietly. I don’t want him knowing we’re listening.”
“You think he’s involved?” Lucas asks. 
“I’m not sure,” I admit. “But if Teagan was abducted, I want to know who he’s talking to and what they’re talking about.” 
“Do you really think he wouldn’t tell us if he were in contact with the kidnappers? I mean, this is his daughter,” Lucas points out. 
“And that’s exactly why we can’t afford to take anything for granted,” Astra tells him. “Stills wouldn’t be the first parent to stop working or communicating with law enforcement when their child’s life is on the line.”
“Most of the time when that happens and these parents listen to the kidnappers and decide they have no choice but to go it alone, nothing good comes of it,” I say. 
“So, what’s our plan?” Astra asks. 
“You and I are going to start knocking on doors,” I tell her. “With Mo and Lucas on bodyguard duty, we’re going to need to talk to everybody. We’ll start with her friend Brooklyn and see where it goes from there.” 
“Solid,” Astra nods. 
There’s a knock on the front door, and it opens a moment later. Stills’s house manager-slash-nanny, Megan walks in. She hands me a piece of paper, and I see an Excel spreadsheet that’s got a list of names, phone numbers, addresses, and email addresses on it. 
“Mr. Stills wanted me to give that to you,” she says. “It’s a list of Teagan’s friends.” 
“This is very… organized,” I reply. 
“Mr. Stills is very… thorough. A man in his position needs to know who his daughters are spending time with just to be sure there’s nothing untoward happening and that none of them have any ulterior motives,” Megan explains. “He runs extensive background checks on everybody who comes into their lives.”
“And I thought I was cynical,” I mutter. 
“Perhaps,” Megan starts. “But you have to understand that there are people in this world who wouldn’t hesitate to get at the Congressmen by using his family.” 
“That doesn’t surprise me. And I respect him for being proactive,” I tell her. “I just imagine it has to be a strange process for prospective friends.” 
A faint smile curls the corners of her mouth up. “I’d imagine you’re right.”
A few inches shorter than I, Megan has dark hair that’s flecked with gray and flat, green eyes. She’s got a sturdy, matronly figure and ruddy cheeks in an otherwise pale complexion. There’s an air of calm about her. A steadiness. I can tell she’s also somebody who is no-nonsense and can be firm when it’s required of her. But there’s a sparkle in her eye that tells me she has a mischievous side that a kid like Avery Stills must love. 
“Ms. Howard, what can you tell me about the Congressman’s relationship with Teagan?” I ask. “Were they—”
“They’re very close. Thick as thieves, those two,” she says. “I’ve never seen a father and daughter as close as they are.” 
“Did they argue?” Astra asks. 
“I can’t think of a child who doesn’t argue with their parents from time to time,” she shrugs. “If you’re not upsetting them now and then, I don’t think you’re doing your job as a parent.” 
A small smile flickers across my lips. “So, you’re saying that you did see them argue?” 
“Every once in a while,” she admits. “But Mr. Stills always insisted they come to some sort of understanding before they were allowed to leave the room—either of them. He never allowed either of them to walk away from each other still mad.”
“Yeah, that’s what he told us,” Astra says. 
“He’s an excellent parent, Agents,” she continues. “And I know you’re just doing your job, and that entails asking some difficult questions, but he is a good father. He loves his girls with every bit of his heart and soul. He’d lay down his life for them, and I can tell you without hesitation that he had nothing to do with her disappearance.”
She’s so earnest and sincere that I can tell Megan truly believes everything she’s saying. But I also know that she’s not with the family twenty-four-seven, and although she may have a solid understanding of the family dynamics, she probably doesn’t see everything that happens within those four walls. More than that, people can be very good at hiding those things they don’t want others to see. There may well have been things happening inside the Stills household that Megan is completely unaware of. But, given what we know—and don’t know—right now, everything could be exactly as she says it is.
“Can you think of anybody who might want to take her?” Mo asks. 
Megan shakes her head. “I can’t. I’m sorry.” 
“Did Teagan ever mention having trouble with anybody?” Astra chimes in. “Did she ever happen to mention anything strange? Anybody following her around or anything like that?” 
The nanny shakes her head again. “No, I’m afraid she never mentioned having trouble with anybody or being followed around.” 
“Do you think it’s possible Teagan ran off with some friends?” Astra asks. 
“Oh, no. She would never do something like that,” Megan replies. “She was always very thoughtful and considerate that way.” 
“What about a boyfriend?” Mo asks. “Was she seeing anybody and maybe didn’t share that fact with her father?” 
“Oh, I wouldn’t know for certain,” Megan replies. “But I doubt she was seeing anybody. Especially not around here. Teagan was mostly up at school and doesn’t spend enough time in Clayville to be involved with anybody that way.”
Being a little bit older, I don’t think Megan quite understands the nature of “relationships” in this day and age. You don’t need to be around very long—or very often—to hook up with somebody. Social media exists, after all. But she can’t tell us what she doesn’t know, and if Teagan is seeing anybody, it sounds like she’s been doing a good job keeping it a secret from everybody. 
“Is there anything you can tell us that we don’t know?” I ask. 
“I can’t think of anything,” she replies. 
“Okay, well, thank you,” I say. “I’ve assigned Agents Okamura and Weissman here to shadow Avery. They’ll be going everywhere she does.”
“Even school?”
I nod. “Even school.”
“I worry that might be traumatic for Avery.” 
“My agents will be discreet,” I assure her. “I think for the moment, it’s best if we exercise an abundance of caution until we figure out what’s happening here.”
“That makes sense,” Megan says with a nod. “Anyway, I apologize that I don’t have the time to make a meal for you all tonight. I was caught unprepared, so I’m going to have food brought in. Will barbecued ribs and all the fixings be all right tonight?” 
“That sounds fantastic, Megan. Thank you,” I say.
She gives us a demure smile and then heads out, leaving us on our own. I turn to the rest of the team and clap my hands to get their attention. 
“Okay, kids, let’s get busy until the food gets here,” I say, waving the paper Megan handed me around so they can see it. “Everybody take some names off this list and do as deep a dive as you can. Astra and I are going to be talking to these people tomorrow, so I want to know everything about them before we do. Let’s get cracking.” 
Everybody opens up their laptops and starts passing the paper around, jotting down some names so they can start researching. By the time the food arrives, we’ve got a fairly decent picture of the folks we’ll be talking to in the morning. If nothing else, it gives us a direction to start moving. 





Office of Sheriff Travis Irving, Clayville Sheriff’s Department; Clayville, IA
“Have a seat,” he says, his voice deep and booming as he closes the door behind us. 
Astra and I sit in the chairs in front of his desk and patiently wait for him to refill his coffee mug. Sheriff Travis Irving is a big man. I’d say mid-fifties and six-three at least, and as bald as Mr. Clean. He makes up for the lack of hair on his head, though, with a prodigious full beard that’s somehow still mostly colored with only little hints of gray poking through the black. His dark eyes seem permanently squinted, his complexion is ruddy, and while he’s certainly got broad shoulders and biceps, there’s that same corn-fed paunch around the middle that Stills has. 
Judging by the trophies that stand on the bookcases and pictures of a football team on the walls, I’d venture to guess he’s a hometown football hero in Clayville turned county sheriff. It’s a cliché, of course, but I’m certainly not going to be the one to say anything. 
His mug refilled, he drops heavily into his chair and sighs. Irving takes a sip of his coffee, watching us over the rim of his mug as he does. The man doesn’t seem to have any sense of urgency about him, and with the clock ticking, I need to move this along. Stills didn’t want to involve the locals, fearing the story getting out. It’s an understandable sentiment. I’ve found that in small towns, gossip spreads like wildfire. But I’ve also found that not telling the locals we’re in town and what’s going on is just like throwing gasoline onto that fire.
When people don’t have an actual story to spread, they make one up. We can’t hide the fact that the Bureau is in town, and that’s just kindling for the fire. The best we can hope to do is contain the all-out spread of the flames by doing a few controlled burns—like introducing ourselves to the locals and impressing upon them the absolute need for secrecy. Perhaps even sprinkle in a few veiled threats of displeasure on the federal level if that secret should happen to get out. 
“So, thanks for seeing us, Sheriff Irving,” I start. “We wanted to introduce ourselves and give you a courtesy call to let you know we’re working a case here in Clayville.” 
“Courtesy call, huh?” he scoffs. 
“Yes, sir. We like to keep a cordial relationship with local law enforcement,” I tell him. “We thought you’d appreciate our letting you know we were in town.” 
He nods. “Must be something serious going on to have the Feds roll in.” 
“It is.” 
“All right. Mind filling me in on what’s going on?” Irving asks. 
“Before we fill you in, I need to make it absolutely clear that this is all classified,” I tell him in a stern tone. “Nobody can know about this. We will not tolerate any leaks, Sheriff.” 
“Understood.” 
“Not even your deputies can know right now. We may need to bring a few in at some point, but when we do, we need you to bring in people who can keep their mouths shut,” I stress. 
“I said I understood. Top secret. Zipped lips,” he growls. “Me and my men know how to be discreet, Agents.” 
“I mean no offense, Sheriff. It’s just this matter is highly sensitive, and we can’t afford a single slip,” I tell him. 
“If there’s a leak, it ain’t comin’ out of this office, I can tell you that much. You’ve got my word, Agent Wilder,” he says, his voice colored with a Midwestern drawl.
I steel myself with a breath. “All right. Three days ago, now, Teagan Stills went missing,” I start. 
That seems to get his attention as the big man sets his coffee mug down and sits up straight, his stony face etched with emotion. 
“Damn. Elton’s little girl?” 
I nod. “That’s right. Congressman Stills believes she was taken.” 
“And have you found anything to prove that?” he asks.
“Not as of yet. But we’re only just getting started here,” I tell him. “We were hoping you could provide us with a little background on the family?” 
“Background?” 
“Yeah, can you tell us what they’re like?” Astra jumps in. “Tell us about their relationships, the family dynamic. That sort of thing.” 
His bushy eyebrows raise. “Family dynamic, huh?” 
“Yes,” she replies. 
“Well, it ain’t like I’m drinkin’ buddies with the Congressman. He’s got all them fancy Washington types he goes out with. He ain’t out at the farm all that often, truth be told,” Irving says. “But so far as I know, he’s got a good relationship with them girls of his. After Bree—that’s their mama—died of breast cancer, God rest her soul, the family pulled together. I seen families go through somethin’ terrible like that who pulled apart. Death changes things—for everyone. So, I guess you could say, they’ve got a pretty good family dynamic.”
“So, there have been no reports of abuse or violence in the home?” Astra presses. “None of your deputies have had to make a trip out to the farm to get in the middle of a situation?”
“Nope. Nothin’ like that’s ever happened on my watch. And I’ve been sittin’ in this chair since before them girls were born,” he says. “But then, I don’t think you can survive in politics without knowin’ how to dodge a few landmines here and there.” 
Her hands still folded in her lap, Astra leans forward, pinning him to his chair with her eyes. Irving doesn’t seem the least bit intimidated. In fact, as Astra gives him that icy look she’s patented, the corners of his mouth flicker upward. It’s as if he’s trying to contain his amusement. Astra, though, as she is in most things, remains undeterred and keeps staring. 
“In my experience, I’ve found that most of the time, they avoid those landmines with the help of local law enforcement,” she states. “Buddies on the force and all.” 
“Is that what you’ve found in your experience?” Irving asks.
“It is.” 
He pauses for a minute and chuckles to himself. “Yeah, well, like I told you, I ain’t exactly drinkin’ buddies with the Congressman. And to the best of my knowledge, none of my deputies are close with the family either. Certainly not close enough to run cover for ‘em.”
“Not even to do a solid for a sitting US Congressman?” Astra presses. “Could be a pretty valuable chit to keep in their pocket for later.” 
Now it’s Irving’s turn to lean forward, his piercing blue eyes riveted to Astra’s, all trace of that amused smile gone like a puff of smoke on the breeze. 
“I’m not sure how you folks do it in the F-B-I,” he says, enunciating each letter like it’s a word on its own and punctuating it with sheer disgust, “but that ain’t how we do things here. That ain’t how I train my deputies, and we ain’t in the habit of lookin’ the other way when somebody commits a crime. Don’t matter whether they’re a Congressman or a busboy down at the diner.” 
Astra meets Irving’s gaze with one every bit as icy as his, and for a long moment, the air between them crackles with tension, as if it’s a battle of wills. But then Astra leans back in her chair and smiles wide. 
“Okay, cool,” she says brightly. “Just needed to ask.” 
Irving’s brow furrows in confusion about what just happened. All Astra was doing was trying to get a feel for him. She was testing him—trying to get a sense of the sort of man and the kind of sheriff he is. And I think her impression of him is the same as mine: he seems to be a no-nonsense kind of guy who can be tough as nails and demands his deputies obey his rules. I’m certain he takes pride in running a tight ship. But as I’m learning myself, you never quite know how tight that ship is until the going gets tough. 
“Sheriff,” I say. “Do you have a couple of deputies you trust implicitly? People you know will keep anything and everything to do with this investigation under wraps?” 
He nods. “I do.”
“Good. Then, if you’d be so kind as to brief them on what’s going on and have them start making quiet inquiries around town,” I say. “We need to know who Teagan was spending time with, what those relationships were like, and if it’s possible whether she might have simply gone on a road trip with those friends. I’d like them to start with the organizations she volunteered with here in town. We need to know if she had any trouble with anybody.” 
“You think she might not have been snatched?” Irving asks. 
“We don’t know yet,” I reply. “We just need to be sure we’re covering all the bases.” 
“Fair enough.” 
“And while you and your deputies are making quiet inquiries, can you possibly find out if she has a boyfriend or somebody she was seeing on the sly? Somebody that maybe her father didn’t know about?” Astra asks. “I’m sure Teagan and her father really are close, but no twenty-four-year-old girl is going to tell her daddy about her new boyfriend if it’s someone he wouldn’t approve of.”
“Good thinking,” he admits, seeming to come to a modicum of respect for Astra.
“Astra and I are going to be doing a lot of the legwork on our own, but we don’t have enough bodies. And I don’t want to call in another team because that will only start the rumor mill working even harder. Having one team in the field is bad enough, and it’s not like we can keep our presence a secret. Not for long,” I say. 
“And not in a town this small,” he adds. 
“Right. Exactly. We’ve got two agents shadowing Avery, and our two tech analysts aren’t field qualified,” I say. “That leaves just Astra and me with a lot of ground to cover. That’s why we’d appreciate your help.” 
“Sure. You’ve got it,” he nods. “But you already know you can’t keep your presence in town a secret. What are you going to tell people when tongues start waggin’?” 
“All we’re going to say is that we’re vetting Teagan for a position as a political staffer. It’s SOP,” I say. “And we’d appreciate it if you could pass that story along as well, if and when somebody asks you about why the Feds are in town.”
“You’re goin’ to lie,” he says—a statement, not a question. 
I nod. “Yeah. We’re going to lie. We have no choice,” I say. “If this leaks and gets out to the press, heads are going to roll.” 
“And I, for one, would like to keep my head right where it is,” Astra adds.
His frown makes his thick beard twitch, and it’s clear the sheriff doesn’t approve of lying. But then, things are simpler in small-town USA. Finally, he gives us a curt nod, seeming to realize there are a lot of moving parts here and discretion is necessary—even if it means we all have to lie about what’s going on. 
“Yeah, okay,” he finally relents. “I don’t feel good about it. I don’t like lookin’ people I see every day in the eye and lyin’ to them. But I understand where you’re comin’ from.” 
“Great,” I say. “We appreciate your help.” 
Astra and I get to our feet and shake hands with him, then we both give him our cards, letting him know he can contact us any time, day or night if he stumbles onto anything. Frankly, I have my doubts he will. People tend to keep secrets even better than they spread gossip. It’s just human nature. But it’s better to have him on our side and his willing cooperation just in case something does fall into his lap. 
As we walk through the bullpen and to the front entrance, I can’t help but feel the eyes of the deputies on us. Some look at us with curiosity and others with outright hostility. One of the men who doesn’t look impressed with our presence narrows his green eyes and scowls at us as he heads back through the bullpen toward Irving’s office. His dark hair is graying at the temples and falls to the collar of his shirt, and he’s got a solid, chiseled physique. 
“I like him,” Astra says as we cross the lobby. “The sheriff.” 
“Of course, you do. A big, tough, gruff, morally righteous older man like that? He’s your type,” I say. 
“That doesn’t hurt,” she says with a grin. “But he also seems like a good man. He seems to really care about this town and the people in it.” 
“I agree.” 
We walk out of the sheriff’s station and head back to our car. Small towns like Clayville are insular places where people are observant and tend to notice those things—like us—that stand out. And boy, do we stand out like sore thumbs. The people out on the street are already watching us closely as we climb into the black SUV. That, along with our dark pantsuits, all but scream “Federal Agents here.” Might as well have a neon sign mounted to the roof. 
“Yeah, this is going to be fun,” I mutter as I start the SUV and we drive away. 





The Golden Pig Diner; Clayville, IA
From the second we step into the diner, I feel the eyes on us. All conversation around the dining room ceases, and though most of the diners have the good grace to keep from looking too obvious about staring at us, a few are quite blunt about it. The message these people are silently saying can’t possibly be clearer: you don’t belong here. 
“Go ahead and sit where you want,” a middle-aged woman shouts from across the diner. “We’ll be with you in a minute.” 
Astra and I make our way to a booth near the back of the dining room and slide in. While some people turn away, a few keep staring at us like we’re some exotic life form that just beamed in from the mother ship. Some of the looks we’re getting are openly hostile, telling me that word is already spreading that the Feds are in town. There isn’t a lot of love for the federal government here in the Midwest to begin with. But on a popularity scale, the Bureau probably ranks somewhere between death and STDs. And given the way a few of the people are glaring at Astra and me, I’d say we are even less popular than chlamydia. 
The Golden Pig doesn’t look like it’s changed all that much since—according to the sign out front—it opened in 1956. It’s still got that hometown diner appeal. Between all the chrome and bright white tile, the interior is so bright, it’s practically blinding. The booths along the wall are all made of green vinyl, the tops of the tables in the middle of the dining room are the same color, and there is a large statue of a… well... a giant golden pig standing near the front door. The small sign said its name is Belle and was made to honor one of the pigs belonging to the man who originally opened the diner, Arthur Heller. Belle, as the sign said, was a beloved pet who won the blue ribbon at one of Clayville’s first county fairs. The more you know, I guess. 
“There she is,” Astra murmurs. 
I follow Astra’s gaze and see the reason we’re sitting in the Golden Pig, to begin with: Brooklyn Browning. No more than five-three and a hundred twenty pounds, she’s a petite girl. Her golden hair shines beneath the bright lighting inside the diner, and her bright, emerald eyes sparkle. She’s a hometown beauty and is drawing the attention of most of the men sitting around the half-full diner. Brooklyn giggles and smiles flirtatiously at them. I don’t miss that her T-shirt is obviously a size too small and her skirt is a little shorter than the others. She obviously knows how to play the game, and I have no doubt, is one of the most generously tipped servers in the Pig. I have no trouble seeing her as Miss Corncob or whatever title the local beauty pageant hands out.
“A girl after your own heart, Astra,” I remark as she spots us sitting in the booth, smiles, and glides over to us.
“Hey, those days are long over,” she protests. “I hung up my miniskirts a long time ago.”
“Not too far out of reach, I hope,” I needle her.
“Stop,” she groans, swatting me away with a laugh.
Brooklyn stops at our table, and though she gives us a radiant smile, it doesn’t quite reach her eyes and isn’t nearly as warm as the one she flashes to the men at her tables. Go figure. She sets a pair of plastic-covered menus down on the table. I slide one over to Astra who picks it up and starts to read through the diner’s offerings. 
“How are y’all doin’ today?” she starts. 
“Brooklyn Browning?” I ask.
Confusion tinged with a dash of fear passes across her face—an expression that only deepens when I flash her my badge and credentials. 
“Y—yeah,” she says with a slight quaver in her voice.
“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I reply. 
“You’re with the—FBI?”
“We are.”
Her accent seems a little bit forced. It’s almost like she hits that accent harder than normal to add to her small-town, down-home persona, which I’m sure the boys in Clayville just eat right up.
“So, I guess you’re not here for a Double Pig with cheese, huh?” she asks with a nervous quiver in her voice. 
“Actually, I wouldn’t mind one,” Astra says. “With fries. Extra crispy. And a strawberry shake with whipped cream, please.” 
“Really?” I ask.
She shrugs. “I’m starving. And I’m getting the idea we’re going to be here for a while, so I might as well feed myself.” 
“Good point. Make that two,” I say. “And what time will you be off? We need to speak with you, Brooklyn.” 
“Um. Can I ask why?” 
“It’s about your friend Teagan.”
The smile slips from her face completely, and she looks down, seeming to be fighting off waves of emotion. Brooklyn’s eyes water, and she quickly dabs at them with a paper napkin she deftly pulls from the pocket of her apron. She sniffs loudly then looks up. 
“I’m sorry. It’s just… just—”
“It’s a lot… I know,” I say gently. “And I’m sorry. But we really need to speak with you about the day she went missing.”
“Our understanding is that you were running with her that morning,” Astra chimes in. “We believe you’re the last person to have seen her.” 
She shakes her head. “I—I can’t do this right now.” 
“We know you’re busy, and we’re sorry to just drop in like this,” I tell her. “But it’s critical that we speak with you, Brooklyn. Now, what time are you off?” 
She bites her bottom lip, her face etched with fear. “Do I like, need a lawyer or something?”
“You can if you feel like you need one. But that’s going to cost us time we don’t have right now,” Astra says. “We’re not looking at you as a suspect, Brooklyn. We just need to ask you some questions. That’s all.” 
We’re not actively considering her a suspect. But we’re also not taking her off the list either. Brooklyn wouldn’t be the first person to kill her best friend—usually for reasons that are silly and petty. But we won’t know until we start digging deeper. We just need to start gathering all the information we can, sorting it all out, and seeing where we stand when the dust settles. 
“Like Astra said, you can contact a lawyer, but it really will be wasting valuable time,” I press. “Time Teagan might not have.” 
She shifts on her feet and looks around the diner nervously. Part of me fears she is going to lawyer up, which would slow us down and gum up the works. But then she nods. 
“Okay. I’m off in an hour,” she says. “I’ll talk to you without a lawyer after I clear my last table. If nothing else, it should get me out of my side work.” 
Brooklyn looks at us nervously and wrings her hands together.
“Great. We’ll wait here until you’re done,” I say.
“Okay. And I’ll go get you both your meals.” 

We end up waiting a little more than an hour for her to clear the rest of her tables and punch out. But when she’s done, she motions for us to follow her. The diner is practically empty by then as the lunch crowd has filtered out and the shift changed with a new staff of servers coming in to handle the dinner rush. We follow Brooklyn through the kitchen and to a door that leads to an area behind the diner. Carrying a sandwich and fries on a plate, she leads us to a faded and aged picnic table that sits in a walled courtyard of sorts—a small area that gives the staff some small bit of privacy while they’re on break. 
Brooklyn sets her plate down on the table, then leans against the edge of it and fishes a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket. She shakes one out, sticks it between her lips, then drops the pack back into her apron and extracts her lighter in one fluid, graceful movement like a street magician. She lights her cigarette and takes a deep drag, returning the lighter to her apron pocket as she looks up and blows a thick plume of smoke to the sky. 
“Margie asked me to work a double, so I’ve got twenty minutes to talk before I have to get back onto the floor,” she says without a trace of the accent she uses inside. 
“We’ll try to be as brief as we can then,” I say. “Our understanding is that you and Teagan went running the morning she went missing.”
Brooklyn nods. “I was having a hard time keeping up with her. She’s in such great shape. And I’m sure these don’t help,” she says, holding up her cigarette. “Anyway, we came down Felson Street and stopped at the fork. Teagan wanted to run some more but I was done. She took the right fork—that’s Sunrise Street—to make another loop, which would have been another three miles or so. I was beat, so I took the left fork—that’s Cloud Street—and went on home.”
“Around what time was that?” Astra asks.
She shakes her head. “I think it was around nine-thirty or so,” she says. “I didn’t even know she was missing until her dad came by to ask me about her. He made me swear I wouldn’t mention her disappearance. I’ve had to live with knowing my best friend is missing, and I haven’t been able to do a damn thing about it.” 
She sniffs loudly, then takes an angry drag off her cigarette, and it’s not hard to see the pain on Brooklyn’s face. She hides it well inside the diner though. It’s like she’s a completely different person when she’s on the floor, interacting with other people. But now, away from the eyes of her customers and marinating in her pain, she looks vulnerable and like she’s on the verge of falling apart. We’re getting a look at the real girl beneath that perky façade she wears while working. 
“Brooklyn, was Teagan seeing anybody? Somebody her dad might not know about or approve of?” Astra asks.
She shakes her head. “Nobody around here that I know of. She mentioned that she’s seen a couple of guys back at school, but it wasn’t anything serious. Teagan’s all about her future and never has time for boys and relationships.” 
“Had she mentioned anything to you about going away for a few days? Or anybody she might be going away with?” Astra presses. 
Brooklyn again shakes her head. “No, she wasn’t planning on going out of town. I mean, I know she’s preparing to go back down to Georgetown… semester is starting soon,” she says. “But she said she wasn’t going to be leaving for another week or so.” 
“Was she acting any differently lately?” I ask. “Any change in mood or personality? Anything that might indicate she was depressed or maybe thinking about running away?” 
“There’s no way she ran away, Agents,” Brooklyn asserts. “She would never leave her dad and especially her sister like that. Never in a million years.” 
“Okay, but had her mood or personality changed recently?” 
Brooklyn takes another drag on her cigarette, seeming to be thinking about my question. But then the smoke flows out of her mouth and slowly drifts upward, partially obscuring a pensive expression on her face.
“I mean, she’s been a little distracted lately. Maybe a little stressed out,” she says. “Well, more stressed out than usual. She’s usually wound pretty tight, but this seemed a little bigger.”
“Do you know why she was distracted or stressed out?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “I don’t. Every time I asked her about it, she just changed the subject. I assume it’s school related because she’s obsessed with getting good grades and making her dad proud of her. She’s going to be a lawyer, you know. A lot of pressure.”
“So, she never mentioned anything out of the ordinary or stressful to you?” I press.
“Nothing,” she replies. “Teagan usually plays things pretty close to the vest. She’s never really opened up easily to anybody. Not even to me. I mean, she’ll eventually come around and talk about whatever it is that’s bothering her, but she always takes time to process it all first. She likes to figure it out on her own and isn’t big on pity or advice. She’s been like that as long as I’ve known her. But she’s been a little more closed off since her mom died.” 
Other than confirming that she was with Teagan the last time anybody saw her, I’m getting the sense this is pretty much a dry hole. I’ve been studying her closely and don’t see any trace of guile or deception, so my inclination is to take her at face value. I don’t think she’s lying or hiding anything from us. For all intents and purposes, I don’t think she’s our girl. 
“Okay, thank you for your time, Brooklyn,” I say. “We may have some follow-up questions for you, but we appreciate you talking to us.”
A tear spills from the corner of her eye and tracks down her cheek. “If only I’d pushed through and had run with her—” 
“This isn’t your fault, Brooklyn. There’s nothing you could have done,” Astra says gently.
She looks at us, her jaw clenched. “Please, find her. Please bring her home.” 
Her soft, quivering voice pulls at my heartstrings. If this is an act, it’s Oscar-worthy. I reach out and give her hand a gentle squeeze. 
“We’re going to do our best, Brooklyn.” 
I give her a tight smile, then Astra and I turn and head back to the SUV that’s parked in front of the diner. 
“Do you buy her act?” Astra asks. “Do you really think she’s that torn up about it?” 
“I do. Why? Don’t you?”
“I’m not sure. I mean, you saw how good she was at putting on a face and playing a role,” she says. “It’s hard to know where the façade she puts up stops and the real girl begins.” 
“That’s cynical.” 
“Yeah, you must be rubbing off on me,” she says. “I just felt like she was hiding something. Are you telling me you didn’t have the same thought?” Astra says. 
“Yeah, I had a similar thought at first,” I admit. “But I don’t think she’s that good of an actress. I think Teagan being missing is screwing her up—not to mention she seems to be genuinely feeling a load of guilt for not going with her that morning.”
“Maybe. I guess we’ll see as we dig into this deeper.”
“That we will, my friend. That we will.” 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Residence of Congressman Elton Stills; Clayville, IA
“Got a diary,” Astra announces. “A few, actually. Looks like they span a few years.” 
“Good. In the box. Maybe there will be something useful in them,” I say. “Make sure to take the laptop too. I want to have Rick and Nina see if there’s anything hidden on it that might point us in the right direction. Or any direction.” 
After coming back from speaking with Brooklyn, I enlist Astra and Lucas to help me dig through Teagan’s room. Before he departed for Washington, Congressman Stills gave us carte blanche to take whatever we needed out of his daughter’s room that might help us with the case. Knowing that Avery is in the house, and not wanting to upset her any more than she already is, I thought it best to search the room, box everything up, then take it to our war room to analyze it all. 
Teagan’s room doesn’t remind me of a young woman’s room at all. Maybe it’s because she’s twenty-four and has outgrown the boy band posters and other accouterments of childhood, or maybe she’s just not very sentimental. I know people are different. I also know it’s stereotyping and cliché to expect to see certain things in a young woman’s room. But cliches are clichés for a reason. And to me, it’s striking that she doesn’t keep mementos of fun memories, trophies, or collage boards with photos of friends, ticket stubs from concerts, or other keepsakes from good times she’s had. There is literally nothing in this room that makes me think a young woman lives here. 
Instead of posters of her favorite bands or movie stars, a framed photo of the skyline of Washington DC hangs on the wall above her bed with the White House smack in the center. Framed, black-and-white photos of landmarks like the Statue of Liberty, the Supreme Court, and the Capitol Building hang on the others. Interspersed with those are more photos of national parks in matching frames. The photography is beautiful and artistically rendered, of course, but I feel like it’s an unusual collection of photos for a twenty-four-year-old girl to have hanging in her room.
The room itself is painted in a neutral sand color, and the décor is very conservative. Even her bedding is all done in muted, earth tones. One large window sits near the eastern wall with a window seat built below it, making a nice little reading nook. Three books—two by John Grisham and one by Stephen King—sit on the large, plush pillow that lines the window seat. This is obviously where Teagen sat to escape reality, reading and staring out at the endless vista of the farm fields beyond the window. That seems to be the only thing that might be considered somewhat frivolous anywhere in the room. Otherwise, it’s as sterile as a hotel room. I’m half expecting to open a drawer and find a Gideon Bible.
A writing desk with a metal frame and a wooden top sits against the western wall and is flanked by two bookcases made of the same light oak as the desktop. A plastic mat sits below the desk, protecting the hardwood flooring from Teagan’s rolling chair. On the bookcases, there are several framed pictures of her family and her friends—the only real personal touches. Brooklyn is prominent in a couple of the pictures, but Teagan’s smile doesn’t reach her eyes. She looks like a woman with a lot of heavy things on her mind. 
Other than those photos, there are no other knick-knacks or personal touches on the shelves. Instead, the shelves are lined with law books, textbooks, and books filled with judicial opinions—not the sort of light reading you might associate with a woman Teagan’s age. I stand in the middle of the room with my hands on my hips and turn in a circle, taking it all in. 
“Does it strike you as weird that everything in this room is so… functional and utilitarian—” 
“And not at all personal?” Astra finishes my sentence. “Yeah, it struck me.” 
Lucas shrugs. “She’s a student. I mean, my room looked a lot like this back in college.”
“That’s kind of my point,” I say.
“What do you mean?” he asks. 
“She means that this is the room of somebody who’s completely anal-retentive,” Astra jumps in. “This is not a room belonging to somebody who’s enjoying the college experience. It’s not the room of a normal kid. It’s a room of some wound-up weirdo like you.” 
Astra says it with a joking inflection to her voice, but it’s clear that it hit a sore spot in Lucas. He opens his mouth to rebut her point but wisely closes it again and says nothing. Instead, he purses his lips and looks around, seeming to be trying to find something he can use to prove that he’s not uptight or type A. He fails. 
“My parents had expectations of my brother, sister, and me,” he finally tells us. “We were expected to study hard, get good grades, and prepare ourselves for life in the real world. They wanted us to learn good habits that would help us in our careers.” 
“So, what you’re saying is, you were wound pretty tight and are anal retentive,” Astra needles him.
“Shut up,” Lucas says with a lopsided grin. “All I’m saying is that maybe Teagan was just trying to live up to the expectations her father put on her.” 
“That’s kind of my point. This room is so tight and so controlled that you can practically smell the pressure Teagan was putting on herself in here,” I say. “What if the expectations Stills was putting on his daughter were so heavy, she buckled under them? Maybe she took off as a way to get out from under it—if only for a little while.” 
“It’s possible,” Astra says. “I mean, no offense, Lucas, but if I felt like I was getting squeezed that tight—either by my own expectations or those of my family—I might have blown town just to get away from it too.”
We all fall quiet and seem to think about it for a moment, and then, as if by some silent accord, turn back to our work. We’re throwing pretty much everything we can get our hands on into the boxes that we’re taking back to the war room. I walk over to the bookcases and pick up the first picture—one of Teagan with her father and sister on a ski trip. I take the back off just to see if she’d hidden anything in the frame but come up empty. The same with the other pictures on the shelves. And I thought I was being so clever. 
“What are you doing to Teagan’s room?”
The voice from the doorway startles me, and I spin around. Lucas and Astra both look as surprised as I am as we spot twelve-year-old Avery standing in the doorway. She’s a carbon copy of her big sister—milky white skin and icy blue eyes framed by hair that falls to her shoulders and is blacker than midnight. She’s only about four and a half feet tall and is rail-thin, but the resemblance is uncanny. 
“Why are you taking all of her things?” Avery asks, sounding concerned. “She’s going to want all that when she comes back.” 
“You’re right,” I say softly. “We’re only borrowing these things right now because they might help us figure out where she’s gone.” 
I shift on my feet awkwardly and look to Lucas and Astra, begging them with my eyes to save me. I’ve never been good with kids. I have no experience with them, and to be honest, I’ve never felt particularly comfortable around them. Unlike a lot of women my age, I don’t have that maternal instinct. I’ve never wanted kids. Not really. I think part of it is that I can’t relate to them, but the bigger part is that I’m afraid of inflicting the damage I’ve suffered in my life onto them. I’m afraid of drowning them in my darkness. And no child deserves that. 
“Do you know where my sister is?” Avery asks. 
“No, honey. Not yet. But we’re looking for her. We’re looking for her really hard,” I tell her.
Giving Avery what I hope is a friendly and approachable smile, I walk over to the bed and sit down then pat the spot next to me.
“Come have a seat,” I say. 
Avery hesitates in the doorway for a moment, then walks over, moving haltingly. Her eyes are wide, and I can see the fear and pain etched into her features. As she takes a seat, making sure to keep a couple of feet between us, Astra and Lucas continue their work, albeit at a slower pace. They’re undoubtedly listening to every syllable coming out of my mouth, ready to jump in just in case I make a total mess out of things. 
“You and Teagan are close?” I ask. 
She nods as a tear spills down her soft, pale cheek. “She’s my best friend,” Avery says in a trembling voice. “She always takes good care of me and lets me go everywhere with her. When she comes home from school, I mean. I can talk to her about anything.” 
“Teagan sounds like a wonderful sister.”
“She is.”
“Avery, was your sister hanging out with anybody new recently?” I ask. “Did she have any new friends that you recall seeing her with?” 
She thinks about it for a minute then shakes her head. “No. I don’t think so.” 
“You don’t think so? Or you’re not sure?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I need you to think really hard for me, Avery. It’s really important,” I press, my voice a little harder than I’d intended. 
Avery’s cheeks turn red and tears cascade down her cheeks. She buries her face in her hands, and her shoulders shake as she sobs. I look to Astra and shake my head, completely lost and not knowing what to do. I didn’t mean to make the kid cry. Astra looks back at me with an expression as bewildered as I feel and offers me a shrug, no surer what to do than I am. She’s not much better with kids than I am. 
Lucas kneels down in front of Avery, surprising me and Astra both. He takes her small, delicate hands in his much larger ones, and gives her a moment to collect herself. Slowly, Avery raises her eyes to him, and he offers her a gentle, almost paternal smile. 
“Hey, we’re sorry. We didn’t mean to upset you,” he says in a soft, smooth voice. “We’re all just very worried about Teagan, and we’re trying really hard to find her.” 
“I—I want to help. I want to help you find her,” she says in a weak, trembling voice. 
“I know you do, honey,” he says. “And you’re doing a great job. You’re helping us a lot. More than you know.”
Avery sniffs loudly. “I am?”
“You absolutely are,” he nods as he tells her. “But is there anything more you can tell us? Anything you might remember that seemed weird? Something that maybe you didn’t think much about at the time? Even the smallest thing might help.”
“Umm… well, the night before she didn’t come home, I heard her talking to somebody on the phone. I think it was a boy,” Avery says. 
He smiles. “Good. That’s good. What makes you think it was a boy?” 
“Just the way she was talking. Oh, and because she made me leave her room, and she closed the door,” she tells him. “She never closes the door and usually doesn’t care if I’m hanging out in her room when she’s talking to somebody. Not even a boy.” 
“That’s great, Avery. You’re doing amazing,” Lucas assures her. “Did you happen to hear anything she said to this boy? Or maybe you overheard a name?” 
She shakes her head. “No. She didn’t use a name. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay,” he says soothingly. “That’s great, Avery. You helped us a ton.” 
“Can I go?” she asks. “I don’t feel so good.”
“Yeah, of course,” Lucas replies. “And if you do happen to remember anything later, don’t be afraid to tell me. Like I said, everything helps.” 
“I will.” 
“Thank you, Avery.” 
She gives Lucas a watery smile then gets to her feet and darts out of the room. He watches her go with something like affection on his face that I find as heartwarming as I do surprising. 
“Lucas, I never knew you were so… you’re really good with kids. I never would have guessed that,” I say.
He laughs softly. “I have nephews and nieces. You learn to talk to kids when your brother or sister drops theirs off for you to babysit for a weekend. It’s necessary for your survival.” 
Astra grins. “Yeah, but I got the feeling there’s more to it than that. I got the feeling you want to be a daddy.” 
Lucas’ cheeks flush, and he looks away for a moment. “Maybe. One day. But not right now. There’s too much I have to do yet before Sydney and I can even think about that.” 
“Well, for the record, whenever that day comes, I have a feeling you’re going to be a good dad,” I say and mean it. 
“Thanks, Boss.” 
“All right, let’s get these things together and over to the war room,” I tell them. “We’ve got a million things to go through, and every minute we’re burning here is a minute we’re not getting any closer to finding Teagan.” 
“You think we’re going to find her alive?” Astra asks.
“I don’t know yet. I’m hoping she just needed a few days away to clear her head. That’s the best-case scenario,” I say. 
“But we should probably prepare ourselves for the worst-case scenario,” Astra points out.
“I’d rather not think in those terms, but yeah. You’re not wrong,” I say. 
“We need to bring her home, one way or the other,” Lucas says, his voice earnest. “If, for no other reason, than for that little girl.”
“I agree,” I say with a nod. “So, let’s get to work.” 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Guest House; Clayville, IA
After a mostly sleepless night spent sorting through everything we took out of Teagan’s room, we aren’t any closer to knowing what happened or where she is than we were when we got here. There still haven’t been any ransom demands and nothing indicating that Teagan was taken. The only real development of note was the arrival of Cora Pratt, who came to lend us a hand. With my team spread a little thin, we can use the extra hands and eyes on this.
We did a sweep of the road she was last seen on and found nothing. We pulled phone records to see who she was possibly talking to and found nothing. And now we’re sitting in the war room going through the diaries we found in Teagan’s room. Again. And I’m not finding much of anything that piques my interest. It’s just a lot of normal angst. Cora, having only just gotten here, is still getting up to speed and asked to take a look around the girl’s room. I don’t expect her to find anything we didn’t, but getting a sense of our subject is never a bad thing. In fact, it’s vital. And I like that Cora seems to instinctively understand that. 
“What do you think of Pratt?” I ask.
Astra looks up from the diary she’s had her nose buried in all morning. “Smart. Clever. She’s got pretty good instincts and seems pretty sharp. I mean, we’re only just getting to know her, but I think she’s got the goods and will make a solid field agent.” 
“She’s got the goods all right. That is one good-looking woman,” Rick murmurs. 
Astra, Nina, and I all turn and look over at him. He doesn’t raise his gaze, keeping his face buried in his computer, but the corner of his mouth twitches with a mischievous smile. 
“You’re such a pig,” Astra says. 
“What?” he asks, finally looking up at us, that grin on his face widening. “You wouldn’t say a word if we were in an art gallery and I commented on the beauty of a painting or a statue.” 
“We’re not in an art gallery,” Nina says flatly. 
“Not that we expect much more from you, but outside of the random art gallery, commenting on a woman’s looks is totally creepy and piggish,” Astra adds. 
“Let me write that down so I remember it,” Rick says and mimes himself taking notes. 
Astra laughs as she gives him the finger, and it seems to lighten some of the tension that has been building in the room. Frustration is mounting because we have too many questions and not enough answers. We don’t know that we even have an actual crime here. Teagan is a twenty-four-year-old woman, and in this country, she’s got the right to disappear without a word if she wants to. Even if it upsets her family.
The door opens, and Cora walks into the war room with an excited spring in her step as she sets half a dozen more diaries down in the middle of the table. Astra and I exchange a look of confusion with each other, then turn to Cora. 
“Where’d you find these?” I ask. 
“When I was a kid, I had a window seat sort of like the one in Teagan’s room. I mean, it wasn’t as nice as Teagan’s, but it was similar,” she says. “Anyway, I had a little hollow in the seat where I kept things I didn’t want found, so I just took a look under the cushions on a hunch, and voila. More diaries.” 
I sit back in my chair and look at Astra again. “Wow,” I say, then turn back to Cora. “Really nice work, Pratt. I mean… really nice work.” 
“Thank you,” she replies.
As she takes a seat at the table, Cora looks pleased with herself. As she should. I can’t believe we didn’t think to check for hollows in the window seat ourselves. And because we didn’t, I can’t help but feel like an idiot. 
“So, what do we think we’re looking at here?” Cora asks. 
“That’s the million-dollar question,” I admit. “Congressman Stills is absolutely certain Teagan was abducted. But we’ve got nothing to back that up.”
“No ransom calls, no electronic demands for money. Total radio silence in that regard. If somebody took her, they’re not looking to give her back,” Nina says. 
“We’ve checked with the Bureau’s human trafficking task force, and there aren’t any active networks in this area that we know of,” Astra adds. “No other abductions have been reported in Clayville or the surrounding towns. But we’ve got the task force still digging in, so we’ll see if anything pops on their end.”
“So, we’re thinking she might have just… run away?” Cora asks.
“Hard to say,” I answer. “But the Director put us on the case personally, so we’ve got to keep on it like a dog with a bone. I think Director Holland believes if we can bring this case to a happy end, he’ll score some points with Stills and get him off the Bureau’s ass.” 
“Seems reasonable,” Cora replies. “What makes us think she might have run away?” 
“The initial profile I’ve put together on Teagan is that she’s a high-strung girl who puts a lot of pressure on herself. You saw her room, for God’s sake. It’s a shrine to efficiency and studiousness without a trace of fun or frivolity. That is supported by her friend, Brooklyn Browning, who echoed those sentiments,” I say. “I’m thinking it’s possible Teagan might have just snapped and needed to get away to blow off some steam. Part of me thinks she might stumble back through the front door a few days from now, hungover as hell, but no worse for the wear.” 
“Until that happens, though, we’re covering every other conceivable angle,” Astra adds.
“I thought that went without saying,” I reply. 
Astra gestures to Cora. “Don’t take anything for granted when we’ve got newbies in the room. She doesn’t know you like we do, so nothing can go without saying.” 
Cora laughs. “I can follow along well enough.” 
“So, we’ll dig into the diaries, but here’s my next thought,” I start.
“Lay it on us,” Astra says. 
“Sex offenders,” I state. 
“That’s… a strange thought. I mean, stranger than usual. Even for you,” Astra quips, drawing a chuckle from Cora.
“Nina, do me a favor and run a search for registered sex offenders in Clayville.” 
“On it.” 
With a little more than fifty-three thousand souls living within town limits, Clayville is the tenth most populous city in Iowa, so I’m figuring there are going to be a hefty number of sex offenders living here. But there are ways to narrow the list. 
“Okay, it looks like we have two hundred and ninety-one sick, disgusting perverts—sorry, registered sex offenders—in Clayville,” Nina announces.
“Okay, now filter that list to only include first-degree offenders,” I say. “Then filter that out to exclude those whose offenses involved minors.”
Iowa, like many states, has a tiered system for registered sex offenders. First-degree offenders have committed the most serious crimes—most all of them involving some form of violence. There is a high re-offense rate among all sex offenders, but the highest rate, not surprisingly, exists among those in the highest tier. It’s very possible one of these creeps saw a beautiful girl like Teagan all alone out there and couldn’t control their depraved urges. 
“Why are you filtering it out like that?” Cora asks. 
I have to pause to remind myself that Cora’s background is different from mine. She doesn’t have the same experience or expertise. My background is in psychology, and I’ve spent a lot of years profiling offenders. Cora hasn’t. So, I force myself to slow down and explain it to her. Learning how to think like a profiler might help Cora in her own career somewhere down the line. So, I take it as my responsibility to teach her how to do it. 
“Because most sex offenders tend to be preferential—they have a type,” I say. “Offenders who have a taste for pre-pubescent or pubescent children tend to stay in that lane. Likewise, offenders who don’t have a taste for kids but prefer women closer to their age, tend to stick with their preference.”
“And they look down on the kiddy-diddlers, thus proving there is a hierarchy even among the sickest and most repugnant among us,” Astra finishes. 
“That’s… disgusting,” Cora says.
“Right?” Astra replies. “It’s the way of the world though. Everybody, no matter how repulsive, has to feel superior to somebody else.” 
“What a world we live in,” Cora quips. 
“I say that at least once a day,” Astra tells her. 
“Okay, with the filters applied, we’re down to sixty-seven tier-one offenders,” Nina says. 
“That’s a whole bunch of offenders,” Astra groans. 
“A whole lot of leads we’re going to have to run down,” Cora adds.
A crooked grin crosses my lips. “She catches on quick.” 
“Then I think she should get off her butt and start knocking on doors with us,” Astra says. 
“I think that’s a fantastic idea,” I reply. 
“The question is, how are we going to do this without giving the game away?” Astra asks. 
“What do you mean?” Cora asks. 
“Congressman Stills doesn’t want word getting out that Teagan is missing. He’s adamant about it,” Astra explains. “No press. Period. It’s why he’s back in DC—to avoid drawing attention to this whole situation here in his district.” 
“If we’re going to go knock on sixty-seven doors, that’s going to present a problem,” Cora notes. “We can’t control what they do with the information.”
“Maybe not. But odds are, they wouldn’t have taken Teagan if they knew who she was. They wouldn’t want to bring down that sort of heat on themselves,” I tell them. 
“I don’t know if I’d give criminals that much credit. They don’t usually think in the same kind of terms normal people do,” Cora says. 
“But if there’s one thing that’s universal among criminals, it’s that they will not intentionally draw attention to themselves,” I counter. “Especially if they’re in the middle of doing something that’s going to land them back in prison.” 
“So that means we’d be safe to assume they don’t know who she is, right?” Cora says. “So, if we just show them her picture—but don’t give them Teagan’s name—it might help keep word from getting out.” 
“She really does catch on quick,” I say. 
“That she does,” Astra says. 
Cora’s cheeks flush with color, and she looks away, but not before I see the small smile on her face. She likes the praise but handles compliments about as well as I do. 
“Listen, we’re not going to be able to keep a lid on this story forever. Somebody is bound to notice she’s missing sooner or later,” I tell them. “So, just do your best to delay that inevitability as long as possible. If there’s a leak, it will not come from this team. Everybody clear?”
“Crystal,” Astra says, and everybody else agrees. 
“Okay, this is what we’re going to do,” I say. “Nina, divide those names into four lists and print them out. Also, print out four pictures of Teagan. Since Lucas has a good rapport with Avery, we’ll leave him on guard duty, and I’ll pull Mo in on this. We’re all going out to knock on doors. Rattle these guys. Shake them up and put them on the spot—and don’t let them off the hook. And above all else, don’t use Teagan’s name. Do not give them specifics. And don’t let them ask the questions. Stay in control of the interview, and let’s see where we get at the end of this road.
“We’ve got sixty-seven leads that very well could be sixty-seven dead ends when all is said and done. But it’s incumbent upon us to do our due diligence. We need to get this one right, and we need to do it all by the book, kids. We’ve got a lot of eyes inside and outside the Bureau on us. Any questions?” 
Astra and Cora exchange a look and then shake their heads. They both look determined, though, and eager to get started on what might be a fool’s errand. A necessary one, but a fool’s errand nonetheless. 
“No, I think we’re good,” Astra says. 
“And what about us lowly desk jockeys?” Rick asks. 
“Keep digging into all the names we’ve pulled out of those diaries so far,” I say. “I want to know everything about these people. Literally everything. When we get back, we’ll dig into the new set of diaries… assuming the sex offender angle turns out to be a snipe hunt.” 
“All right then,” Astra says. “Let’s get out there and start banging on doors.” 
I turn to Cora. “You ready for this?” 
She nods eagerly. “More than ready.”
“Good. Okay then, let’s see what you got,” I say. “And you guys, be careful out there.”





Kessel Park Neighborhood, Residence of Dwayne Harper; Clayville, IA
“Fancy meeting you in a place like this,” Cora says as I climb out of the Suburban.
I frown. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to talk to one Dwayne Harper.”
I pull the list out of my pocket and give it a quick scan. “Huh. I guess Nina must have accidentally doubled us up.”
“Funny we got here at the same time,” Cora says with a grin.
“Yeah. Good timing,” I reply as I tuck my list back into my pocket.
“Should I just move on to the next one?”
“Nah. We’re already here,” I tell her. “Let’s go rattle ol’ Dwayne’s cage some.” 
“Excellent.” 
I take a quick glance around the quiet neighborhood. It sits on the far eastern edge of town and leaves a lot to be desired. Most of the homes are either Ranch style or in the Craftsman style of architecture and look somewhat run-down. Unlike the western side of the city where all the homes are large and well-spaced out with plenty of land all around them, this section of Clayville is poorer, the houses all jammed together without a lot of space between them. Like most places in this country, as the city grows in size and wealth, places like the Kessel Park neighborhood, where the poor and working-class live, tend to get left behind.
Harper’s house is an old Craftsman that looks to be close to a hundred years old and has clearly seen better days. The paint, which might have been a light blue at one point, now looks more like a faded, washed-out gray. I can see cardboard over a couple of broken-out windowpanes, and the grass is dry and brown—what little of it there is since most of the yard is dirt. The low-peaked and gabled roof sags in a few spots and is missing shingles in others, and the stairs that lead to a small, covered porch are bowed. Harper’s house, like many of the others around it, looks tired. Worn out.
As we walk up the driveway, the concrete pitted and cracked, the sound of hard metal music—Judas Priest, I think—suddenly erupts, shattering the stillness of the air around us. Cora looks back, and I gesture to the walk that leads to what I assume is the garage at the rear of the house. Pushing my coat back, I give myself easy access to my weapon. Something about this is setting the warning bells in my head ringing. Something doesn’t feel right. 
“Keep your eyes open,” I whisper to Cora. 
She’s walking a step in front of me, and the moment she comes around the side of the house, Cora yelps and suddenly throws herself to the side.
“Gun!” she shouts.
As she hits the ground with a loud grunt, the sharp crack of gunshots rings out. I pull back behind the wall as bullets thump into the wood. As Cora scrambles back and pulls her weapon, I jerk the Glock out of the holster on my hip.
“You all right?” I ask.
“I’m good.” 
Another shot makes me press my back against the wall so hard I’m half-afraid I’m going to push myself straight through the soft, rotting wood. 
“Circle back around to the other side of the house,” I tell her. “I’ll keep him busy here so you can flank him.” 
“Will do,” she says. 
“Be careful, Cora.”
“I will.”
Cora is off like a shot, leaving me standing here with my heart racing and my body tingling with nervous electricity. I swallow hard, knowing I need to give Cora the time to get into place.
“Dwayne Harper,” I call out. “Special Agent Blake Wilder, FBI—” 
Another shot thumps into the back of the house, and I cringe. I have no idea how much ammo he’s got or how many other weapons he’s sitting on, but if he keeps peppering the house with bullets, it’s probably only going to be a matter of time before one of his rounds comes through. I silently berate myself for not thinking to put my vest on before we left the Stills place. 
As I press myself against the wall, one question keeps ringing through my head: Why in the world is Harper shooting at us? Even if he wasn’t a felon out on parole, and thus prohibited from possessing a firearm, shooting at federal agents is generally frowned upon in the eyes of the law. That tells me he’s got something big to hide and sees no other way out. 
“There’s no need to dig yourself in any deeper, Dwayne,” I call out.
“Ain’t no sense in letting you take me in neither,” he shouts, his voice high-pitched and nasally. “I ain’t gonna die in prison.” 
“Well, tell you what, let’s talk about this. Nothing’s been done that we can’t walk back,” I call back.
“There’s nothin’ to talk about,” he screams. “I already know I can’t walk nothin’ back. I ain’t a moron, lady!”
In the distance, I hear the faint sound of sirens. No doubt Sheriff Irving and his men are on the way. That only increases the pressure on Cora and me to end this little standoff if we hope to question Harper. I have a feeling Harper is so desperate to avoid going back to prison, if he can’t get us to do it, he’s going to force Irving and his men to light him up once they arrive. 
“Harper, come on,” I shout. “Let’s just talk this out.” 
“I’ve got nothing to say.”
“Sure, you do.”
He fires off another three shots that slam into the back of the house as the sound of the sirens grows closer. Time is running out. 
“Come on, Dwayne. Let’s put the guns down and talk this out.” 
“You might as well just put a bullet in me because if you stick your head out from around that corner, I’m gonna blow it—” 
His voice is cut off by a strangled snarl and the sound of a struggle. The barrel of my Glock leading the way, I come around the house crouched low just in time to see Cora deliver a vicious roundhouse that sends Harper’s gun flying. With a loud growl, he launches himself at her, but the smaller, nimbler Cora spins to the side, sending him bull-rushing right past her. I stand there with my weapon trained on him but am transfixed by the spectacle playing out in front of me. Harper towers over her small, petite frame, making me feel like I’m watching a physical re-enactment of David and Goliath. 
Harper manages to slow his momentum, but as he turns around, Cora’s fist crashes straight into his face. His head snaps back, coloring the air with a thick spray of his blood. His eyes are wide, a sneer curls his lips, and the lower half of his face is painted crimson, giving him a nightmarish visage. Cora is undaunted, though, and when he starts forward again, she dodges the haymaker he throws and drives her foot straight into his leg. Even from where I’m standing, I hear the sound of his knee snapping like a dry twig. He immediately crumples to the ground, his agonized howls echoing around the neighborhood. 
Cora quickly rolls him onto his stomach and deftly cuffs his hands behind his back. Harper continues to wail, even as she pulls him into a sitting position. I holster my weapon and then walk over. Cora’s face is red, and her breathing is labored as she bends down, putting her hands on her knees, trying to catch her wind. She finally stands up and looks at me. 
“You broke my leg,” he shouts. “You broke my fu—” 
“Shut up or I’ll break your face next,” she snarls at him. 
Cora is tiny but fierce, and Harper must see the fury in her eyes because he stops screaming and looks down at his leg, continuing to softly whimper instead. He’s a large, heavyset man with short, dark hair and dark eyes. His beard is long and scraggly, he’s got a bad complexion, and he smells like he hasn’t bathed in several days. Maybe more. He’s not an attractive man and doesn’t do anything to help himself in that department.
I walk over to the radio that’s still blaring what Harper seems to think is music but just sounds like angry screaming to me. I yank the cord out of the wall, plunging us into a blessed silence that I savor for a moment before I turn around.
“That was impressive, Cora. Seriously. You’ve got some moves,” I tell her. 
“Thanks. But that’s just twelve years of jiujitsu lessons and a healthy desire to keep from being killed kicking in,” she replies.
“Always trust your instincts,” I say, making her face flush. 
The garage door is standing open, so I walk in, wanting to know what Harper thought was worth shooting at us for. 
“Stay out of there,” he growls through gritted teeth. “You ain’t got no warrant!” 
“You’re not only on parole, you took shots at us, moron,” I spit. “We can do anything we want to you at this point.” 
The garage is surprisingly clean and seems to be well-organized, though he does seem to be a bit of a hoarder. Still, the cleanliness of the garage is an interesting juxtaposition to the walking disaster he is. Stacks of boxes line the wall to my right. A quick glance shows me they’re filled with old magazines, clothes, and the assorted detritus of living. At the back of the garage is a folding room divider that’s clearly meant to shield something from prying eyes, which of course, intently piques my interest.
“You stay out of there!” Harper screams.
I look back in time to see Cora cuff him behind the ear. It’s not a hard shot, but Harper reacts like she hit him upside the head with a baseball bat.
“Shut up,” she growls then adds, “drama queen.” 
I laugh to myself as I turn and walk back to the divider at the back of the garage. Harper is grumbling and moaning about me being in his garage, warrants, violations of his civil rights, and also about the pain in his leg. As I come around that divider and see what’s on the table back there, I whistle low. Now, I see why Harper was willing to open fire on us. Sitting on a worktable is a blue shoebox, and in that box are a couple of bricks of white powder. Beside the shoebox, there’s a scale and a box full of smaller baggies filled with the drugs he’s stepping on and repackaging back here.
“This is quite the little operation you have going, Dwayne,” I call. 
“Just shoot me,” he moans. “Don’t send me back to prison. C’mon. Put a damn bullet in me, will you?” 
As the sirens continue drawing closer, I grab one of the baggies and walk back to where Harper is sitting on the ground. Squatting down beside him, I tap the baggie against his forehead. He narrows his eyes and glares at me, hatred lighting his face. 
“You’re in a whole world of hurt, Dwayne,” I say. “And I’m not talking about your leg.” 
“You broke my leg. I’m going to sue every last one of you,” he sneers, trying to summon up some last bit of defiance. 
I laugh. “Let’s see how that goes for you.” 
“I didn’t do nothin’,” he squeals. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” I say. “That box full of what is probably heroin or fentanyl means we’ve got you on an intent to distribute narcotics charges here. And given the weight you’ve got there, that’s federal time, my friend.”
“We’ve also got him on two counts of attempted murder of federal officers,” Cora adds. 
“Right. That too. We don’t want to forget that or the various gun charges we can and will slap him with,” I reply. 
“And I just have to say, Mr. Harper, that forty-four Magnum you were shooting at us makes me think you’re compensating for something,” Cora says with a grin.
“Screw you,” he hisses. 
“We also don’t want to forget kidnapping,” I say. 
“Wait, what? Kidnappin’?” he screeches. “You’re just makin’ stuff up now. You’re tryin’ to railroad me. I didn’t kidnap nobody.” 
“Why would we need to railroad you for anything, Mr. Harper?” Cora asks. “We’ve got you on enough charges as it is, even without the kidnapping charge, to put you away for the rest of your life. And the life after that.”
“That’s just what you pigs do,” he growls. “I didn’t snatch nobody.” 
“No?” I ask. “You sure about that?” 
“I didn’t kidnap nobody,” he states firmly. 
Cora squats down on the other side of him and pulls her phone out of her pocket, then calls up the picture of Teagan and holds it out for him to see. I watch him closely as he looks at it and don’t see any trace of recognition in his eyes. Not a single flicker, twitch, or tic. The man either has no tells or he doesn’t know her. Given his lack of impulse control, I’m going to go with the latter. He didn’t take Teagan.
“I don’t know who that chick is. I swear to God—I don’t know her. And I sure as hell didn’t snatch her,” he pleads. 
“Where is she, Dwayne?” I ask. 
“How the hell would I know? I ain’t never seen her until you showed me that damn picture,” he snarls. 
“Last chance, Dwayne,” I say and lean closer, making him automatically recoil. “Where is she? Where are you keeping her?” 
“I don’t know who that chick is!” he cries. “I swear to God I got no idea.”
His responses seem genuine. His fear is authentic. I exchange a look with Cora, and she seems to be coming to the same conclusion I am. This isn’t our guy. I stand up as an army of cop cars screeches to a stop on the street out front and a herd of deputies comes rushing to the back area, guns drawn. Sheriff Irving comes in behind his men and motions for them all to put their weapons down.
“Look like y’all have this under control,” he drawls. 
“We managed,” I say.
“What brought you out here?”
“We wanted to talk to him about that matter Agent Russo and I spoke with you about.”
“I see,” he replies. “So, how’d this go from havin’ a simple conversation with the man to the shoot-out at the OK Corral?” 
“You’ll have to ask him, but I suspect the boatload of drugs in the garage may have played a pivotal role,” I tell him. “Dwayne opened up on us the minute we arrived. Agent Pratt circled around the house, got the drop on him, and subdued him.”
Irving’s laughter was a deep rumble. “Dwayne, are you really tellin’ me this little slip of a thing beat the crap out of you?”
“She broke my leg, Sheriff. She—”
“From where I’m standin’, it looks like you’re lucky that’s all she did,” Irving says. 
“Sheriff, I’m hurtin’ bad, man. I need—” 
“I’d say you probably deserve it,” he cuts him off. “It’s a good thing we weren’t here, boy. If you’d opened up on me and my men, you’d have more holes in you than that piece of Swiss cheese you call a brain. I think you should be thankin’ this agent for her restraint. And stop whinin’. We’ll get you to the hospital right quick.”
“You’d think he’d be a little more discreet about running his burgeoning drug empire out of his garage,” I say. 
Irving shakes his head. “Ol’ Dwayne here has never been the sharpest tool in the shed. I’ve had to deal with him more’n a few times over the years.”
“I imagine you have,” I reply. “Anyway, he’s not relevant in our matter, but it looks like you have a nice bust here. You’re getting a lot of dope off the streets.” 
He cocks his head and looks at me. “But we didn’t do anything.” 
“Your jurisdiction, your collar. We’re only interested in one thing,” I say. “This bust is going to look good in the papers. Give your department a little goodwill and positive press. Never bad things to pocket. Unless you want to call in the DEA and give them the credit.” 
“Agent Wilder—” 
“He’s got nothing to do with our matter, Sheriff. But you can score a few points with this arrest and seizure. You should do it,” I tell him. 
He looks at me for a moment, then gives me a nod. “Thank you, Agent Wilder. I appreciate that a whole bunch. I owe you one.” 
“Nah. At the end of the day, we’re all on the same team,” I reply. “Just give me an update on what we talked about when you have a chance, and we’ll call it square.” 
“Thank you, Agent Wilder.”
“Of course,” I reply.
Cora falls into step beside me as we walk away. Behind us, I hear Irving barking orders to his men, telling them to tear the garage as well as the house apart and search for more contraband. Harper groans loudly and, almost as an afterthought, Irving orders somebody to get an ambulance out to the house for the man. 
“You’re just going to give up the credit?” Cora asks. “That’s a pretty good seizure I bet would play well for you.” 
I shrug. “I’m not into taking credit. I’m very media averse.” 
“Huh. Most people would want that spotlight for themselves.”
“I’m not most people,” I tell her. 
“No, I guess you’re not,” she says almost admiringly. “But I am seeing why you’ve got the reputation you have.” 
“What reputation is that? Cold, emotionless ballbuster?” 
“No, the hardcore badass who took down the Thirteen.” 
“Not a bad reputation to have. But I do my best to foster the other one,” I say. 
She laughs. “As far as our case, though, this was a bust.” 
“Get used to it. Ninety-nine percent of all leads we’re going to follow will be busts,” I tell her. “But we have to run them down anyway because hiding somewhere in that pile of garbage is the one thing that will crack the case wide open. It’s our job to find that one thing.” 
“It’s frustrating.”
“It is. But that’s the job, and you need an abundance of patience,” I tell her. “You just have to learn to let things roll off your back while still being tenacious.”
We weave our way around the phalanx of cop cars in the street and make our way back to the SUVs. We still have quite a few creeps to visit. 
“I’m glad I came out here with you, Chief,” she says. 
“Yeah? Why’s that?”
“I’m already learning a lot.” 
“I’m glad. And I’m glad you’re out here too,” I say. “I don’t know that I could have taken Harper down the way you did. That was impressive.” 
“Well, yeah. I guess I am kind of a badass,” she replies, grinning. 
“Yes, you are,” I reply with a laugh. “I’ll see you back in the war room later. Oh, and put on your vest, and be sure to watch your back out there.” 
“See you around,” she nods. 





Gammons Autoworks; Clayville, IA
“You’re kidding me,” Astra says. 
I shake my head. “Nope. Cora subdued a guy who was literally twice her size. It was impressive to watch.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about,” she says. “I want to know why she gets to beat on somebody and I don’t.” 
“She was in the right place at the right time?” 
We share a laugh, and I settle back into my seat. We’ve been watching the car dealership-slash-repair shop-slash-body shop for the last hour, waiting for our target to arrive. The extended lunch he’s taking must be one of the perks of being the boss’s kid and heir apparent of this automobile empire. 
“I’m impressed with Cora. And the more I see, the more impressed I am,” I say. 
Astra nods. “She’s good. I’m surprised she wanted to hang back and read through the new diaries she found.”
“She wants to get into Teagan’s head. I think that’s a good thing,” I respond. “She might find something that could lead us to where she is. I mean, she did find the diaries we missed.”
“Don’t tell me you’re angling for a new partner now, Blake.”
“I don’t know, Astra, what have you done for me lately?”
“Bought you lunch, for one.” 
We laugh at that. Our raids on Clayville’s sex offenders had netted us nothing… unlike the Clayville Sheriff’s Department, whose cells are now busting at the seams. We found twelve of our sixty-seven deviants in violation of the terms of their parole. Drugs mostly. But a few had guns. A couple had drugs and guns. And there were two others who, like Dwayne Harper, thought taking a shot at an FBI agent was a good idea. So, it was a good day for Irving’s crew, but a net zero day for us. 
After striking out with the degenerates, we retreated to the war room to gather ourselves and regroup to find we still have next to nothing. The human trafficking task force is a bust. They have no information about active networks in this area. Not so much as a whisper. More than that, there has yet to be a ransom demand or any communication at all from anybody claiming to have taken Teagan. Frankly, we still have no evidence she’s been taken. It’s like she just vanished off the face of the earth without a trace. 
But I’m not ready to throw in the towel just yet. If nothing else, the longer we’re out here in corn country, the longer I can put off sitting in front of the OPR panel. It’s giving me time to think and come up with a plan. 
“Why are we on this car guy anyway? You were vague about it before we left,” Astra says. 
“Honestly? It’s because he’s the closest thing we have to a lead right now.”
“So, we’re just spinning our wheels. Got it.” 
“In one of her diaries—the ones we found, not the ones the wunderkind discovered—she talked about Justin Gammons,” I tell her. “They were friends back in high school and dated on and off for a while. He apparently didn’t handle their breakup well.” 
As she listens to me, Astra is tapping away at her tablet, no doubt doing a cursory search on Justin Gammons. She’s not going to find much though. I already tried. 
“He doesn’t have a record,” I tell her. “And nothing indicating he’s violent.” 
“Unless some enterprising deputy cut a deal with the car king of Clayville and kept Justin’s name off any official documentation,” Astra says. “I know Sheriff Irving thinks that doesn’t happen, but he’s not with his deputies out in the field for every call.” 
“It’s a fair point. That’s why we’re here. We’ll rattle his cage and see what falls out. I want to get a sense of this kid.” 
“Hey, looks like we’re finally on,” she says.
I follow her gaze and see him stepping into the dealership office. He’s tall… six feet or so, with stylishly cut hair so blond, it’s almost white. He’s trim, fit, and fills out what looks to be a designer three-piece suit very well. He looks like the poster boy for Midwestern America while simultaneously being the poster boy for privileged, spoiled, and entitled trust fund kids. 
“Okay, let’s go have a chat,” I say.
“Let’s do it.” 
We climb out of the Suburban, then walk across the street and step into the dealership. There are a couple of guys in suits standing off to the side who give us little more than a passing glance. Clearly, they’re good enough at their job that they don’t see a commission when they look at us. The dealership floor is spotless, and the entire area has that new car smell. On the floor sit a sparkling new Cadillac Escalade, a Ford F-150, and a BMW 8 series. They’ve got a little something for everybody. I lead Astra over to the BMW and stand beside it. 
“This is a really nice car,” she marvels.
“Yeah, I could get comfortable behind the wheel of this thing.” 
“Well then, let’s see what we can do about getting you behind the wheel of this beauty.” We turn to see Justin Gammons walking toward us, his teeth unnaturally white and gleaming under the showroom lights. 
“Mr. Gammons,” I say.
“Please, call me Justin,” he says. “And you are?” 
His smile fades instantly the moment he sees our badges. “Agents Wilder and Russo. FBI,” I make the introduction. “Is there somewhere we can talk, Justin?”
His eyes dart around the dealership as a strange, worried expression crosses his face. Having a couple of FBI agents show up at your workplace is probably disconcerting and more than a little frightening, even if you’re not guilty of anything. And putting him back on his heels is exactly what I wanted to do. But Justin is all about image. He needs to present himself to the world in a certain way, and looking terrified while having us standing here in front of him probably isn’t a very good look for him. He manages to snap back into obsequious car salesman mode.
“T—talk about what?” he asks, speaking in a hushed tone. 
“Do you have an office we can speak in privately?” I ask. 
He clears his throat. “Uh, yeah. Sure. Just… follow me.” 
He leads us off the showroom floor and then down a short hallway. We pass a couple of other offices before we get to his. The front wall is all glass, as is the door. A black handle runs vertically down the glass, and a black placard bears his name in silver letters to the left of the door. Justin pulls it open and stands aside, letting us walk in ahead of him. As we take the pair of chairs in front of his desk, he walks around and drops into the chair behind it. 
His office is clean, as you’d expect from a man whose image is everything. The right wall is lined with chrome and glass shelves, and atop those are framed pictures of Justin with his family and friends. There are a couple of awards mixed in with them as well as models of various cars. And on our left, pieces of modern, abstract art hang on the walls. Like Justin himself, his office seems very well staged. An artifice. It all seems to be portraying that right image. 
“So, what can I do for you, Agents?” he asks. 
Now that we’re out of the public eye, he seems to have recovered a bit of his swagger and bravado. That Colgate smile returns and looks slightly more natural as he seems more at ease. 
“We wanted to talk to you about Teagan Stills,” I say.
His expression darkens, but that well-practiced smile on his face doesn’t falter. “Teagan? What about her?” 
“We understand that you two used to see each other,” Astra says. 
“Yeah, we were on and off for a little while,” he replies. “I thought it best we stop seeing each other when she went off to Georgetown. Long distance relationships never work, you know.”
“Oh, of course,” Astra says. “So, it was you who decided to end things?”
He nods. “Yeah. But it was amicable and everything.” 
“So, it wasn’t Teagan who ended your relationship.” 
He stares at us for a long moment, his lips pinched, his eyes wary. “What is this about, Agents? Why are you asking about a relationship that’s ancient history?” 
“Teagan is being vetted for a staff position in DC, so we have to do our due diligence,” I tell him. “We have to make sure all the boxes are checked. You know bureaucracy.” 
He seems to unclench, and his body relaxes slightly. “All that government red tape. All it does is gum up the works.” 
“You’re telling me,” I say with a practiced roll of my eyes. “But anyway, back to Teagan. We were under the impression that she’s the one who broke it off—and that you didn’t handle it particularly well.” 
“That’s not true!” he says, sitting up in his seat quickly.
As if realizing he’s on the verge of shouting, he dials it down and sits back, seeming to silently count to ten. Gammons takes a drink from the soda can sitting on the edge of his desk and calms himself down. 
“So, you weren’t upset that she ended things with you?” Astra presses. 
“What does this have to do with her being vetted for a position in DC?” he asks. 
“We need a full and complete picture of her, Justin,” I say. “That includes past relationships that could prove… problematic.”
He shakes his head. “You make it sound like I was stalking her.”
“Were you?” Astra asks.
“No. Of course not,” he says. “I mean, not to sound arrogant or anything, but come on! It’s not like I have trouble attracting women.” 
“Yeah, that didn’t sound arrogant at all,” Astra mutters.
“Not a bit,” I confirm.
He seems to deflate and glares at us, not amused by our mocking of him. 
“Explain it to us then, Justin. Why would we hear that you didn’t handle your breakup with Teagan very well?” I press. 
“Look, there is a lot about Teagan you don’t know. That very few people know,” he says.
“Enlighten us and clear this all up, then,” I say. 
His lips pursed, he drums his fingers on the glass top of his desk. I sit back in my chair and give him an even gaze that’s frosty with just a tinge of hostility. I obviously can’t compel him to say a word to me, but I’m hoping that by putting on my best scary-FBI-agent face, it might intimidate him enough to start talking. 
“Look, it’s not that we split up that… upset me,” he finally says. “It’s… complicated.” 
“Then uncomplicate it for us,” Astra says, her voice cold and tight. 
He frowns and blots his palms on his slacks. I can see by the tightness in his face that whatever happened between him and Teagan stung him pretty hard. But hard enough to snatch her? To do something worse to her? That much I just can’t say yet.
“Let’s just say Teagan isn’t the perfect little princess people think she is,” he growls.
“Meaning?” Astra asks with a raise of her eyebrow. 
“Meaning that Teagan isn’t who everybody thinks she is,” he says. “Everybody has this image of her as this pure, virginal girl. Trust me, the reality doesn’t live up to that image.” 
“Then who is she, Justin? Tell me,” I ask. 
“She got around for one thing. A lot,” he says. 
“She had a lot of boyfriends?” 
“Something like that,” he replies. “She also did a lot of drugs. Not that anybody knew. She guarded that secret like the damn nuclear codes or something. She just couldn’t bear the thought of her dear old daddy finding out she liked to do a little blow now and then.” 
“If she did it in secret, how do you know she did drugs?” Astra asks. 
“Because I turned her onto my dealer. Duh,” he says, then quickly adds, “But I only ever bought weed from him. I know it’s illegal here, but—”
“Relax, we don’t care if you smoke a joint. Frankly, we don’t care about your recreational drug use at all,” Astra says. 
“I agree. Your drug habits don’t interest us,” I say. “What we want to know is if there was any bad blood between your dealer and Teagan?” 
“Hell, I don’t know,” he says. “I made the introduction, but their business was their business. You know what I mean?” 
“We’re going to need your dealer’s name and where we can find him,” I say. 
“Come on,” he whines. “You’re really going to make me throw him under the bus?” 
“Yeah. We are,” Astra smiles. “We need to talk to him.” 
“Or we can take an interest in your drug habit, if you prefer,” I add. 
He lets out a heavy sigh but pulls out a pad of paper and a pen, then grumbles under his breath as he starts to write. 
I lean forward in my seat. “Now, I want to circle back to what you were saying about her boyfriends—”
“Let me save you some time. I don’t know who he, or they, were,” he says. “All I know is that she was seeing somebody while we were together—”
“That must have pissed you off,” Astra notes.
“That was also years ago. But at the time? Yeah, sure it did. I have a feeling anybody in my position would be pretty pissed off. Getting cheated on sucks,” he huffs. “But like I said, I’ve moved on. Getting women isn’t a problem for me.” 
“I’m sure,” I say. “So, you work here every day?”
He nods. “I do. Monday through Friday and sometimes on Saturday.” 
“Dedicated,” Astra says. 
“I’m learning everything I can before I take over the dealership,” he says. “My father had me start at the bottom and work my way up.” 
“Good for him,” I say. “So, you were here in the office the last couple of days?”
“Of course. I even sold a ‘23 Denali yesterday,” he says with an obvious note of pride. 
“And your coworkers would verify that?” 
“They would. But all the paperwork from that sale is date- and time-stamped in the system too,” he says slowly, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. “What is this all about? This doesn’t seem like you’re vetting Teagan—”
“We just need to collect as much information as we can.” 
I reach over and take the paper he’d written down the name of his dealer on, then get to my feet. After taking a quick look at it, I fold the paper and slip it into my coat pocket. 
“Is there anything else you can tell us, Justin?” I ask. “Has she had problems with anybody lately? Anybody harassing her? Threatening her?”
“I have no idea. I haven’t talked to her in a while—at least a year. Probably more,” he says. “We’re not exactly running in the same social circles anymore.”
“And you’d have no cause to do anything to her, would you?” Astra presses. 
“No. Not at all,” he replies. 
“And you didn’t do anything to her, did you?” I press. 
“No, of course not,” he growls. “What is this really about, Agents?” 
“We just want to know where problems might come from or any enemies she has. That’s all,” I tell him. “We may have some follow-up questions for you, but we appreciate your help. Thanks for taking the time to talk to us.”
“Uhhh… yeah. Sure. Anything you need,” he says warily. “But are you not going to tell me what’s really going on with all these questions?”
“There’s nothing to tell you,” Astra says. “Vetting candidates is a very thorough and exceedingly tedious process, and you’re not going to understand all the questions or our reasons for asking them. But we appreciate your patience.”
“We’ll be in touch,” I say. 
Astra and I leave the dealership, ignoring the stares of the other salesmen as we cross the showroom floor. I thought we’d been discreet, but I heard one of them whispering something about the “FBI Agents who were in Justin’s office.” I’m sure the rumor mill will be churning wildly in a matter of moments. 
“What do you think?” Astra asks. 
“Assuming she was taken, I don’t think he’s involved with Teagan’s disappearance,” I say.
“I agree.” 
I pull the sheet of paper out of my pocket and hand it over to her. She glances at it.
“But at least this wasn’t a wasted trip. We got another lead for all of our trouble,” I say. “And we’re possibly getting another picture of Teagan. Sounds like the perfect daughter has a life her dad knows absolutely nothing about.” 
“Thank God,” she says. “This girl is finally getting interesting.”
I start the engine and pull away from the curb, then point us toward the southern edge of town. We’ve got a drug dealer to have a chat with. 





Rolling Green Farm, Residence of Brandon Gordon; Clayville, IA
When Justin sent us out to see his drug dealer, I didn’t expect that he’d send us to a working farm with a very slick, professional-looking setup. A quick and dirty background check showed that Brandon Gordon had inherited the farm from his father, as he had inherited it from his. But rather than do something stupid and run the farm into the ground—something I’d expect of a drug dealer—Gordon actually grew and expanded the business. Corn and soybeans are the main products, though they grow a few other crops as well. Everything around us is clean and in good working order. 
As we climb out of the SUV, we’re approached by a man a few inches shorter than me with dark hair and eyes, and warm, tawny skin. He’s wearing a plaid flannel, blue jeans, work boots, and a straw cowboy hat atop his head. He stops a few feet away, looking us both over with a welcoming smile on his face. Behind him, the yard near the barn is full of men hustling and bustling about. The business of farming is apparently in full swing… not that I know the first thing about it.
“Afternoon,” he greets us. “How can I help you?” 
When we badge him, the smile vanishes, and the man looks instantly uncomfortable. It’s as if he knows illegal drugs are being grown and sold somewhere on the property or something. As he stands there gaping at us, I can practically see him mentally calculating the years he’ll spend in prison if he doesn’t cooperate with us.
“Agents Wilder and Russo, FBI,” I reply. “And you are?” 
“Ray,” he says, his voice slightly colored with a Hispanic accent. “Ray Ortega. I’m the manager of Rolling Green Farm.”
The grimace that flickers across his lips tells me he’d rather be anything but the manager of Rolling Green Farms right about now. 
“Nice to meet you, Ray,” I say.
“Yeah, uhhh, you too,” he says cautiously. “What can I do for you, Agents?”
“We need to speak with Mr. Gordon,” Astra says. “Is he around?” 
Ray looks down and slips his hands into his pockets as he shifts on his feet, seeming to grow more uncomfortable by the minute. 
“Brandon Gordon… is he here, Mr. Ortega?” I press. 
“Well… yes, ma’am,” he says. “He’s on the farm. Sure.” 
“Okay, and where is he?” 
Ortega takes his hat off, then pulls a handkerchief out of his back pocket and mops his suddenly sweaty forehead, his look of discomfort growing. 
“We can go and look for him on our own,” Astra says. “Of course, that means we’re going to have to shut this entire farm down and turn everything upside down while we look for him. But if that’s the way you want to go, so be it.” 
Ortega frowns and shakes his head, looking to be torn between the pressures of his job and his loyalty to Gordon. 
“Look, we’re not trying to jam you up. We just need to have a quick conversation with your boss. That’s all,” I tell him. 
His eyes move from Astra then back to me and he nods. “All right, all right,” he says. “Mr. Gordon is up at the compound.”
“The compound?” 
Ortega nods. “Yeah. He’s got a little fenced-off compound set up in the western fields. Out in the middle of the corn crops.”
“Because that doesn’t sound sketchy at all,” Astra mutters. 
“I need you to show us where to go,” I say. “And I also need you to not give him a heads up that we’re on our way out there. That would go very badly for you, Mr. Ortega.” 
“All right, all right. No problem. Let’s relax, my friends,” he replies with a tight, nervous smile. 
A couple of minutes later, Astra and I are driving up a wide dirt road set between fields filled with corn stalks that seem to go on as far as the eye can see. We stop at the sign Ray had instructed us to stop at, then get out of the SUV and head down a narrow path that leads us through the corn. It’s unnaturally quiet and creepy as hell, and the sooner I can get out of this field and back into the sunshine, the better. 
“I’ve seen a hundred horror movies that start like this,” Astra says. 
“Yeah, me too. And if some guy in a hockey mask carrying a chainsaw shows up, just know, even though I’m going to outrun you, I will always love you,” I say.
“Yeah, we’ll see who gets left behind and gets thrown in the meat grinder.” 
“I’ve been working out, you know.”
“I’ve seen your workouts, and all I have to say is I’ll make sure to give you a touching eulogy,” Astra quips. 
We emerge into a square-shaped clearing that’s separated from the crops by a split-rail fence that runs around the gap in the corn. Gordon’s little drug operation is well hidden, and unless you know exactly where it is, you’d probably never find it. And it’s quite the setup. Four steel shipping containers are set up in that clearing, and three of them look to have been converted into grow houses. Through the open doors, I’ve got a good view of the tall plants that look about ready for harvesting.
All four of the shipping containers have solar panels fixed to the top that power them, as well as water lines running in from the fields to keep the pot well hydrated. I can’t tell what’s in the fourth container, but I’m sure it’s probably filled with the other drugs he sells. Music plays from a small prefab cottage set in the center of the shipping containers. I stop for a minute, then turn to Astra with an expression of consternation on my face.
“Is that—” 
“Sounds like Vivaldi… Winter, from the Four Seasons, specifically,” Astra says.
“How do you know this stuff?”
“How can you not? It’s one of the most famous works like… ever.” 
“Yeah, well, it’s not really my thing,” I say. “But when was the last time you heard of a drug dealer listening to Vivaldi? I thought they were all into metal or rap.” 
“It takes all kinds, Blake. Don’t fall into the stereotypes.” 
“Fair enough,” I admit. “Come on, let’s go see this drug-dealing, classical music lover.” 
We find a gap in the fence and walk through just as the air around us is filled with the thick, pungent stench of marijuana. 
“Jesus,” Astra groans. “I’m not going to pass a drug test after this.” 
“Then just enjoy the contact high.”
“Good idea.” 
We come around the shipping container to find a man sitting on a stool outside the prefab cottage—which is more of one of those tiny houses that are trendy these days than an actual cottage. The man isn’t what I expected. He’s a few inches taller than I am with an unruly mop of dark hair on his head and dark eyes sit behind thick, black-framed glasses. His skin is warm and golden, and he’s slim, but when I look at him, the first word that pops into my head is nerd. The black T-shirt with that eighties cartoon robot Voltron, over blue jeans and red Chuck Taylor’s, only reinforces that image. 
As if sensing our presence, he looks up and his eyes widen. He sets the bong in his hand down and jumps to his feet, his eyes darting left, then right as he searches for an escape route.
“Don’t run,” I say. “If you make us chase you, I promise you that we will not only catch you, we will ruin the rest of your day.” 
“Day?” Astra pipes in. “Judging by what I see in these shipping containers, we can ruin the rest of your life, Brandon.” 
His expression darkens, and he looks defeated. “Who are you, and what do you want?” 
When we badge him, Brandon groans, and his shoulders slump. He shakes his head and mutters to himself as he lowers his gaze to the ground, and like his farm boss, I can see him tallying up the number of years we can put him away for. 
 “We’re actually not interested in what you have going on out here. We just want to ask you some questions,” I say. “But if you don’t cooperate or lie to us, we’re going to get real interested in what’s going on here real fast. Clear?”
“Yeah. Clear,” he moans. 
“Good, have a seat,” I say. 
As he perches on the edge of his stool, he fidgets and looks nervous. Astra walks around the small clearing, being deliberate about poking around in Gordon’s tiny house as well as the shipping containers and using her phone to take some photos. I let the silence linger a little while longer, just to let him watch her and build the tension inside of him. It’s a little heavy-handed, but it’s usually a pretty good technique to secure the cooperation of a reluctant person. 
“What do you want?” he finally asks. 
Done with her inspection, Astra joins us, and we stand close to Gordon, invading his personal space and making him feel penned in and trapped. 
“You sold drugs to Teagan Stills,” I start, a statement, not a question.
A scowl stretches his lips. “Yeah. And she still owes me two grand.” 
I exchange a quick glance with Astra, then turn back to him. That’s what we in the business like to call motive. Of course, if Gordon had taken her, he would likely know we’d consider that to be motive, which makes it seem less likely that he’d offer that up. Unless he either isn’t very bright or, on the other hand, is incredibly intelligent and is simply playing a mind game with us, offering it up in an attempt to throw us off his scent. I don’t know yet whether he’s clever or stupid. I’m going to guess stupid, but you never know.
“Two grand, huh?” I ask.
“Yep. But what can I do? It’s not like I can take her to small claims court,” he says. 
“So? What did you do?” Astra asks. 
“I haven’t done anything,” he tells us. “Other than cut her off and told other people in my rarified profession to not sell to her unless they enjoy flushing money down the toilet.” 
“When was the last time you saw Teagan?” I ask.
“Been a little while. She came around a couple of months ago and tried to score,” he tells us. 
“And did you sell to her?” I press. 
A smarmy grin curls a corner of his mouth up. “Let’s just say we came to a mutually beneficial arrangement for that particular transaction.” 
I don’t ask what he means because I have a feeling I already know, and the word distasteful doesn’t begin to describe it. Those details don’t matter to me anyway. 
“What did she usually buy from you?” Astra asks.
“Weed sometimes,” he replies. “But most of the time, she bought Adderall. Helped her study up at whatever fancy law school she’s at these days. I’m sure you know how much pressure she puts on herself.” 
“What is your relationship with Teagan like?” I ask. 
“We don’t have a relationship. Not anymore,” he replies. “Before she stopped paying her tab, though, it was a business relationship. She bought what I supplied. End of story.” 
“So, you didn’t have any sort of personal relationship with her?” Astra presses.
“No. I’ve already told you our relationship was purely transactional,” he insists. “She was one of those rich, snooty types that I don’t like, to be honest.” 
“So, why did you let her get into you for a couple grand?” Astra asks. 
“Her family is loaded. I assumed she was good for it,” he says with a shrug. “Live and learn. It’s a mistake I won’t be making again.”
I’ve been watching him closely, looking for the slightest tell that might give him away. But he doesn’t set off any alarms in my head. I like to think my BS detector is highly tuned and accurate, and it’s telling me Gordon is speaking the truth and doesn’t have anything to do with her disappearance. But I just want a little more to back up that feeling. 
“What’s this all about?” he asks. “Why are you asking me about Teagan? She in trouble?”
“Why would you ask that?” Astra responds. 
“The FBI doesn’t usually come poking around asking questions unless somebody was in trouble,” he replies. 
“Fair enough. We’re just getting some background and vetting her for a position in DC,” Astra lies. “We’d heard she had a problem with drugs and wanted to follow up on that.” 
He purses his lips. “I don’t know that I’d call it a problem, Agents. She wasn’t some cracked-out meth head. She was just trying to get herself through school. You know all those big shot lawyer types snort the white stuff like it’s candy, right? She needed to keep up.” 
“For somebody who doesn’t particularly care for the girl, you seem defensive of her,” I note.
“Because I know where she’s at. I used to put that sort of pressure on myself too,” he says. “I’m smart, and like her, had big life plans. But I ended up back here at the family farm. Selling weed wasn’t my life’s dream, you know.” 
“Seems pretty profitable though,” Astra says.
“It’s a lot less stressful than academia or a career in corporate America,” he says and looks at us pointedly. “Generally speaking, anyway.” 
“Like I said, your business isn’t our concern,” I say. “We’re just looking for information—”
“You’re not vetting her for anything,” he says. 
“What makes you say that?” I ask. 
“Because an illicit drug habit would immediately disqualify her from any position inside the Beltway,” he points out. 
“I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention to the government lately, but drug habits are pretty far down on the disqualification list these days,” Astra remarks. 
“Maybe. But an entry-level staffer… I don’t see it,” he says. “So, tell me what’s really going on? Is Teagan all right?” 
“So, now you care about her?” Astra asks. 
“I’m not a jerk. We weren’t friends, but we were friendly at one time,” he says. 
“Let’s just say it’s not your concern then,” I tell him. “And if you are smart, you will forget we ever spoke and what we spoke about. Just delete it from your mind entirely—”
“Because if you don’t, we may have to renew our interest in your little operation here,” Astra jumps in. “And based on what you have out here, you’re going to attract some big-league attention.” 
He puts his hands up, palms facing us in mock surrender. “Consider it deleted.” 
“I mean it,” I say, narrowing my eyes at him. “If I hear you’re spreading stories out here, those pictures Agent Russo has on her phone will find their way to the DEA.” 
“I don’t even know who you two are,” he replies. 
“Good lad,” I say. “But before we go, would you mind telling us if anybody can verify your whereabouts for the last couple of days?” 
“I was in Des Moines doing some business. Farm business. I can provide you with receipts, my phone, my car’s GPS, whatever you need. You can also check my Instagram… I posted some stories there too,” he says. “Feel free to check my alibi, Agents. Other than these shipping containers, I have absolutely nothing to hide.” 
I look him in the eye for a couple of moments then nod, satisfied that he’s telling me the truth. He might be a drug dealer, but paradoxically, he’s an honest one. 
“You have a nice day, Brandon,” I say. 
Astra and I leave his compound and make our way back through the field to the Suburban. 
“You think we have to worry about him?” Astra asks.
I shake my head. “Not at all. I think the only thing he lied to us about is that he’s got a little crush on Teagan,” I say. “Which means we’re back to square one.” 
“But we are getting a much different picture of this girl than her father painted for us,” she says. “She’s not, as Gammons told us, the pure and perfect prom queen everyone thinks she is.” 
“No. She’s not,” I reply. “But with a father in Congress who, once upon a time, was one of the most high-powered lawyers in the Midwest, I’m sure that’s not only an ungodly amount of pressure to live up to but also an ungodly amount of pressure to hide who you really are and the things you do.” 
“It’s like she’s had to grow up being two different people,” Astra says. 
I nod. “That’s not sustainable. Which is why I’m leaning even harder into the idea that she finally cracked and took off… that she’s out there blowing off some steam.” 
“Honestly, I thought you were way off base,” Astra replies. “Now? Now… I’m thinking that maybe you were right all along.” 
“I usually am.”
Astra laughs. “Yeah, let’s not get crazy here.” 
I drop the SUV into gear, and we drive out of the Rolling Green back to the Stills farm. Unless we find something to contradict the idea that she left soon, we’re going to have no choice but to pack it in and head back to Seattle… and to my impending date with the OPR panel. 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Guest House; Clayville, IA
“Where are Lucas and Mo?” I ask when we walk into the war room. 
“They took Avery to her piano lesson and then to a function at school,” Cora says.
Cora is sitting at the table across from Nina and sits up, setting the diary she was reading down in front of her. Nina slumps back in her chair and blows out a long breath. 
“You all right?” I ask. 
“Stills talks to a lot of people,” she says. “I’m exhausted just listening to all this wheeling and dealing. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have to live in this all day, every day.” 
“You have to be built different, I guess,” I say. 
“I’m so glad I’m not built that way,” Astra adds. 
“Where’s Rick?” I ask. 
“He’s taking a power nap,” Nina asks. 
“Good. I think you should go grab one too,” I tell her.
“I just had one. I’m good,” she replies. 
 “How’d things go with the boyfriend?” Cora asks. 
“Ultimately, we got nowhere,” I grumble.
“Other than the fact that Teagan Stills is not the girl we’ve been led to believe she is,” Astra adds.
Cora sits up. “Oh? Do we have gossip to share?” 
As I walk into the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee, Astra tells her everything we learned about Teagan today. I let it all spin around in my mind, trying to put all these disparate parts together and try to make some sense of what’s going on. When the coffee finishes brewing, I pour myself a mug and add just the right amount of sugar and creamer. Then after taking a sip, I head into the war room and take my seat at the head of the table as Astra is finishing up. 
“So, what do we make of all this?” Cora asks, turning toward me. 
“I have no idea yet,” I say. “I can understand why she’d keep this hidden from her father. He’s very anti-drug and is constantly talking about long prison sentences for drug users.” 
“But do we know for sure he didn’t know about his daughter’s habit?” Cora asks. “I mean, he wouldn’t be the first politician to crack down hard on something in public but then do the exact opposite in his own family.” 
“No, he wouldn’t be,” Astra acknowledges. “But I personally think he believes his daughter is this perfect, angelic girl who can do no wrong. He doesn’t have the first clue who Teagan really is.” 
“I agree,” I say. “I think Teagan is talented at hiding her true nature and has him completely snowed. I don’t think he has any idea she’s abusing drugs.” 
“Like Gordon said, though, it’s not like she’s shooting up heroin or anything,” Astra says. “I mean, I knew some people back in college who used Adderall the same way. It makes sense, especially with all the pressure she puts on herself. It can’t be easy to live like that.” 
“No, I’m sure it’s not,” I say. “But however we’re going to characterize her drug use isn’t going to help us find her.” 
“This might though,” Cora says.
Looking like the cat that ate the canary, she pulls a small, white envelope out of one of the diaries from the hollow and slides it over to us.
“What’s this?” I ask as I pick it up. 
“A possible lead,” she says. 
“Hold that thought,” Rick’s voice cuts through the air. 
We all turn to see him bustle into the war room and drop down at his workstation. His hair is standing out in a hundred different directions, and he’s looking disheveled. But with his tongue poking out of the corner of his mouth and his eyes riveted to his computer screen, Rick has a look of fierce determination on his face. His power nap had obviously been a good one. 
“So… what’s going on, Rick?” I ask. 
“I had an idea,” he replies. 
“Clearly, we need to take more power naps,” Astra says. 
“You’d be a lot more pleasant to deal with if you did,” he cracks as his computer boots up.
Astra’s mouth drops open, and I throw my head back and laugh. “He got you there.”
Rick’s fingers fly over the keyboard with a hard clacking sound as he bangs away. I give him a couple of minutes to work in peace, but a sense of anticipation is building in the war room. When he gets frenetic and hyper like this, Rick usually comes up with something good, so I’m curious to see where this is going to take him… and this investigation. A satisfied expression crosses his face as he sits back in his chair and nods to himself. 
“What do you have?” I ask.
“I got to thinking about the day Teagan went missing and the fact that we don’t even know if she was taken or went off on her own,” he explains. “With the houses as spread out as they are out here and the lack of any sort of city-run surveillance, I started trying to figure out how to—” 
“Cut to the chase, man,” Astra says.
I have to laugh only because Rick is a lot like Milton in that way. They’re both so smart and so talented at what they do, they sometimes can’t help but ramble on and on about it, branching off into tangents that can run on forever. When they do, you have to nudge them back onto the right track or you’ll be there all day. 
“Right. Anyway,” he says. “I tapped into the houses that have doorbell cameras,” he says excitedly. “I figured there was a good chance people in a neighborhood as wealthy as this one would have them.” 
“That’s a good thought,” I say. “And what did you find?” 
“Take a look.” 
Rick had managed to connect his computer to the large flatscreen on the wall, and when he hits a key, it flickers to life. As the picture comes into view, we see the grainy, black-and-white footage from somebody’s doorbell camera. 
“Okay, this is Sunrise Street—the street her friend Brooklyn told you she was on,” Rick narrates. “Now, watch.” 
He clicks his mouse, and the video starts to play, showing us a view of the empty street. A few seconds in, we see Teagan in black running pants and a black, long-sleeved T-shirt. She’s got a dark ballcap on her head with the brim pulled low and is running with a purposeful stride. A moment later, a black van pulls to a sudden stop beside her, and a large man dressed in black from head to toe jumps out of the already open side door. The ballcap and neck gaiter he’s got on keep us from getting a look at his face as he lunges for her. 
Teagan recoils from him as he reaches for her. She’s quick and feisty, and when the man tries to grab her, Teagan darts out of reach. A second man comes up from behind and grabs her, clamping a hand over her mouth. She thrashes and kicks in his grip, and I can all but hear her panicked screaming. My heart is racing as I watch Teagan fighting for her survival, silently praying she gets out of this. And for a moment, I let myself hope that she might actually be able to break their hold and scamper away—that maybe she’s just been in hiding this whole time.
She’s still struggling against the man who’s holding her from behind as the first man closes in on her with what looks like a zip tie. Teagan pistons her foot out and catches him square in the jaw. It barely fazes him, though, and he delivers a vicious backhand that snaps her head to the side. She goes entirely limp in the man’s arms, and I feel my heart drop into my stomach. The man quickly gets her wrists and ankles zip-tied, and they toss her into the van like a sack of laundry. The man she kicked in the face climbs in after her, and the other dashes around and jumps behind the wheel. Seconds later, the van is out of the frame, and all that’s left is the empty street. 
“Damn,” I mutter.
Silence descends over the war room as we all process what we just witnessed. As FBI agents, we’re used to seeing the worst in humanity. We’ve seen bodies burned, stabbed, shot, and cut into small pieces, and we’ve had to learn to tune it out and compartmentalize our feelings. We wouldn’t be able to function, let alone do our jobs, otherwise. But there’s still something horrifying about watching a young girl being taken against her will and fighting for her life that no amount of training can prepare us for and no amount of compartmentalization can make us numb to. 
I give myself a shake and try to snap my mind back to the present. Now that we have confirmation that Teagan actually was taken, we can narrow the focus of our investigation. Everybody is looking to me to lead the way, so I need to pull myself together and get my mind right. Now that I know she’s been taken, I need to start thinking like an investigator. 
 “Well, it looks like I was wrong,” I say softly. “She didn’t go off on her own.” 
“So, what’s our next move?” Cora asks. 
“We work the abduction,” I say. “Rick, Nina, analyze that video and see if you can get anything off the van or on our two abductors. Also, do me a favor and print out a still photo of the van and the men from that video.”
“Copy that,” Nina says.
“On it,” Rick adds. 
“What are we going to do?” Astra asks. 
“We’re going to need somebody to go through these diaries line by line and analyze them,” I say. “We need to know if Teagan had issues with anybody and she just wasn’t telling her dad or anybody else about it. Cora, can you handle that? You seem to have a knack.” 
“Absolutely. I’m already knee-deep in them,” she says. 
“Good. All right,” I say. “Astra, you and I are going to go speak with Sheriff Irving and tell him what we have. If we have any luck at all, he’ll recognize the van and maybe even the men.” 
“We’ve never had that much luck,” she says. 
“I know. But maybe this will be the time.” 
“Don’t hold your breath.”
“Oh, crap, I almost forgot,” Cora says. “You need to open that envelope.”
I open it and pull out a strip of pictures like you’d get out of a photo booth. They’re a few years old but clearly show Teagan with an older man we’ve seen before.
“You have got to be kidding me,” I say. 
“What is it?” Astra asks. 
I hand her the pictures and get to my feet. Astra’s eyes widen slightly in surprise as she looks at the pictures, then she raises her gaze to me. 
“We need to get down to the sheriff’s station,” I say.
“Yeah, I’d say so.” 





Office of Sheriff Travis Irving, Clayville Sheriff’s Department; Clayville, IA
“So, you’re sure about this? That Teagan was taken?” Irving asks.
“We’re afraid so, Sheriff,” I reply. 
Astra hands him her tablet, and he watches the video of Teagan’s abduction that Rick had loaded onto it. I watch him closely as he views it and see him flinch when the abductor slaps her. It’s plain to see it’s hard for him to watch, which seems to put a damper on the idea that he was somehow involved. It doesn’t exonerate him completely, but it makes me think he wasn’t. Not that it was a hot theory for us, but it was an idea we floated in the war room when we were devising a strategy before coming down here.
When the clip ends, he sets the tablet down, his expression troubled. His chair squeals as he leans back in it and turns his head toward the ceiling for a moment, gathering himself. The chair squeaks again as he sits forward, folding his hands on the desk in front of him, his eyes steady, his expression composed. 
“Do we have any leads at this point?” he asks. 
“We don’t,” Astra says. “But we were hoping the van or the men in the video might look familiar to you.” 
“They’re both wearing hats and gaiters,” he replies. “I can’t see their faces.” 
“Anything about their builds or the way they move look familiar to you, Sheriff?” 
I open the folder in my hand, pull out the still photo Nina printed out, hand it over, and watch as he picks it up and studies it. His eyes dart back and forth as he takes in the image for a long couple of minutes. But then he sets it down and picks up the tablet again and plays the video clip. Irving watches the abduction play out several times, his eyes narrowed, his attention laser-focused on the screen, studying every detail. After another couple of minutes, though, he sets the tablet back down and shakes his head. 
“No, they don’t look familiar to me,” he says. “Unfortunately, vans are a dime a dozen around here, and there are no plates or logos I can use to identify it. Nothin’ about it stands out to me.”
“And there’s nothing about the two men that seems familiar to you?” Astra presses.
He shakes his head. “White guys. Average height, average build. Could be half the population of Iowa.”
We all fall silent for a long moment, and Irving is studying us as closely as we’re studying him. He strokes his beard, then chuckles softly. Irving is sharp. Maybe sharper than I’ve given him credit for to this point. It’s a mistake I won’t make again. 
“Why don’t y’all tell me what it is you want to say,” he says. 
Instead of saying anything, I reach into my coat pocket and extract the envelope holding a copy of the photo strip Cora had given to me. I set it down on his desk and slide it across to him. Irving just looks at it warily for a moment, gazing at it like it’s a snake, coiled and ready to strike. But his curiosity finally wins out, and he snatches it up and slips the pictures out. He turns them over, and when he sees the pictures, his eyes widen, and his expression darkens. Just by the way the expression on his face changes, I can practically see the moment he gets to the final picture, that of the pair locked in a passionate kiss. Irving stares at it for a moment, then looks at us.
“This has to be some kind of joke, right?” he asks. 
“We’re afraid not, Sheriff,” I say. “Your deputy was involved with Teagan… and judging by the age of the photos, it looks like while she was still underage.” 
“The age of consent in Iowa is sixteen,” he says, then looks down at his desk again and quickly adds, “not that it’s particularly relevant right now.” 
“I know he’s one of your deputies, but I don’t know his name,” I say. 
“Billy Chapman,” he replies. “But there’s no way he can be involved in this. He’s been one of my best for the last decade. Hell, I mentored the kid when he joined up. He’s a good man.” 
“That doesn’t mean he didn’t have anything to do with Teagan’s abduction,” Astra says. “You know better than most that wearing a badge doesn’t preclude anybody from doing bad things. Or at least, you should.” 
He bristles at Astra’s words but holds his tongue. Irving is obviously torn between wanting to defend his man and acknowledging the stark reality that what Astra said is right. His reaction, though, makes one thing clear to me. 
“You didn’t know Deputy Chapman had a relationship with Teagan,” I state.
He shakes his head. “I had no idea,” he tells us. “And he didn’t mention it to me when I read him into this case.” 
I had been hoping that Irving hadn’t brought anybody in on this yet. And when I saw the pictures, I desperately hoped the deputy kissing Teagan hadn’t been one of them. That would be like putting the fox in charge of the henhouse. But since my luck runs the way it does, I’m not surprised that Chapman is one of Irving’s right-hand men. 
“That’s a bit of a problem,” I say.
Irving strokes his beard again as a strange look crosses his face. “I just… I think you’re barkin’ up the wrong tree here, Agents,” he says. “Billy Chapman is a good man—”
“A good man who had a relationship with a child,” Astra cuts him off. “Maybe not by the letter of the law, but the girl wasn’t even old enough to vote—and he’s what, ten years her senior? Twelve?” 
“The age gap is troubling, but what worries me even more is the fact that he didn’t mention his prior relationship with Teagan to you, Sheriff,” I say. “Especially after you told him we are investigating her disappearance.” 
Irving clears his throat. “I’m sure he thought it might look bad or that you might see somethin’ that wasn’t there—” 
“All the more reason to get in front of it,” I say. “Isn’t that what you would tell any other suspect, Sheriff?” 
He sucks his teeth. “Yeah. I suppose I would.”
“Then this is no different,” I say. 
“I’m tellin’ you, Billy’s a good man.”
“We believe that you believe that,” Astra says. “But Teagan Stills is missing, and he didn’t disclose his relationship with her. I know you don’t want to hear it, but that makes him a very viable suspect, Sheriff.”
He sighs and hangs his head for a minute, seeming to still be fighting that battle inside of himself. Still trying to reconcile the image of the man he knows and has worked with side by side for so long and the man who deliberately hid his relationship with a missing girl… the man who potentially abducted Teagan Stills. 
“Listen, Sheriff. This isn’t a witch hunt. There could very well be a decent reason he didn’t mention his relationship with Teagan,” I say. “We just need to talk to him and get this all cleared up. We need to find out the exact nature of his relationship with her and find out what he knows—if he knows anything at all. He very well may not. But we won’t know that until we speak with him.” 
Irving nods but looks entirely numb. “Yeah. Yeah. Of course,” he says. “But he ain’t on duty today. He ain’t here.” 
“That’s fine,” I reply gently. “Just tell us where he lives—” 
“I don’t want y’all dragging him down here for questioning,” he demands. “I mean, I know I got no right to ask anything of you and all, but if you could see your way clear to maybe question him at his house instead of makin’ a spectacle of him here. You know how the gossip mill works. It’s even worse in places like Clayville…”
His voice tapers off, and it’s easy to see how much he cares for the deputy. For as gruff and grizzled as he is, Sheriff Irving has a big heart and a soft spot for those he cares about. It’s a good, endearing quality, but also one that can give somebody blind spots. He wants to give Chapman the benefit of the doubt, and I can’t blame him for that. I’d be the same way with anybody on my team. And to be fair, we don’t know that Chapman did anything wrong other than exercise incredibly poor judgment in dating a girl, not just a decade his junior and the walking definition of barely legal, but in not disclosing that information when he learned we were investigating her disappearance. 
“That’s fine, Sheriff. We can question him at his home,” Astra says. “We have no desire to tarnish his reputation or cast suspicion on your department.” 
“I appreciate that,” he says. “And if I can ask y’all for one more favor?” 
“What’s that, Sheriff?” I ask. 
“I know I got no right to ask, but I’d like to be there when you talk to Billy,” he says. “I give you my word I’ll let you do your thing. I’d just like to be there.” 
Astra and I exchange a look, communicating like we do on that subconscious level. There’s an argument to be made that Irving shouldn’t be anywhere near the room when we question Chapman. Talk about a conflict of interest. On the other hand, things might just go smoother if Chapman has a familiar, friendly face in the room. He might be more willing to be open and honest if his mentor is standing there listening in. Astra and I seem to come to a silent agreement and give each other a small nod before turning back to Irving. 
“As long as you let us lead the questioning, we have no problem with you being there, Sheriff,” I tell him. 
“Thank you, Agents. I appreciate that.”





Liberty Heights Neighborhood, Residence of Billy Chapman; Clayville, IA
We pull to a stop at the curb behind Sheriff Irving’s SUV and climb out, taking in the quiet, well-maintained, tree-lined street. The neighborhood around us is solidly middle class and is filled with nice homes that are well taken care of. The homeowners all have a palpable sense of pride in their small piece of the community. Though not right on top of each other, the houses are spaced out a bit, but they’re not nearly as far apart as they are in Congressman Stills’s neighborhood. 
Deputy Chapman’s house is a one-story Craftsman-style home on a brick foundation with pale green clapboard siding and white trim. Three white columns hold a roof over the small porch which has a steep pitch and white gables. It’s expertly landscaped with a neatly trimmed yard, flowering bushes along the front of the house, and a large tree in the front corner of a yard that’s surrounded by a white picket fence. An American flag stands in a bracket on one of the columns beside the stairs that lead to the porch, rippling gently in the slight breeze; and the sound of a dog barking echoes from somewhere down the street. 
“Nice neighborhood,” Cora remarks. “It’s quiet.” 
Irving nods. “Quite a few of my deputies live in the area,” he says in a gruff voice. “I live just a few streets over myself.”
“Okay, shall we do this?” I ask. 
Irving hitches up his belt and shifts on his feet, looking uncomfortable. But he nods. 
“Yeah. Might as well get this over with,” he groans. 
He opens the small gate in the fence and leads us up the walk. We follow him up the stairs and onto the porch, but before we get to the door, Irving turns and looks at us, as if silently asking for a reprieve. Which, of course, I’m not going to grant him. He seems to get the message, turns back, and raps hard on the door, then steps back. From inside the house, I hear footsteps, and a moment later, it opens up and we find ourselves looking at the dark-haired, green-eyed deputy who’d glared hard at us back in the sheriff’s station the morning we introduced ourselves. He glances at Astra and me, then turns back to Irving and licks his lips nervously. 
“Sheriff,” he says, suddenly on guard. “What’s all this?” 
“We need to talk, Billy. The agents have some questions for you.” 
His eyes shift over to us again, and the look of trepidation on his face deepens. “Questions about what exactly?” 
I smile tightly. “Mr. Chapman, may we come in and have a chat?” 
His jaw flexes as he clenches his teeth. “Chat about what?” 
“Billy, let’s all go in and sit down,” Irving says in a stern but fatherly tone. “We don’t want to do this out here, son.” 
Chapman looks at the sheriff like the man betrayed him but relents. He steps back and lets us step past him into the house, then closes the door behind us. We follow him into a large living room that’s nicely put together, tastefully arranged, and looks comfortable. Chapman drops onto a recliner that’s facing the large flatscreen that’s mounted to the wall above the fireplace. Last night’s sports highlights are playing, and the talking heads are droning on, nearly shouting as they talk over each other. Chapman grabs his remote and mutes the TV.
A plush sofa and loveseat, perpendicular to the recliner, sit across from each other with a coffee table set between them. Astra and I perch on the edge of the couch while Cora stands behind us, clasping her hands together at her waist like she’s our bodyguard. Of course, given the way she handled Dwayne Harper, I feel comfortable with her watching our backs. Originally, I wasn’t going to bring Cora, but decided that a small show of force might ramp up the pressure and compel Chapman to be more forthcoming with us.
Still looking uneasy about it all, Irving sits down on the loveseat across from us and leans back, folding one leg over the other. Chapman shoots him a questioning look, but the big man shrugs his shoulders. His jaw still clenched, Chapman turns his attention to us. 
“Okay, so what’s this all about?” the deputy asks. 
“I want to know why you failed to disclose your relationship with Teagan Stills when Sheriff Irving read you in on our case,” I begin. “You knew we were looking into her disappearance and yet, you failed to tell us, or your direct superior, that you had an intimate relationship with her.” 
His face blanches, and he swallows hard. Even though he’s a cop and knows everything eventually comes out, Chapman looks like a man who never expected to be caught. But he sits up a little straighter and stiffens his posture, adopting an adversarial look. 
“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says weakly. 
“That’s not the way you want to play this, Deputy Chapman,” Astra says. “You already lied about your relationship with her. You have to know how that makes you look.”
“It makes you look like a suspect,” I add. 
“I didn’t lie about it. It’s just… nobody asked me about it,” he stammers. “And besides, it’s irrelevant to her disappearance.” 
“That’s not for you to decide,” Cora says. 
“Billy,” Irving jumps in, his tone saturated with disappointment. “You know better than that. I know I trained you better than that.”
“Yeah, see, we still consider lying by omission to be a lie,” I say. 
Just to drive my point home and stop these silly games, I pull the copy of the photo strip out of the folder and hand it over to him. When Chapman sees what it is, his shoulders slump, and he seems to deflate right before our eyes. He hands the page back to me, all his bravado evaporating like a shallow puddle on the sidewalk on a hot day. 
“Yeah. Fine. We were together off and on for a few years,” he says, his voice flat and emotionless. “But she was seventeen when we started to see each other. She was legal, all right?” 
Astra leans forward. “And you were what, twenty-eight—”
“Not that it matters or is relevant to your case in any way, but I was twenty-seven,” he states. 
“What in the hell could you have in common with a teenage girl?” Astra asks. “What would possess a grown man to date a little girl? I mean, what in the hell could you guys have talked about?”
“She wasn’t like most seventeen-year-old girls. Growing up like she did meant she had to grow up a lot quicker. She was mature. Wiser than people twice her age,” he says defensively. “She and I—we connected on a real deep level. She’s unlike anybody I ever met before. She wasn’t like girls her age usually are. You wouldn’t understand.” 
Astra and I both instinctively cringe. Just looking at him makes my skin crawl. And listening to him makes me feel like somebody poured ants straight into my veins. The old, “She’s mature for her age,” and “wiser than her years,” defense from a man dating—well—a teenager is about as cringe-worthy as there is. She very well may have been a wise and mature teenager, forced to grow up faster in that crucible of politics her father dragged her into, but she was still a teenager and Chapman was a grown man. 
At the end of the day, claiming a girl is mature for her age is just an excuse guys like Chapman dredge up to justify their attraction to teenage girls—what’s known as ephebophilia. And these guys rely on loopholes in the law, such as Iowa’s age of consent, to get away with sleeping with what I still consider to be little girls. It may be legally allowed, but that doesn’t make it any less repugnant, morally speaking. I’m going to need a hot shower in bleach after this interview is over.
I clear my throat. “You said you were on and off for a few years, right?”
“Yes ma’am. After she went away to college, we’d only see each other when she came back to town. It wasn’t serious or anything. Just casual hookups,” he replies with a hard tone in his voice. 
“It sounds like you wanted more than that,” Astra notes. 
“I did. I loved her,” he tells us. “I wanted to be with her.” 
“Must have made you angry that she didn’t feel the same?” Astra presses. 
He levels a baleful look at her. “Don’t make it sound like something it’s not,” he says. “Yes, I loved her. Yes, I wanted to be with her. No, I had nothing to do with her disappearance.”
Astra leans forward, her eyes cold, flat, and angry. “Deputy Chapman, you wouldn’t be the first man to get angry enough—” 
“This is crap!” Chapman shouts as he pounds his fist against the arm of his recliner. “I didn’t do anything to her. I love her.”
“Easy, Billy. Dial it back, son,” Irving says. 
Astra keeps her gaze fixed on him. “Deputy Chapman, it would be understandable if you tried to convince her to be with you and things got out of hand. If you lost control—” 
“Agents,” Irving objects.
“Please, Sheriff,” I stop him. “I shouldn’t have to remind you that you’re here as a courtesy.” 
Irving sits back and purses his lips as he glowers at me, his expression dark. He’s clearly not used to being put in check and isn’t finding the experience very pleasant. 
“Listen up, because I’m only going to say this once,” Chapman seethes. “I didn’t do anything to Teagan. I’d never be able to—I love her too much. The fact that she’s missing is tearing me up inside.”
“Deputy Chapman, you have to appreciate that we’ve heard that same excuse from dozens, if not hundreds of men in our line of work. It’s what every abuser says when they’ve gone too far. Even accidentally,” Cora says gently. “I’m sure you’ve heard it from a chronic abuser a time or two over the course of your career.”
His lips are a tight slash upon his face, but he nods. “Yeah. I suppose I have.”
“Then you have to understand why we have to ask these questions,” Cora finishes.
Surprisingly, some of the tension in the air begins to ease, and the overall temperature in the room dips as everybody seems to calm down. Astra and I exchange a glance, both of us impressed with Cora’s delicate touch. It seems to be the velvet glove needed to soften the blow of our iron fist and helps bring down Chapman’s defenses. Slightly anyway. 
“Yeah, I suppose,” he says after a long minute. “Fine. Ask me what you need to ask me.” 
I give Cora a look and tilt my head, silently telling her to take the lead. It was clear from our first day in the sheriff’s office that Chapman had a strong, visceral reaction to Astra and me. He didn’t like us on sight. But for whatever reason, he seems to be responding favorably to Cora. She swallows hard and licks her lips nervously but walks around and perches on the arm of the sofa closest to the deputy.
“Deputy Chapman, why was it that Teagan wanted to keep things casual?” Cora asks. 
“Distance was a part of it, I guess,” he says. “But I always got the feeling, even when we were together, that there was somebody else.” 
“What makes you say that?” 
He shrugs. “I don’t know. Just a feeling. She was never really fully present in the moment with me, you know?” he says. “Besides, you just kind of know when the person you’re with isn’t all in with you. You know what I mean?” 
Cora nods, her expression sympathetic. “I do. I know that feeling very well.” 
“Anyway, I tried to hold on but couldn’t get away from feeling like I was just a… placeholder,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. 
“Deputy Chapman, do you have any idea who this other person might be?” Cora asks. 
He shakes his head. “No idea. I mean, I got the idea that he was older. That, and he doesn’t live around here.” 
“Why do you think that?”
“Just a feeling, really,” he says. “Also, if she was sneaking around Clayville with somebody else, I’d know about it. That makes me think he lives somewhere else.”
“That makes sense,” Cora says gently. 
It’s obvious Chapman has feelings for Teagan. Big, deep feelings. Unfortunately for the deputy, the fact that those feelings weren’t reciprocated, and even worse, that Teagan was involved with somebody else—or at least, that he thought she was—is motive for abducting her. Or worse. Emotional entanglements are one of the primary motives any investigator worth their salt is going to look into.
That being said, surprisingly enough, I believe him. My gut is telling me that he’s not involved with Teagan’s disappearance. There’s a vulnerability and rawness to him that makes me feel like his emotions are genuine. I see a man in love. A man who’s hurting. But not a man who could hurt the object of both his love and pain. He’s still clinging to that love, hoping it will come back—hoping that she will come back to him. Of course, we can’t take him off our list of suspects just yet—I’ve already been wrong once on this case and don’t want to repeat that feat. But Chapman is a back-burner suspect for me right now. 
We still need a few more answers though. “Deputy Chapman, I checked the duty rosters of the day Teagan went missing. You weren’t on duty,” I start. “Can you confirm your whereabouts that day and anybody who might be able to corroborate that?” 
“I was up at Three Pines—it’s a private fishing club. They’ve got their own stocked lake up there,” he says. “You can check with their ranger station. They’ll be able to tell you when I checked in and when I checked out.”
“All right. I think that’s all we have for now,” I say. “But we may have some follow-up questions, so please be accessible. Thank you for your time, Deputy Chapman.” 
He gives us a weak salute and doesn’t stand when we get to our feet. He just sits there, slumped down in his recliner looking lost and angry. As the three of us head out of the deputy’s house, I hear Sheriff Irving still behind us in the living room, speaking softly to him.
“You’re going to be all right, son.” 
“Yeah,” Chapman says.
“But you and me, we’re going to talk about this later, Billy,” he says gruffly. 
“Yeah, I know that too,” the deputy murmurs. 
We head down the walk toward the Suburban. Irving still hasn’t come out of Chapman’s house, and it makes me wonder what they’re talking about in there. 
“Nice work, Cora,” I say as we climb into the SUV. “Really nice work.” 
Her face flushes, and she quickly turns to the window, but not before I see that smile curling her full lips again. 
“Thank you, Chief,” she says softly. 
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We’re all stuffed after an incredible dinner from the local barbecue joint and are sitting around the table in our war room. Mo is the only one who’s absent. It’s her turn to sleep in the main house to be close to Avery. Personally, the way this case is shaping up, I don’t think there’s a danger to her, but it’s still better to be safe than sorry. There are still a lot of moving parts to this investigation that I can’t see yet, so an ounce of prevention and all that. 
We’re no closer to finding Teagan than we were when we got here, and I’m getting frustrated. The mood in the war room is grim, and everybody’s quiet, obviously as frustrated by our lack of progress in the case as I am.
“So, does anybody have any ideas or brilliant insights?” I ask. “I’m all ears if you do.” 
“I think we can cross Chapman off the list,” Astra offers. 
“Yeah, I’ve already put him on the back burner in my head,” I confirm. “I think we need to figure out who this mystery man Chapman thinks was in the picture too. That might be our key.”
“Gammons—the car king-in-waiting—mentioned the possibility of another man waiting in the wings too,” Astra says. 
“That’s a good point,” I reply. “Seems to corroborate that story.”
“But how do we go about finding out who that is?” Cora asks.
“I think the key to that mystery is in those hidden diaries,” I say. “I mean, I’ve got to think there’s something important in there if she went through the trouble of hiding her secret diaries in a secret hollow.” 
“So, what, the diaries we found she was okay with people finding?” Lucas asks. “They were like decoys or something? Maybe misinformation?”
“I think to some extent they are,” I reply. “Look, we know Teagan was very type A and locked down. She controlled every aspect of her life. So, while I don’t doubt the diaries we found are authentic and her honest feelings, I think they’re just one layer. I think the diaries Cora found are the deeper, even more authentic layers here. Those are her rawest, most intimate thoughts.”
“Which is why she went to such lengths to hide them,” Astra adds.
“Exactly. And that’s why I think the key to our mystery man is somewhere in there,” I say.
“I’ll keep digging, I guess,” Cora says. 
“I’ll help,” Astra offers. 
“And if you don’t mind, I’m going to hit the sack,” Lucas says. “I’ve got the early shift. Avery starts swimming tomorrow, so we’ve got a workout at five in the morning.” 
“All right,” I say. “Goodnight, Lucas.” 
“Good luck tomorrow,” he responds.
“Yeah, you too,” I reply.
Lucas says his goodnights, then goes upstairs to his room. Rick and Nina are huddled down at the other end of the table, having already eaten and gotten back into their work. I have Nina scouring all of Congressman Stills’s financials, searching for patterns, large payouts, deposits, or anything unusual. Rick is digging through his phone records and text messages. They’re also doing the same for Stills’s Chief of Staff, Amber Ferro. If there was one person he would confide in and ask for help, it would very likely be her. She’s been with him since he launched his first campaign more than a decade ago and has been his staunchest ally since. 
“Okay, let’s all dig into these diaries,” I say. 
Just before I grab one and take a seat, my cell phone rings. When I glance at the caller ID and see who’s calling, I grumble under my breath. 
“Must be Ayad,” Astra says. 
“Yeah,” Rick chimes in. “She gets that totally constipated look when he calls.” 
“You and Milton need to get some new material,” I say, then turn to Astra. “I’m going to take this outside. I’ll be back.” 
“Have a good time,” she coos. 
As I connect the call with one hand, I show off my dexterity by giving her the finger with the other, then press the phone to my ear.
“Wilder,” I answer. 
“We have a problem, Chief Wilder,” Ayad’s voice is cool and crisp. 
I close the front door behind me and then walk across the yard to the fence. Just a few yards in front of me, the tall grass sways in the breeze, and the air is liberally laced with the scent of the manure of the dairy cows that dot the fields. It’s disgusting, but I ignore it the best I can. The sun is just about gone for the day, and the deep blue and purple hues of the oncoming night are bleeding across the sky. 
“You’re going to need to be more specific, sir,” I reply. “I seem to be juggling several problems at once these days.”
“This is a serious matter, Chief Wilder, and not something to be so flippant about.” 
Ayad seems more uptight and stressed out than usual. He usually tolerates my occasional wisecracks, so his stern attitude immediately puts me on edge. 
“Apologies, sir,” I say. “What’s going on? Is it the OPR panel?”
“No, that’s another problem for another time—although, they are pressing me to get you back here to give a statement,” he says. “But don’t worry, I’ve spoken with them. I let them know you’re on orders that came straight from Director Holland and that you would be back to give your statement as soon as possible. They’re backing off. For now.” 
“Great. Thank you,” I reply. “All right, so if it’s not OPR, what is the problem, sir?”
“The press is sniffing around, Blake. They know Teagan Stills is missing,” he says. “Can you tell me how they know?” 
“I really can’t, sir. But I can assure you my team didn’t leak it,” I tell him. 
“Blake, nobody but your team knows what’s going on out there,” he says.
“That’s not necessarily true, sir. Anybody with clearance to the field office database would be able to access the field reports I’ve filed—” 
“Only those with supervisory level clearance would be able to access that information.” 
“And that doesn’t include anybody on Stills’s team,” I continue, undaunted. “We don’t know who Stills might have told or who they might have told. The point is that we don’t have tight control over the flow of information, sir. But I can guarantee you that nobody on my team has breathed a word of this. My team does not leak.”
“What about this… Pratt? The agent on loan from the LA field office?”
“Not a chance. She’s solid,” I say. “No way she leaked anything.” 
“Well, somebody did, and the Director is up in arms about it. Congressman Stills himself is even more furious,” he says. “And this is something else OPR will be speaking to you about. They’re going to want to get to the bottom of this.”
“Let them. I have nothing to hide.” 
“For your sake, I hope not, Blake.” 
I grit my teeth. “You should know me better than that, sir.” 
There’s a pause on the line, and the silence is filled with tension. Ayad might not have the most flattering picture of me in his head, and he may think a thousand terrible things about me. But he should know that I’m not a leaker, nor is anybody on my team. I find it offensive that he’d even question that. 
“What’s the status out there?” he asks, quickly changing the subject. 
“We’ve just uncovered a video showing the abduction. It’s the first piece of evidence we have that she was taken,” I tell him. “But we’re still working our way through the suspect pool and following a few more leads we’re developing.” 
“You don’t sound hopeful.” 
“You know how these cases go, sir. It’s already been more than forty-eight hours since she was taken and—”
“Yeah, I know,” he says quietly. “Just… do everything you can.”
“We always do, sir.” 
“Okay, keep me in the loop. And please make sure nobody out there breathes a word about what you’re doing,” he says. “It’s already out there, but I don’t want to fan the flames.” 
“We haven’t so far. I’m sure we can keep up our silence,” I grumble.
I disconnect the call and look out at the fields again. The world is rapidly growing dark, and the only sounds I can hear are the soft rustling of the breeze whispering through the grass and the gentle lowing of the cows in the distance. Frustration is turning the blood in my veins to acid, and I suddenly wish I was in the gym punching the hell out of a body bag. The release the physical exertion would give me suddenly feels very necessary.
Clenching my jaw, I turn and start to head back to the guest house when the ringing of my cell phone stops me in my tracks. Figuring it’s Ayad calling back to tear into me about something else, I connect the call and press the phone to my ear. 
“Did you forget something, sir?” I ask, trying to keep the attitude out of my voice. 
There’s a long pause on the other end of the line, and I feel my stomach clench. In the background, I hear a familiar song…
“Don’t ask me why I’ll keep my promise, melt the ice. Do-do-do-do…
And you wanted to dance so I asked you to dance, but fear is in your soul…”
I strain my ears, but the caller isn’t speaking, and I can’t quite place the song right away. As the song continues to play, though, I know who it is. It’s my new friend. Mr. Abernetty, or whatever he wanted to call himself.
“I don’t have time for you,” I grumble. “I’ve got a lot going on.”
“I’ve given you two clues now,” he says. “Two very good clues. And yet, you’ve ignored them. You’ve ignored me.” 
“I’ve had a heavy caseload recently. My dance card has been full lately.” 
“And I made it abundantly clear to you before that you needed to make room on that dance card for me,” he replies. 
“Why should I do that? How can I take you seriously if you don’t even have the courage to give me your real name?” I ask.
The giggle that echoes in my ear is an eerie, high-pitched sound. “The two body parts I sent you weren’t serious enough? That wasn’t enough to catch your attention?” 
“That’s the problem. You’re doing all this because, for some reason you refuse to share with me, you need my attention. Desperately need it. And I just have no interest in feeding your need for attention,” I say. 
“So, you’re willing to let people die just because you don’t want to take me seriously?” 
“To be honest, I don’t know that people are even dead at this point.” 
“I think you know better than that, Blake,” he says, with that eerie giggle in his voice. 
He’s right. I do know better than that and am almost positive the thumb and the hand I received came off corpses. What I’m less sure of is if he is the one who actually made the corpses the body parts came off of. He’s working very hard to make me believe he did. But I have no desire to feed into his sick game. 
“If it makes you feel better, you may call me Eurus,” he says. 
“Eurus Abernetty?” I scoff. “That sounds even more made-up. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a lot of work to do.” 
“Blake, you do not want to make the mistake of ignoring me. You have two very big clues that will help you put the pieces together. They will help you see the whole picture,” he says. “That is, unless you’re not as good as I’ve always believed you to be. Is that it? Are you just a legend without any substance behind it?” 
“Believe what you want. Now, I have—” 
“If you hang up on me, I promise that you will regret it,” he says, his voice low and cold. “You will force me to take from you as you have taken from me.” 
I rub the bridge of my nose in frustration. “Dude, I don’t even know who you are, let alone what you think I’ve taken from you.” 
“That is why you must figure out the puzzle. Once you do, you’ll know exactly who I am and what you’ve stolen from me.” 
“Okay, I’m done playing your game. I don’t have time for it.”
“Blake—heed my words. Don’t ignore me.” 
“Try me, creep.” 
I disconnect the call and head inside, rubbing my forehead in frustration as everyone looks at me with a mixture of confusion and concern on their faces.
“Everything all right, Boss?” Rick asks.
“Yeah. Don’t worry about it.”
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After coming in from my phone calls, I was distracted. Not just by Ayad’s accusations and his apparent lack of faith in us to keep a lid on this story, but by my phone call from my new friend. Eurus. Just like Mr. Abernetty, it’s such a weird and made-up name, it can’t be real. I’m sure the name is a clue of some sort. Just as I’m equally sure my new friend is giggling up a storm imagining me twisting myself into knots to figure it out… which I was during a largely sleepless night. 
It’s not bad enough that I’m having to juggle this case as well as stress about my upcoming appearance before the OPR panel. Now I’m having to worry about this Eurus character dropping more bodies in a desperate, pathetic attempt to get me to pay attention to him. Although, I’d be lying if I said I’m not slightly intrigued by what he seems to think I’ve stolen from him. I’m sure figuring that out would uncover a big, tangled web of nasty psychoses. And I just don’t have time for all that nonsense right now.
As everybody filters downstairs after getting a little bit of sleep last night, we gather in the war room where fresh pastries and coffee are already on the table waiting for us, thanks to Megan. There’s not much conversation in the room as everybody gets their bearings about them. Eventually, the sugar and caffeine—the lifeblood of any good investigator—kick in, and everybody starts coming to life. 
“So, are you going to tell us what Ayad called you about last night?” Astra asks. “Or should we just make up our own story?”
“Oh, I’m thinking a little amorous tryst,” Nina says. 
“That makes it sound romantic,” Rick chimes in. “I’m thinking hard, raw—”
“I will shoot all of you,” I interrupt him. 
They all laugh and turn to me, obviously expecting me to fill in the blanks for them. I didn’t tell them what Ayad wanted simply because I don’t want them distracted. I need them focused. The last thing they should be worried about is getting hauled before an OPR panel to discuss how and why Teagan Stills’s disappearance got out to the press. But they’re not going to let me get away with not telling them. 
“Fine,” I say. “Ayad called last night to let me know the press knows Teagan is missing.” 
“Let you know?” Astra asks, arching an eyebrow.
“To accuse me of leaking is probably more accurate,” I grumble. “He told me OPR would be discussing that with me as well.”
“This is a freaking witch hunt. This is absolute crap,” Astra growls. 
“It is. And I’ll deal with it. I don’t want any of you losing focus on what is important here—finding Teagan,” I tell them.
“What in the hell would we gain from leaking this?” Mo asks. 
“God knows. The important thing right now is that the press knows Teagan is missing, and it’s only a matter of time before they descend on this place like a swarm of locusts,” I say. “Our only saving grace is they don’t know she’s been abducted. But don’t expect that to remain a secret for much longer either. We’ve still got a head start, and we need to use it to figure out who grabbed her.” 
“I don’t have any fresh ideas on that front,” Astra says. 
“Actually, I might have one,” Cora pipes up.
I turn to her. “We’re all ears.” 
“I was looking through the diaries again last night, and something stood out to me,” she says. “I found some passages where Teagan was seemingly writing about another man. An older man. It seems like Deputy Chapman’s instincts may have been right on the money—” 
“Unless she was talking about Chapman himself,” Astra counters.
“It’s possible. But in several sections, I noted that when she referred to this man, she used words like distinguished, accomplished. She’d call him worldly and wise,” Cora goes on. “Not sure any of those terms exactly apply to Chapman. He’s smart, sure, but didn’t come across to me as particularly sophisticated or refined. And definitely not worldly. The guy doesn’t even have a passport.”
“That’s… that’s an excellent point, Cora. Great insight,” I tell her.
“Look at you go. You’re like a miniature version of Blake now,” Astra says.
They share a laugh as I think about what Cora just said. It’s not the sort of thing I would have expected her to pick up on. The fact that she did impresses the hell out of me though. There are a lot of layers to Cora Pratt, and I feel like we’re just starting to scratch the surface of what she can do. If I had my way, I’d kick Gathers to the curb and replace him with her. 
“She makes a really good point,” Astra says. “Now, we just need to go about figuring out who this refined, worldly older man is.” 
“There’s still more in these diaries left to read. The woman was prolific,” Cora says.
“Okay, let’s dig in then. The sooner we can—” 
The door flying open and crashing into the wall behind it cuts me off, and I turn to see Congressman Stills barreling through the door. His face is pinched, his expression dark, and his eyes are fixed on me as he marches into our makeshift war room.
“We need to have a word, Chief Wilder,” he growls.
“Of course,” I say calmly and turn to my team. “Keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll be back in to lend a hand soon.” 
I follow Stills out of the guest house and into the yard. He’s silent as we march over to the section of the fence I stood at last night when I spoke with Ayad. And Eurus. Stills finally turns to me with fury burning in his eyes.
“I thought we had an understanding, Chief Wilder,” he sneers. 
“If this is—”
“You promised me you would not let this story get out to the media,” he cuts me off. “And yet, I’m getting calls from reporters asking me about my daughter. Asking me where she is. Some even had the temerity to ask if I did something to her.” 
“Sir, I—” 
“You swore to me you wouldn’t breathe a word of this to the press.” 
“May I speak?” I ask, trying and failing to keep the irritation out of my voice. 
Stills stares at me like I just slapped him. Like Sheriff Irving, Stills is not used to a woman with some bit of authority coming back at him—nor does he seem to particularly like it. So, when he doesn’t speak, I take that as my cue that I can. 
“I didn’t say a word to anybody about what’s going on out here. And neither did my team. I can assure you the leak did not come from us,” I tell him. “I found out about it last night.” 
The Congressman’s eyes bore into mine, and his jaw flexes as he grits his teeth. He’s trying to see into me. Through me. He’s looking for my tells or the slightest hint of deception in me the same way I do with suspects. I’ve got nothing to hide, so I stare back as openly as I can. After a long, tense moment, he nods to himself, seeming to accept my answer as truth, and his shoulders sag. He looks wrung out. 
“Then how did they find out?” he asks softly. 
“I don’t know right now, sir,” I tell him. “But I do have some lines out, and I promise you that I’m going to find out who leaked it and handle them accordingly.” 
“Jesus,” he mutters, mostly to himself. “They are hounding me, Chief Wilder. Do you know what it’s like to have the press breathing down your neck twenty-four hours a day?” 
“I can’t say that I do. Thankfully.” 
“Let me tell you—it’s not fun. These cretins are like sharks—they smell a drop of blood in the water, and they’re circling you incessantly until they get what they want,” he says. 
He turns away and runs a hand over his face. Stills steps over to the fence, putting a foot up on the bottom rail, and looks across the fields. Dressed in charcoal slacks, a white button-down with the sleeves rolled up, a maroon tie, and dark loafers, he should seem out of place on the rugged land around him. Like a city slicker trying to blend in—and failing to do so. At the same time, though, he seems as much a part of the land as the grass and trees, as solid and enduring as the hills in the distance. Maybe it’s his farm-tough attitude or his strong build, but he somehow seems to fit in. 
“Tell me something, Chief,” he says. 
“Sure.” 
“You’ve handled cases like this before, haven’t you?”
I nod. “A few, yeah.” 
“How many of them have had happy endings?” 
His question hits me like a punch to the gut and leaves me breathless for a minute. I gnaw on my bottom lip as I ponder how to respond. I know what he’s asking me, and it’s not an easy question to answer. Stills turns to me, his eyes shimmering, and his face marked by sadness. 
“Did you want an honest answer or the politely political answer, sir?” I ask. 
A corner of his mouth quirks upward in a weary grin. “The reason I asked Director Holland to assign you to this case was because I’d heard you don’t know how to give a politely political answer. It’s not in your DNA, they say.” 
“I suppose they would be right,” I reply. “I’ve never had much use for politics. They get in the way and turn people into things they are not.” 
“That… is very true.” 
“So, why do you do it?” I ask. “Why do you keep going back to Washington?” 
“Because the voters keep sending me back.”
I pull a face that makes him chuckle. Stills sniffs loudly and rubs his eyes, taking a moment to compose himself. He looks tired. But then, I suppose that’s understandable. 
“Answer me this, Chief. You say you don’t have the stomach for politics and yet, the Bureau is inherently political,” he says. “Why do you keep carrying a badge?” 
“Because I believe in the mission,” I reply. “Because I believe in doing my part to do a little good. To protect people and keep the monsters at bay. For as twisted as the Bureau has become—maybe has always been—I feel that if I can keep my head down and focus on my mission—on locking up the bad guys—I’ll have done some good in this world. It helps me sleep at night.” 
I hadn’t expected such a bluntly honest answer to come pouring out of my mouth. Especially not to Stills. It’s not like we’re close. 
“What you just said…” he begins. “That’s exactly why I keep going back to Washington. I’m just trying to do some good for the people of Iowa—and the country.” 
“By attacking the Bureau?” 
“Like I said, I have to play a role. If I don’t play ball with my own party, I’ll never get the things I want and need for my district,” he says. “We don’t always have the luxury of enjoying our jobs, and we sometimes have to do things we’re not crazy about to do them. It’s just the cost of doing business these days. I’m sure you don’t like everything you do. Right?” 
“No. That’s fair,” I reply. 
I never thought I’d ever approach, let alone find common ground, with Stills. He’s been a thorn in the ass of the Bureau for so long now—and by extension, a thorn in my ass—that I’ve painted him as a villain on par with Kathryn Hedlund in my mind. The only difference, though, is that Stills has never gone after me personally or tried to tank my career. Standing here talking with him, he seems reasonable, rather than the fire-breathing dragon I’ve built him up to be. 
Stills is right about me having to do some things I don’t like. Working for the Bureau and climbing the ladder requires some sacrifice. Some compromise. And though I told myself I would never break my own morals and principles to get ahead, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t bend them from time to time. 
“So, you never answered my question,” he reminds me.
I cringe inwardly. I’d been hoping he’d forget the question or take my diversion of the conversation as a sign I didn’t want to talk about it and that he wouldn’t press it. Wishful thinking, as it turns out. We may not be friends, but at the end of the day, he’s a terrified father, so I owe him the respect of giving him a straight answer, the same as I would any other scared parent. 
“Every case is different—” 
“Don’t equivocate, Chief.” 
“I assure you I’m not. Every case really is different,” I tell him. “That being said, the longer somebody is missing, the lower their odds of survival. Especially in cases where there hasn’t been a ransom demand or any communication from the abductors.” 
Stills looks down and sniffs again, this time unable to keep his tears from falling. He doesn’t even bother trying to hide them this time. It’s not what he wants to hear, but he doesn’t look all that surprised by it either. I wish I had something that would ease his pain or give him some sense of hope, but in my experience, cases like this don’t often end well. And I see no sense in lying to him. 
“That being said, we haven’t found your daughter’s body, Congressman Stills. Until we do, we are going to operate as if we’re going to find her alive and well,” I tell him. “And we don’t have reason to believe otherwise at this point. So, don’t give up hope.”
“Thank you, Chief Wilder,” he says softly. 
And in those four words, I know he already has. 





Office of Prof. Bradley Warren, Georgetown University Law Center; Washington DC
“It should only be a few more minutes.”
I look up from doom-scrolling my phone and give the woman sitting behind the desk a blank look I hope properly conveys my irritation and impatience. 
“Thank you,” I say, my voice tight.
I was reluctant to leave the investigation in Iowa, to begin with, but with the direction Teagan’s diary entries were pointing us in, I had to. Nobody in Clayville that we talked to thought she was seeing anybody in town. More than that, we hadn’t run into anybody who fit the older, wiser, worldly, and refined profile of Teagan’s mystery man. That only left one option. Whoever this guy is, he has to be here on campus. Other than home, this is where she spends the majority of her time, so it stands to reason that she met her mystery man here. 
Given that we’re looking for an older man, I didn’t interview any of her friends, but I’ll circle back to them before I go. Instead, I put all my focus into the faculty and her mentors who fit the profile. After pulling her records from the registrar’s office, I found twelve men she’d had multiple classes with during her time at Georgetown. My thinking is that the sort of bond she formed with this older mystery man could have only been forged over time.
I’ve interviewed the other eleven already, and of that batch, I’ve been able to eliminate eight of them. I put the other three on the back burner, but I didn’t get any sort of weird hit off them that makes me think they’re involved. Of the original dozen, Professor Warren is the only one I haven’t been able to speak to yet. And he’s the one I’ve wanted to interview the most. He seems to tick almost all the boxes of the profile I’ve got in my head.
But for almost two days now, I’ve been getting the runaround. He’s been in meetings. He’s been on conference calls. Oh, I just missed him, and he left for the day. If I were the cynically suspicious sort, I’d think he was intentionally avoiding me. Oh wait, I am. That’s why when I came in this morning, I let his assistant know that he could either talk to me today—here and now—or I would bring him down to the DC offices for a more formal chat. I also added that I’d be taking him out of his office in cuffs. That seemed to do the trick because he had a sudden opening in his schedule and would be more than happy to speak with me. 
The door to the left of the woman’s desk opens, and a tall, handsome man steps out and offers me a wide smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. He’s dressed in dark blue slacks and a matching vest—designer, obviously—with a light blue shirt and a tie the color of blood beneath that. Standing at least six-two with perfectly styled silver hair, eyes a startlingly bright shade of blue, a trim build, and a square jaw, Warren looks like the stereotypical sexy, older man on the cover of every book on the shelves of the romance section. I’m not the type of person who gets hung up on somebody’s looks, but Warren is a strikingly handsome man and seems to exude charm like a fine cologne. 
“I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Agent Wilder,” he says, his voice smooth and cultured. “Please, won’t you come in?” 
I get to my feet and follow him toward his office. He tries to be stealthy about it, but I catch the sly wink and smile he gives his assistant. She flushes and looks away quickly. It’s too late, though; I can practically see the cartoon hearts floating above her head. The girl is half his age—if even that. It tells me a little something about the esteemed professor, and frankly, it’s not very flattering. That one little glance between them makes me think Warren is one of those professors who uses his looks and position as a means of getting his students into bed. While maybe it’s not illegal, it seems pretty unethical to me. 
His desk sits on a large Persian rug in the middle of the room—a position of power. Three arched windows are set into the wall behind him, and to the left of his desk, built-in shelves are lined with books, framed photos, and personal knick-knacks. There is a door on both the left and right of the shelves, presumably leading to a closet and a restroom. A deep, plush sofa sits against the wall to his right, stacks of books and papers piled atop the coffee table in front of it. The wall behind the sofa is filled with photos of Warren and various dignitaries, famous clients, and even some with whom I assume are his favored students. 
All the furniture in Warren’s office is a dark oak that’s highly polished, and the walls and fabrics are all done in soft earth tones. The office offers a sense of peace and calm. It’s a sanctuary. A place he and his students can convene for a private chat and counsel. And probably other things I’d prefer to avoid thinking about. 
“Please, have a seat,” he says as he walks around his desk and drops onto the oversized captain’s chair behind it. 
“Thank you,” I reply as I sit down. “And thank you for finally finding an opening in your schedule to meet with me.” 
If he even notices my jab at him, he ignores it. His elbows on the arms of his chair, he steeples his fingers and pivots left then right, never taking his eyes off me. I let the silence linger for a few moments, giving the tension in the room time to build. 
“I must admit that having an FBI agent so persistently trying to get in to speak with me is a little bit disconcerting,” he starts. 
“If it wasn’t such a pressing issue, I wouldn’t have been so persistent.” 
“That’s fair. May I ask what this is about?” 
“Teagan Stills,” I say. 
His expression changes subtly, and I can see the defensive walls going up around him. Warren leans back in his chair and clasps his fingers together, his face dark. It seems obvious to me her disappearance is hitting him in an emotional spot—more so than maybe it should—which seems to confirm for me there was something a little more than a teacher and student, or mentor and mentee, relationship between them. 
“What happened to her is terrible. Just awful,” he says. “Teagan was a very special girl. Talented. Intelligent. Passionate.” 
“What do you think happened to her, Professor Warren?” 
“Please, call me Bradley.” 
I cross my legs and fold my hands, setting them on top of my knee, letting my gaze burrow into him like a tick. Warren shifts in his seat and clears his throat, seemingly uncomfortable with direct eye contact. Or perhaps he’s just uncomfortable with me. 
“What do you think happened to her, Professor Warren?” 
“Frankly, I don’t appreciate your tone of voice or the unspoken implication in your question, Agent Wilder—”
“Chief Wilder,” I correct him with a smile too pleasant to be petty but too petty to be pleasant. “I’m the Unit Chief, so my appropriate title is Chief, Professor.”
Ordinarily, I don’t care whether somebody calls me Agent, Chief, or just Blake. But I feel like I have him back on his heels, and I want to keep him on the defensive. People tend to make mistakes when they’re off balance. Reminding him I’m not just some beat cop making a routine traffic stop, but a figure of authority inside the Bureau, is having what I hope is a chilling effect that’s adding to the pressure he’s already feeling. 
“Apologies… Chief,” he says. “But what could I possibly know about Teagan’s situation? I only know about it because it’s all over the news.” 
“Of course. But you said what happened to her is terrible. Awful.”
“She’s missing and is presumed to have been abducted—how could that be anything but awful and terrible?” he asks. 
“We’ve never said she was abducted. And that hasn’t been reported in the press either,” I tell him. “There isn’t—”
“I’m sorry. I made an assumption. I thought it was a logical leap, but I see now I was wrong to make that assumption. Apologies,” he says. 
He’s tap dancing and splitting hairs at the same time. It’s impressive. I decided to leave that as it is for now and circle back to it if I need to. 
“What was your relationship with Teagan like? How would you characterize it?” 
“We had a good relationship, Chief. We were close,” he says. “If I’m being honest, we were sometimes… intimate. Though, I suspect you already knew that.”
“Suspected it. Didn’t know it. But thank you for the confirmation. I’m glad to see you get ahead of it,” I reply. “Given how close you were, did Teagan ever mention having problems with anybody at school? Stalkers? Obsessive boyfriends?” 
“She never mentioned anything, no,” he says. 
“Do you happen to know if she was—involved—with anybody else on the faculty?” 
He shakes his head. “No. Definitely not. She would have told me.”
“Because you were so close?”
“No, because it was a condition of our association. She was not allowed to see anybody else,” he clarifies easily. 
“Not allowed?” I ask, my tone incredulous. 
“Not allowed,” he repeats. 
“Wow,” I reply. 
A tense moment of silence descends over us, and the air crackles with tension. I didn’t think my contempt for the man could get any greater than when I realized he was leveraging his skills and access to him for sex. I was wrong. My disgust for this man is off the charts. 
“I’m sure you think I’m an unethical dirtbag,” he says. “But I can assure you, there was nothing unethical or untoward happening. Teagan was not a student of mine when we were… involved. That was one of the agreements in our arrangement. Whenever she was in one of my classes, we could not be intimate. I insisted on it.”
“How noble,” I say. 
“What is it you’re hoping to get out of coming at me with this attitude, Chief Wilder?” 
“I’m hoping to get some straight answers, so I’ll be as transparent as I can be. I find you loathsome, Professor. What you do with your students is reprehensible. Morally bankrupt,” I tell him. “But we’re searching for a missing woman, and you two were intimately connected. Surely, you can understand my desire to speak with you?” 
“Of course,” he replies, somewhat chastened. “I apologize.” 
“Did you two ever argue?”
“No. We got on exceedingly well,” he tells me. 
“So, she was all right with your… arrangement?” 
“She was. She understood we could only be what we were, and she was all right with it.” 
“What about the other young women you have… arrangements with?” I ask. “Are they all right with it as well? Were there any jealousies? Rivalries?”
A faint smile flickers across his lips. He seems as if he’s starting to get his mojo back. The man has no shame and no guilt about what he’s doing with these young women. And as repugnant as I find it, it’s not the reason I’m here. Nor is there anything I could even do about it if I decided I wanted to. What he’s doing isn’t illegal. 
“I assure you, Chief Wilder, regardless of what you may think of me, all the women I associate with know what the deal is, and they are all right with it,” he says. 
I pause for a moment and study him. The lack of humility is striking, as is his lack of a moral compass. He’s in a position of authority. He’s a mentor to these young women who want nothing more than to learn from somebody who is—and I hate to say this—one of the best in his field. Before he came to teach at Georgetown, Bradley Warren argued some of the most important and consequential cases before the highest courts in recent memory. His resume is what these law students aspire to. These students want to be him. Instead of being a mentor, though, and instead of helping them achieve those dreams and aspirations, Warren is using his stature to get laid. It’s foul. He is foul. 
“What about your wife, Professor Warren?” I ask. “Is she all right with these arrangements you have with your students?” 
That smarmy smile slips from his face, and his expression darkens. I’ve hit an exposed nerve. Go me. 
“My marriage is none of your concern,” he says. “Nor does it have anything to do with Teagan’s disappearance.” 
“Maybe. But maybe not. I might need to speak with your wife just to be sure.” 
“Chief Wilder, I have indulged you to this point but make no mistake. I highly advise you to not go messing about in my personal life, or there might be unintended consequences,” he says, his voice sharp as a razor. 
“Mr. Warren, I would advise you that it’s not very wise to threaten a federal agent,” I go on, undaunted. “But moving on, can you please account for your whereabouts on the fourteenth? And I already know faculty wasn’t on campus at that time so, you should probably think carefully before you answer.” 
“The fourteenth, you say?” 
“I did.” 
“I was in Texas advising Harlan Morrison’s defense team,” he says. “Mr. Morrison is facing the death penalty, and they petitioned me for assistance. I still do some pro bono defense work when I have free time.” 
“I assume that can be verified?”
“Naturally,” he replies smugly. “Check with the state prison in Huntsville.”
“I’ll do that.” 
“Good. Do that and this will all be cleared up,” he says. “Now, unless you have something else for me, I have to get back to preparing for the coming semester.” 
Feeling even more frustrated than when I got here, I get to my feet and pull a card out of my pocket and set it on his desk. Though refined and affluent, the man disgusts me. I feel greasy just standing here in his office.
“Please stick around, Professor. I may have some follow-up questions,” I say. “And if it’s not too much trouble, I would appreciate not being given the run-around next time. I’d hate to have to come back down here and drag you into FBI headquarters for further questioning.”
“Just as you advised me, I’ll offer you the same bit of advice. You would do well to stop threatening me, Chief Wilder. It usually doesn’t go well for people who do that,” he says.
“Noted,” I reply. “Thank you for your time.” 
I walk out of his office with my teeth gritted hard enough, I could probably shatter stone. Teagan is an intelligent young woman. Strong and independent. It frustrates the hell out of me that she can’t see the smarmy, manipulative, control freak underneath Warren’s thin veneer of gentility. He was using her. Controlling her. Stripping her of her identity and rebuilding her in the image he wanted to see. I have no doubt he’s doing that with all the young women in his life. 
I wish they could all see through him the way I can. But then, I’ve been in the business long enough to know it’s never that easy. We tend to see what we want to see instead of what is. And in the case of these young women, it makes me sick. 





Primrose Heights Neighborhood, Shady Willows Homes; Clayville, IA
My frustration is already boiling over, but the moment I get out of the Suburban, I know something is very wrong. Astra and Cora are both tense and grim-faced as they walk over, and I can already smell the unmistakable odor of very bad things in the air. If you do this work long enough, you learn to pick up on these things. Of course, the eight or nine sheriff’s department vehicles and the ambulance, siren lights still flashing, and the chaos of emergency personnel dashing about helps identify it as an active crime scene. 
“How’d things go at Georgetown?” Astra asks. 
“Snake eyes,” I reply. “We need to check out Warren’s alibi, but I’m pretty sure it’s going to be airtight. I thought he was our guy. He certainly fits the profile of Teagan’s mysterious worldly older man.”
“Could he have farmed out the work?” Cora asks. 
“It’s possible. But we’re going to need to find something to backstop that,” I reply. “What are we doing here?” 
After landing in Des Moines this morning, I got on the road to make the hour-long trek back to Clayville. Twenty minutes outside of town, though, I got a call from Astra telling me to get out to a construction site on the eastern edge of town. As I drove through where the gates would eventually be, I saw they are in the process of building what is eventually going to be the exclusive community of Shady Willows. 
“Sheriff Irving called us right before we called you,” Cora explains. “Said we needed to get out here right away.” 
“Is it what I think it is?” I ask. 
“We’re not sure. We haven’t gone onto the scene yet,” Astra says. 
“We were waiting for you,” Cora adds. 
“Well, let’s get this over with then,” I mutter. 
The neighborhood around us is skeletal with most of the homes still in the framing stage. The roads winding through the community are all still packed dirt, as is the land all around them, and construction vehicles and equipment are scattered everywhere around the development. These houses are going to be large. Palatial. Obviously, this is going to be a neighborhood for the wealthy and yet another sign of Clayville’s growing population and prosperity.
Judging by the flow of foot traffic, the activity seems to be centered behind the house to our left. Yellow crime scene tape is being strung up, and I can see a man with sergeant’s stripes on his sleeves barking out orders and getting his men moving. I turn to see an army of vehicles coming our way—the media has gotten wind of a breaking story and have come running. It’s not surprising. Like Stills said the other night, when there’s a drop of blood in the water, they start circling like a school of sharks. 
Astra and Cora trailing close behind, I quickly divert my path and head over to the sergeant. He watches us approach with a sneer on his lips and a look of disgust on his face. 
“Excuse me,” I say, and all three of us flash our badges. “We need your men to keep the press at least one hundred yards back. And we need a total information blackout. Please instruct your men to not speak to the press. Not a single word, Sergeant. Please.” 
He puts his hands on his hips and looks me up and down, the disgust on his face only growing more pronounced. 
“I think I know how to run my tape line, thanks,” he growls. 
“Stow the attitude, Sergeant,” Sheriff Irving says as he steps up beside him. “And do what she says. Not a word about what we found here is to get out. Anybody who leaks is going to be flippin’ burgers at the Pig. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, Sheriff,” the man replies.
The sergeant casts a subtly dark look at me but heads off to give the orders to the deputies and to help set up a perimeter. Irving turns to me, his face stony and his expression tight. 
“Sorry about that,” he says. “Not everybody is thrilled with y’all being here.” 
“No sweat. We’re used to it,” I respond. “What are we looking at here, Sheriff?” 
“I think you should see it for yourself,” he says. 
“All right. Lead on then.” 
We follow him around the side of a house that’s further along in its build than some of the others. This one has a couple of solid walls already in place, thankfully blocking the view of the back from the street. When we get back there, though, we see it’s a hive of activity. Half a dozen deputies are milling around, a couple of them standing off to the side talking as they smoke a cigarette, while others are taking measurements and jotting down notes on the clipboards in their hands.
Three people in white coveralls are collecting and bagging evidence behind a section that’s been taped off, and sitting beside a shallow hole is a black body bag. My stomach churns, already knowing what we’re going to find when we open it. 
“Give us a minute,” Irving says as we approach the tape. 
The three people in coveralls—two men and a woman—stand up and vacate the area. We all step over the tape and walk over to the black vinyl bag on the ground. Irving squats down and unzips it, then pulls it open for us to see. 
“Dammit,” I mutter. 
Teagan Stills’s normally cornflower blue eyes are dull and milky white. They’re wide open and fixed on some point beyond this world, and her skin is waxy and so pale, it has an almost blue sheen to it. Her raven-black hair is a tangled mess, clumped with mud, and her lips are parted enough for me to see there’s dirt in her mouth as well. Her ankles and wrists are still bound with plastic zip ties. The ties are so tight, they’ve dug into her flesh, bruising and abrading the area around it.
Teagan’s cheek bears an ugly, dark purple bruise—the result of being struck—and her left eye is swollen. There is another dark purple, almost black, bruise that encircles her neck. Other than those, there are no other obvious wounds I can see on her body. A close look at her eyes shows petechiae, a telltale sign of manual strangulation. 
“Terrible way to go out. She was a good kid. Didn’t deserve this,” Irving mutters dejectedly. 
After pulling a pair of black nitrile gloves out of my pocket and snapping them on, I squat down to get a closer look at Teagan’s body. She’s bloated, and I see the presence of maggots. She’s beginning to putrefy, telling me she’s been in the ground for a minute. Likely, since the day she was taken. Maybe the day after. The only thing I can say for sure is she’s been dead, here in the dirt behind this house, the entire time we’ve been searching for her and before her father came home from Washington. 
This poor girl endured so much and had so much promise. To see her life snatched away from her like this—to see her dumped in such an unceremonious and disrespectful manner—fills me with a dark rage. It makes me want to find everybody responsible for this and punish them as severely as they can be punished. And as I look into those wide, unseeing eyes, I silently vow to her that I will not stop until we get justice for her.
“Who found her?” I ask as I stand up again. 
“The construction crew,” Irving replies. “They were getting set to mark off the area for the pool when they saw the disturbed ground. They dug it up and found her. As you can see, she wasn’t buried particularly deep.” 
“It’s like whoever did this wanted her to be found,” Cora says. 
“Or at least, didn’t care very much if she was,” Astra adds. 
“Where are the construction workers?” I ask. 
“We interviewed them, then cut ‘em loose. I’m positive they didn’t have anythin’ to do with this,” he replies. “They were pretty shaken up. I’ll make sure you get the report and their contact information in case you need to have a word with them after all this.” 
“Thank you, Sheriff. We’re definitely going to need to talk to them,” I say.
“What do you think?” Astra asks. 
“They killed her shortly after taking her off the street,” I say. “Then they dumped her here like she was just a piece of trash they had to throw out.”
“What does that tell you?” Cora asks. 
“That this was a job for them. There was nothing personal about this,” I reply. “This also isn’t where she was killed. The actual crime scene is still out there, and my guess is, it’s the black van we saw her get pulled into. I’d bet my pension that’s where she was killed.” 
“How can you tell all that just by lookin’ at her body?” Irving asks. 
“It’s what we do, Sheriff. We analyze the crime scenes as well as the behavior. If we can figure out all the whats and whys, it will usually lead us to the who,” I tell him. “In this case, the fact that Teagan was killed so soon after being taken tells me it was purely functional. This wasn’t a crime of passion; this wasn’t a ransom play; this wasn’t even a trafficking angle. They were following orders and just wanted to get it done and over with. They killed her and dumped her. It was cold and efficient.” 
“Wow,” he says. “That’s… somethin’. Almost seems like voodoo or somethin’.” 
“Nothing mystical about it,” I tell him. “It’s just observation, understanding psychology, and applying simple logic. That’s it.”
“Blake’s right about these things so much it still kinda feels spooky,” Astra offers. “We’ve all learned to just roll with it.”
Irving’s beard twitches, but Astra’s attempt at levity falls flat. I can see Teagan’s death bothers him as much as it bothers me. Maybe even more, since this is his town and these are his people. Probably more than me. I care, though, and I’m taking this personally. Finding the person who did this to such a promising young woman with her whole life in front of her is my mission. It’s my purpose. 
“Sheriff, I’m going to want Teagan’s body sent to the crime lab at the Des Moines field office,” I tell him. 
He shakes his head. “Her daddy’s goin’ to want to put her to rest.”
“Her body is evidence right now, unfortunately. She’s going to have to be autopsied and cleared before we can turn her over for burial,” I tell him. “And I want that done in an FBI lab. We have resources and capabilities not open to you right now, Sheriff.” 
“Yeah. I believe that’s true. All right. I’ll make the arrangements to have her sent to your field office in Des Moines,” he says. “But if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to ask y’all to make the notification and have that conversation with the Congressman. I can already tell you he’s not going to be happy about it.” 
“We’ll make the notification. No problem,” I say. 
“You say that now,” he replies. 
“It’ll be fine. It’s not our first notification,” I tell him. “I also need to ask you to put a BOLO out on that van.” 
He scoffs. “Good luck to you then,” he says. “As far as the van goes, I can try. But with no identifying marks or plates on it, I can’t say it won’t be a waste of time.” 
“Understood,” I say. “But we need to find it. It’s vital.” 
“We’ll do what we can, Agent Wilder. But I can’t make any promises.” 
“I hear you. And I won’t hold you to any of it. Let’s just throw our lines out there,” I tell him. “You never know what we might catch.”
“Works for me,” he says. 
As we head back to our cars, the weight in my belly only gets heavier. Notifications are never easy, and something is telling me this one’s going to be especially rough. The only thing that concerns me about making the notification is that we have no solid evidence to go on yet. We have no suspects, no motive, and most disturbingly, not a single viable lead. 
Stills is very much a man who demands answers, and I hate going to him with nothing but news of his daughter’s death. 
“Brace yourselves, kids. This is going to suck,” I tell Astra and Cora. “This is going to suck really, really hard.” 





The Bennington; Downtown Clayville, IA
Downtown Clayville isn’t quite the thriving metropolises that New York City or Los Angeles are. It’s not even as large as Des Moines—but it’s growing and expanding every year. It probably won’t be long before it joins places like Iowa City or Sioux City as regional—if not national—cultural centers. With a lively art and music scene, not to mention a thriving culinary industry, it’s already on the up and up.
And nestled in the heart of downtown is the Bennington, a luxury boutique hotel. Congressman Stills informed me he’d be staying in Clayville until Teagan’s case was closed—one way or the other. But he thought with the media crawling all over this story like, in his words, maggots on a corpse, the farmhouse was too open and exposed. There were too many ways an enterprising reporter could sneak onto the property to snap a few candid photos of the Congressman in his current state of grief. It was the last thing he wanted. 
So, he took rooms for himself and Avery—and Megan, of course—at the Bennington. His thinking is that it’s easier to control access. With the press only able to come through the front doors, Clayville PD positioned a couple of deputies there to keep them out. The sidewalk and street outside those front doors is a zoo—the story is getting some national legs under it—but Stills and his daughter are safely ensconced in their rooms, high above the chaos on the street below. 
The door opens, and I find myself face to face with a woman who looks like she once had a career walking the runways in Paris or gracing the pages of a Victoria’s Secret catalog. Five-eleven, with a flawless, milky-white complexion, warm, chocolate brown eyes, and lustrous hair only a shade darker, Amber Ferro is even more beautiful than the pictures I’ve seen of her. She’s got a strong jawline, but her features are somehow still soft, and her generous curves exude femininity.
All her physical attributes, though, only serve to distract from one of the sharpest and shrewdest minds in politics today. There are a lot of people out there who think she’d be able to win a seat in Congress and hold it for as long as she wanted, or any position she ran for—even the Oval Office—if she saw fit. I happen to be one of those. I don’t know her personally. I only know her by reputation, but that’s enough to tell me she’s probably one of the smartest people in whatever room she walks into. 
“Agents Wilder and Russo, I presume,” she greets us in a smoky, cultured voice. “I apologize. I’m afraid I don’t know your associate.” 
“This is Special Agent Cora Pratt,” I say. 
“Pleasure, Agent Pratt.” 
I’m reasonably sure when we deliver our news, Ferro will find nothing pleasurable about our visit. As if picking up on that, Cora gives her a tight nod and then cuts a glance at me, a pensive expression on her face. The weight of what we’re here to do seems to finally be settling down over her shoulders, and it’s making her a little tense. 
“We need to speak with the Congressman, Ms. Ferro,” I say. 
“Of course. Please come in,” she replies. 
We follow her into the room, stepping down a short hallway and into the large living room of the three-room suite. There are two doors in the wall to my right and one in the door to my left—the master bedroom. All are closed. The walls are all covered in elegant wallpaper that’s white with dark designs that are surprisingly subtle and delicate. The carpet and furniture in the living room—two sofas and a recliner—are off-white, and pieces of modern art by local artists adorn the walls. It’s all very stylish and elegant.
Congressman Stills stands at the windows with his back to us and a glass of what is probably scotch in his hand as he stares out over the city. Other than the soft classical music playing, the suite is quiet. Lucas and Mo escorted Avery and Megan to her grandparents’ house in a neighboring town shortly after they’d checked into the Bennington. Stills thought it would be best to get his daughter away from the madness for a while, and seeing the madness on the street outside, I agreed. Unfortunately, though, that madness is about to get worse. 
“Is it her?” he asks without turning around. 
I’m not surprised that even with our gag order over the emergency personnel at the scene, Stills knows a body was found. You don’t get to be in his position without knowing how to get what you want. 
“Congressman Stills, why don’t we all have a seat?” I suggest. 
He takes a swallow of his drink, then turns around and walks over to the sofa and sits down. Ferro stands behind him, hovering almost protectively, as Astra, Cora, and I all perch on the other sofa across from him. Stills’s expression is slack, his eyes red and rheumy. He already suspects it’s Teagan, but he’s clinging to the faint hope that somebody got something wrong along the way and the girl they pulled out of the ground isn’t really his daughter. Stills is silently beseeching us to tell him what he heard is wrong. He’s praying for a miracle. 
Unfortunately, in this line of work, miracles tend to be in pretty short supply.
“You were at the scene?” he asks. 
I nod. “We were.” 
“And?” he asks. 
I share a quick look with Astra and Cora. They both look as uncomfortable as I feel right now. I’ve done more death notifications than I can count, and they never get easier. It’s the worst piece of news I can deliver to a person—news that will forever change their lives—and I’ve yet to find a way to soften the blow. Maybe there is no way. 
“Congressman Stills,” I begin. “There’s no easy way to say this, but the young woman found this morning is your daughter. It’s Teagan. We’re so very sorry for your loss.” 
“Are you sure?” he asks, his voice soft. “Are you sure it’s my baby girl?” 
“We are, sir,” I reply. “Believe me… I wish we had better news.” 
A choked and anguished sob bursts from his mouth as he buries his face in his hands and his entire body shakes as he silently weeps. Ferro comes around and sits down next to him, wrapping her arm around his shoulders and murmuring into his ear. Stills takes a few moments to gather himself, sharing a few quiet words with Ferro. He finally nods, and when she hands him a handkerchief, he wipes his eyes. 
“Suspects. Do you have any suspects?” he says. “Do you know who did this to my daughter, Chief Wilder?”
And just like that, he snaps into all-business mode. Given his profession, it’s not surprising that he’s able to compartmentalize. Politicians have to take their emotions out of the equation to function and do their jobs. They’re a lot like us in that way. But his job aside, it’s somewhat surprising he’s able to turn off the spigot of emotion when he’s talking about his daughter. 
I shake my head. “We’re looking into several different possibilities, but we don’t have a solid suspect just yet, sir,” I tell him. “As I mentioned to Sheriff Irving just a little while ago, we typically need to figure out the why first. That usually leads us to the who.”
What I don’t say is that Teagan’s death has provided a little bit of clarity and focus. Now that we know she’s been murdered and we aren’t running around trying to find her as if she were a missing person, we can shift gears and concentrate on finding her killer. It’s terrible that we can flip a switch like that—this is a human being we’re talking about—but this is our job. It’s the nature of the business. And if we can’t make that turn, we’ve got no business in the field. 
“Do you have a theory yet then? Do you know why somebody would do this?” he asks. 
“We’re still working on that as well. But we’ve come to believe that Teagan was involved with an older man. Somebody professional, and as she wrote in her diary, ‘refined and worldly,’” I say. “Do you know anybody who might fit that description?” 
He chuffs. “She’s grown up around men who fit that description, Chief Wilder,” he says. “She was just eight when I won my first election, so she’s grown up in the halls of Congress. She’s been surrounded by educated and refined men all her life.”
“Was there anybody she seemed especially close to?” Astra asks. “Anybody who might have taken an unusual interest in her?” 
He looks away and seems to be considering her question. He swallows down the last of his drink, and Ferro immediately takes his glass, stands up, and goes to the sideboard to refill it. She comes back and perches on the sofa next to him. Stills takes the glass from her, but rather than drinking, he stares into the amber liquid instead.
“No, nobody I can think of,” he finally says. “I mean, she was close to many of my friends. But I can’t think of anybody she was unusually close to or anything like that.”
Cora clears her throat. “And you never noticed anything romantic developing—” 
“No. God, no,” he snaps. “I told you: Teagan wasn’t involved with anybody.” 
“I have no wish to upset you further, Congressman Stills,” Cora says. “But in point of fact, she was romantically involved with somebody. An older man. Though she never named him, she wrote about it at length in her diaries.” 
He looks at Cora, his expression aghast. Stills shakes his head as if trying to deny what she’s saying—desperately wanting it to not be true. 
“We found a hidden hollow in her window seat, Congressman Stills,” Cora continues. “She kept secret diaries tucked inside. And these diaries hold her innermost, private thoughts.”
“I don’t understand,” he says. 
“She had two sets of diaries—one set she kept on her desk. Those were more… superficial and the normal day-to-day sort of observations,” she goes on. “The hidden set of diaries were the things I suspect she didn’t share with anybody. In those diaries, she wrote extensively about her relationship with this older man, whoever he is.”
Stills looks at her, not seeming to comprehend what she’s saying. It’s clear, though, that we’re not going to get anything useful out of the Congressman… not in the state he’s in right now. He’s holding his emotions in check, but it seems like it’s at the expense of coherent thought. 
“It’s a lot to process, Congressman Stills, I know,” I tell him gently. “We’re going to take off and give you a little space.”
“Please find who did this, Agents,” he says weakly. 
“We’re going to do our best, Congressman,” I say. 
“I’ll walk you out,” Ferro says as she gets to her feet. 
The four of us walk to the door, and Ferro holds it open for us. Astra and Cora precede me out the door, but Ferro puts her hand on my arm to stop me. I turn to her and see her eyes shimmering with tears and her lips quivering. It’s the first bit of emotion I’ve seen from her. But then she seems to regain control of herself and clenches her jaw. I watch as the grief leaves her eyes and is quickly replaced by a fiery determination. 
“Teagan was an extraordinary girl,” she says softly. “She was going to do great things with her life. For this world.”
“I believe that,” I reply. 
“Find the person who did this, Chief. And when you do, please… let me know first.” 
“Why is that?” 
“So we can handle the situation. Personally.” 
I stare at her for a long moment as the implication of what she’s asking rattles through my mind. Ferro just stares back at me with an even, emotionless, and pitiless gaze. 
“You can’t be asking me what I think you’re asking me,” I say. 
“Please,” she replies. “Mr. Stills would take it as a personal favor to be given the opportunity to… handle the situation himself. And he, of course, would insulate you from any potential blowback.” 
I hold her gaze for what feels like an eternity, and she doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t blink. She’s one hundred percent serious about this. Finally, I take a breath to steady myself.
“I know this is an emotional time, so, I’m going to do us all a favor and pretend I didn’t hear any of this,” I say. “Take care of the Congressman, Ms. Ferro. Goodnight.” 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Guest House; Clayville, IA
“You have got to be kidding me,” Astra exclaims. “She wants you to tell the Congressman who our suspect is when we find him? So, what, they can execute him?” 
“They are very serious about crime and punishment in this part of the country,” Rick chimes in. 
“Not to mention the fact that the Second Amendment is alive and well,” Nina adds. 
I pour a cup of hot tea for myself in the kitchen, then walk back into the war room and take my seat. I cup my hands around the mug, leeching the warmth from it. Everything about this day has left me feeling cold, and nothing I do seems to be warming me up.
“I can’t say I don’t understand the impulse,” I say. “But for a sitting Congressman openly asking me to let him dish out a little vigilante justice—” 
“Technically, it wasn’t the Congressman,” Astra cuts in. “It was his Chief of Staff. For all we know, she’s operating on her own.” 
“She likely wouldn’t be that bold on her own,” Cora says. “No, I have to believe it’s something she and the Congressman talked about.” 
“Either way, he’s obviously not in his right mind and would never actually ask us to do something like that,” I tell them. “So, we’re just going to pretend it never happened. We’re going to find out who killed Teagan and bring them in; they’ll go to prison for the rest of their miserable lives, and Stills will learn to be satisfied with that.”
“Yeah, let me know how that works out,” Astra mutters.
“I have to agree with Astra. Shockingly,” Rick says. “A father half out of his mind with grief—maybe more—with access to a lot of guns and plenty of reasons to put a bullet or twelve in somebody’s head? That’s a country song just waiting to be written. That’s all I’m saying.” 
“Look. He’s not going to be happy, of course. Who would be?” I go on. “But we’ll have gotten justice for Teagan, and in time, he’ll be glad he didn’t force Avery to grow up without her mother, sister, and her father.”
“Yeah, maybe. Hopefully,” she says. 
“All right, let’s worry about the only things we can control right now,” I say. “And right now, the only thing we can control is chasing down Teagan’s killer.”
“What about Avery?” Cora asks. 
“I talked to Lucas and Mo this morning. They’re going to keep her at the grandparents’ house for the time being,” I say. “She doesn’t need to be around to see the media’s feeding frenzy.”
“That’s probably wise,” Cora says. 
“Agreed,” Astra says. “So, do we have any thoughts on finding this mystery man?” 
“Actually, I’m still making my way through the secret diaries, but I’ve found a name that gets mentioned repeatedly. I didn’t pay attention to it at first because the mentions were so innocuous. It didn’t quite seem to be the same guy as our mystery man,” Cora says. “Eventually, though, in the later entries, it seemed to get more serious. Teagan’s language is still guarded, but reading between the lines makes it clear that she’s in love with him.”
“Who is it?” I ask.
“The name she uses is Skip,” Cora replies. “But it’s clearly not his real name—she uses quotation marks around them—nor does she give any hint as to who he might be.”
“It’s weird that she’d use quotation marks even in her own diary,” Astra remarks. 
“It might be she was afraid of anybody finding and reading them. There’s still a lot of coded language in her entries, and you have to really read between the lines,” Cora tells us. “But she’s a fantastic writer. Her command of the language is exquisite.” 
“I don’t understand why she’d even bother writing things down at all if she was so afraid of people reading them,” Astra says.
“Some people have so much going on in their heads, they just need to get their thoughts out in some fashion. Some people use music as an outlet. Other people are more comfortable putting it all down on paper,” I reply. “And that seems to track, given how much pressure she’s been under and how much more she put on her own shoulders; it’s not surprising she’d need to get all that stuff out of her head. And given her almost paranoid need for secrecy, that it’s guarded or coded isn’t surprising either. It’s healthier than keeping it all bottled up or acting out in some other self-destructive ways.” 
Astra chews it over for a moment then nods. “Yeah, I suppose I can see that.” 
“Maybe you should try it sometime, Astra,” Rick says. “Maybe you’ll lighten up a little.” 
“I doubt it,” she replies. “Anyway, what can—” 
The door to the guest house opens, and a man—who looks like he’s trying just a little too hard to appear casual—steps in. He’s dressed in blue jeans with a light blue button-down shirt, untucked, with his sleeves rolled up, and dark brown loafers. He looks about as comfortable and natural in jeans as a fish would look riding a bike. The newcomer’s hair is dark brown that’s lightly flecked with gray, and his eyes are a dark, soulful brown. The moment I see him, I know exactly who he is. 
“Congressman Everson,” I say, then turn to my team. “Everybody, meet eight-term Congressman Peter Everson of Massachusetts.”
He stops in the arched doorway of our makeshift war room and surveys everybody at the table for a long, tense moment. Even though they’re from different parties, Stills and Everson have been thick as thieves for years. The respect and affection the two men have for one another is obvious and well-documented, and it has led to them working very well together… much to the chagrin of their respective factions. It’s why I’m not entirely surprised that Everson turned up. 
“What is being done to find Teagan’s killer?” he demands. 
“We’re making every possible effort to find the person who did this,” I reply. 
“That’s a fantastic nonanswer,” he snaps. “But I asked what is being done.” 
“We’re not in the habit of discussing an ongoing investigation,” I tell him. 
“With all due respect, I doubt most of your investigations involve the daughter of a sitting US Congressman,” he demands. 
“Be that as it may, I still do not discuss ongoing investigations.” 
“Dammit! I’m not playing games with you,” he snarls. “Elton is my best friend. Teagan is like my own daughter. I want to know what’s being done to solve this heinous crime.” 
I bite back the scathing words sitting on the tip of my tongue and let them dissipate. Like Stills, I’m sure Everson is going through his own series of powerful emotions that he’s having trouble coming to terms with. And rather than the cold, stoic nature Stills displays, Everson is more emotive and expressive. It’s something I need to bear in mind, and rather than letting my temper get the better of me, I need to be gentler with him. I’m in enough trouble with the Bureau as it is. The last thing I want to do is give OPR more ammunition to shoot me with. 
“Congressman, I understand and empathize with your feelings,” I say as gently as I can. “But you need to let us do our jobs. Go be with Mr. Stills. He needs you right now. He needs all the friendly faces he can get around him.” 
His eyes shimmer with unshed tears, and his cheeks flush red, an expression of sheer torment on his face. Everson runs a hand over his face, trying to control himself. 
“Please, Chief Wilder. I just… I just want to know who did this to Teagan,” he says.
“And we’re doing everything we can to find out,” I say. “You just need to trust that we’re working as hard as we possibly can. I don’t think Director Holland would have assigned this case to us if he didn’t have the confidence that we would close it.”
It’s a bit of shameless name-dropping, but if it will get him off my back and stop him from pestering me, I’m not ashamed to do it. It seems to take a little bit of the wind out of his sails, and I see his body unclench slightly. 
“You were close with Teagan?” Astra asks. 
He nods tiredly. “Yeah. Like I said, Elton and I have been best friends for… for a while now. My family has spent so much time with Elton’s family that I almost feel like she’s one of my own,” he says. “After Bree passed, I just kind of pitched in and helped Elton with her and Avery wherever I could.” 
“So, tell me,” Astra goes on. “Did she ever mention that she was seeing anybody? Maybe having trouble with somebody?”
He frowns. “Trouble?”
“Yeah, like, was anybody hassling her that you know of?” I ask. “Did she mention anybody following her? Watching her? Anything like that?” 
He screws up his face and seems to think about the question. As he does, I lean against the wall with my arms folded over my chest and study him closely, watching every tic and microexpression. Looking for his tell. Unfortunately for me, I don’t see a thing. He’s either telling me the truth or he’s got one of the slickest poker faces I’ve ever seen. He should probably be playing cards for a living in Vegas. 
“She’s never mentioned having trouble with anybody. And she certainly never mentioned anything about having a boyfriend. Elton would have blown a gasket,” he tells us. “Do you know who this boy is? Somebody from school or—” 
“We believe she was involved with somebody,” I say. 
“And what makes you say that?” he asks. 
“Things she wrote in her private journals,” Cora says. 
“Things like what?” he asks. 
“This is one of those things we can’t share just yet, Congressman,” I reply. “As much as I empathize with you, I cannot and will not jeopardize the integrity of my case.” 
Though his eyes continue to smolder with that dark fury, he doesn’t press the issue. Instead, he lowers his gaze to the floor and seems to think about it for a moment before turning his eyes back to us. 
“I understand,” he says. “I just… I want to know who did this horrible, evil thing more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. I want to help. To be useful.” 
“And if there is anything you can do, we will be sure to ask,” I tell him. “I give you my word, Congressman Everson.” 
He looks deeply into my eyes for a minute, then nods slightly. “I would appreciate that,” he says. “And I would appreciate being kept in the loop.” 
“We’ll share what we can, when we can,” I tell him.
“I suppose that’s about as good as I can hope for.”
“I’m afraid so.” 
“All right,” he says. “Please, though, don’t shut me out. Elton and the girls are my family, Chief Wilder. I want to see the evil bastard who did this caught and punished.” 
“I understand.” 
“Thank you, Chief Wilder.”
“You’re welcome.” 
He doesn’t leave though. Doesn’t take the hint that was the natural end to our conversation. Instead, he looks at me with eyes that are lost. His lips quiver, and his body starts to quake, and he scrubs his face with his hands, the stubble on his cheeks making a dry, scratchy sound.
“I apologize for my behavior, I just… they’re family,” he explains and sniffs loudly. “They’re all like family to me.” 
“I understand, Congressman Everson. I really do. And the best thing you can do for them right now is to just go be with them and let us do our job.” 
“Of course. I’m sorry.” 
Everson turns and walks out of the guest house, his shoulders hunched, his hands balled into fists, still radiating frustration like heat from a stove. At least he’s going without incident though. That’s something. 
“Hey, Boss,” Rick calls out.
“Talk to me,” I say. 
“Nina and I finally broke the password on Teagan’s laptop,” he says. 
“And?” 
“And you’re going to want to see this,” Nina says. “This might change the entire complexion of the case.” 
“That’s dramatic,” Astra says. 
“If you’re going to do something, do it with a little flair, I always say,” Rick says.
“Do you though?” Astra cracks.
I ignore their banter and practically leap over to stand behind Nina as she calls up what she wanted me to see. I lean down and look at what’s on the screen and feel that electrical charge I get when I know I’m looking at something important. Something critical. Something that gives me that feeling of tension and a slight but growing sense of momentum. I look up at Astra.
“She’s right,” I say. “This very well could change everything. This might hand us the motive we’ve been looking for.” 





Office of Dr. Sylvia Girardi; Hawkeye General Hospital; Clayville, IA
We sit in an office that is a testament to cleanliness and efficiency. Behind the desk we’re seated in front of, Dr. Girardi has an impressive collection of diplomas hanging on the wall above a credenza topped by framed photos of her with friends and family interspersed with several awards she’s earned. Flanking the credenza is a pair of dark cherry bookcases filled with texts—several of which she’s written—and other materials related to her job. 
The walls are a sandy beige color and are lined with black and white nature portraits. To our left are three large plate glass windows that, being on the seventh floor, allow us to overlook the rest of the medical campus. The entire office is soothing and comfortable. You can’t help but feel at ease when you step into Dr. Girardi’s office. Which is probably the point. This office feels like a safe space to receive news that will forever change your life, either for the good or the bad. 
The door opens behind us, and a petite woman in her mid-forties—with honey-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail that bounces when she walks—comes steaming in. Her big, blue eyes sparkle, and she’s got a wide, warm smile on her lips. The hem of her white lab coat flaps around her ankles as she walks in. You can tell almost immediately that she’s a woman with boundless energy and, judging by her upbeat demeanor, an entirely pleasant bedside manner. 
“Hi! I’m so sorry to keep you waiting,” she chirps. 
Astra and I stand and shake hands and exchange greetings with her. After we’ve observed all the social niceties, Dr. Girardi walks around her desk, and we all sit down. She clasps her hands together on top of her desk and leans forward, carefully surveying us with those piercing blue eyes. 
“So, what can I do for the FBI?” she asks. 
“We’re here about Teagan Stills,” I say.
The smile on her face instantly evaporates, and she’s clutching her hands together so hard, I can see her knuckles turning white. 
“She was a lovely girl,” Girardi says, her voice thick with emotion. “It’s terrible… I just don’t understand this world sometimes.” 
“Neither do we, Doctor,” I say. 
“I’m sure. You see the worst in humanity every single day,” she says. “I don’t know how you do it day in and day out. I really don’t.”
“That we do,” I reply. 
Her lips are a tight slash, her cheeks are flushed, and she seems to be battling her emotions. Girardi pulls a tissue out of the box on her desk and dabs at her eyes.
“I’m sorry. I’ve been Teagan’s doctor for… well… for a while now,” she says. “I’m just having trouble processing all of this.” 
“It’s understandable,” I say. “Take your time.” 
“I’m all right. Please, what can I do to help?” 
“We understand that Teagan had an appointment with you just a few days before she was taken,” Astra says. “Can you tell us what happened?” 
Girardi hesitates, knowing doctor-patient confidentiality laws prohibit just how much she’s legally allowed to tell us. But we knew she might balk, so we came prepared. I slip a piece of paper out of my jacket pocket and slide it across the desk to her. Girardi picks it up and unfolds it, her eyes moving back and forth as she scans the words on the document. 
“Teagan’s father waived privilege on her behalf, so we were able to obtain a warrant that frees you up to talk to us,” I tell her.
Girardi folds the page and sets it down, seeming to be relieved that she is off the hook of any possible wrongdoing by cooperating with us. 
“I did have an appointment with her,” Girardi says. “She was pregnant.” 
“How far along was she?” Astra asks. 
“Only about five weeks,” she replies. 
“Did she happen to mention the name of the father?” I ask.
Girardi shakes her head. “She didn’t. And truthfully, she got a little agitated when I asked her about it. It was clear she didn’t want to tell me, so I didn’t press the issue. Frankly, it’s not my business. My only concern is in making sure she and her baby are healthy.” 
“Dr. Girardi, did she ever mention wanting to terminate the pregnancy or discuss any other concerns with you?” I ask. 
“Well, we certainly talked about all her options, yes,” she says. “I got the sense she didn’t know whether she wanted to keep the baby or not. We spoke a lot about adoption. But if I’m being honest, I think most of her fear stemmed from her worry about the baby’s father. She didn’t say it outright, but I got a feeling that he might not have been happy about having a child with her.”
“What makes you think that?” Astra asks. 
“It’s nothing she said directly. But whenever we mentioned the father, she became agitated. She seemed… scared,” Girardi tells us. 
Astra and I exchange a glance, and I can see she’s thinking exactly what I am: we finally have a motive for her murder. Potentially, anyway. The father of the baby she carried wouldn’t be the first man to kill to keep a woman from having his baby. It’s disgusting and tragic, but it’s certainly not a unique story by any means.
“Dr. Girardi, does the name Skip mean anything to you?” I ask.
She furrows her brow and seems to think on it for a moment but then shakes her head. “No, I’m sorry, it doesn’t. Is that who you believe is the father of her child?”
“We aren’t sure yet. It’s just a name that’s come up in the course of our investigation,” I reply. 
“Doctor, do you happen to know which way Teagan was leaning in regards to her child?” Astra asks. “Was she leaning toward adoption or terminating the pregnancy?”
“Honestly, I don’t. She was all over the place. She was like the weather here in the Midwest: she changed every couple of hours—”
Girardi bites off her words and puts a hand over her mouth. She looks down at her desk for a moment and seems to be trying to rein her emotions back in. 
“I’m so sorry. That was tasteless,” she says. “I didn’t mean to—”
“Doctor, you have nothing to be sorry about. You did nothing wrong,” I reply. “Sometimes, gallows humor is the only way to get through these things. It’s usually how we function.”
“It’s true,” Astra says. 
Girardi’s lips quiver, but she quickly pulls herself together. “Anyway, she was, as I said, all over the place. She didn’t know if she wanted to keep the baby or end the pregnancy. There were even times she mentioned keeping the baby and raising it,” Girardi says. “But I think she was only thinking about keeping it because it’s what would have been expected of her. Teagan, though… she had big dreams and goals, and she knew a baby would derail those plans she had for her life. She was confused. And afraid.”
I sit back in my seat and let the doctor’s words rattle around in my head for a moment. This is all good information to have, but given that it’s a lot of speculation and secondhand accounting, I’m not quite sure yet what it means or what value it has for us. Ultimately, without knowing who the baby’s father was, it leads to more questions than answers. It does lead me to one question I feel is important though. 
“Dr. Girardi,” I start. “Do you happen to know if Teagan’s father knew about her pregnancy? Or if she’d planned to tell him?”
“Oh, I couldn’t say. On either count,” she replies. “I’m sorry, Agents. But Teagan tended to keep things pretty private.” 
“So we’ve been discovering,” I say. “Anyway, we appreciate your help, Doctor Girardi. You’ve given us a lot of solid information.” 
“Of course. And if there’s anything else I can do to help, please don’t hesitate.”
“Thank you,” I say and hand her my card as I get to my feet. “And if you happen to think of anything else, please give me a call.”
“I will.” 
Astra and I head out and make our way back to the Suburban, both of us walking in silence as we ponder everything Dr. Girardi just shared with us. When we get to the car, Astra stops and turns to me. 
“So, are we thinking that this mysterious older man found out she was pregnant and killed her to keep it quiet?” she asks. 
“Because maybe she was thinking about keeping it?” 
“Seems pretty extreme,” she says. “Especially for an older, successful, supposedly refined man. Don’t they usually pay to make things like this go away?”
“Maybe she didn’t want to be bought off.” 
“Possibly. I just…”
Her voice trails off, and she looks away. She doesn’t need to finish the statement, though, since I think we’re both on the same page. As my thoughts tumble through my head, I watch as a dark blue Prius drives through the parking lot and then pulls into a space. It’s a clear day that’s pleasantly warm, and from where we’re standing, I can hear birds chirping away in the branches of the trees that fill the small greenspace beside the medical complex. It all seems so peaceful and idyllic… and at complete odds with the dark thoughts spinning around in my brain. 
I turn to Astra who’s still struggling to find the words. “There’s something missing.” 
“Yeah. I think so. Something just doesn’t feel right,” she replies. “The whole he-killed-her-to-hide-a-pregnancy thing just seems too simple. I mean, of course, we’ve dealt with cases where people kill for less than that, but—” 
“This just feels more complicated than that.” 
“Yeah,” she says. “It’s just a gut feeling, but I think there’s more going on here. I just don’t know what it might be.” 
My thoughts are whirling through my mind like a tornado, pieces of a theory starting to fall into place. I’m making this up as I go. The more I think about it, though, the more right it feels, and I can’t help but feel that sense of momentum I get when we’re on the right track starting to build and grow stronger. 
“What if our unsub killed Teagan because he’s got a lot to lose?” I start. 
“You mean, like a family?” 
“Maybe. Probably,” I say. “But I’m thinking more than that.”
“Like what?” 
“Like his reputation,” I state. “What if he knew he’d be ruined if it was discovered he fathered a child out of wedlock?” 
“That might not go over so well with the family values crowd, would it?” she asks.
“It certainly wouldn’t. The problem is, we’ve got a suspect pool as long as a phone book.” 
“Your references suck,” she says. “Nobody’s used a phone book in eons, Blake. Try to stay up with the times, will you? It makes you sound old.”
“You knew the reference, so...”
She opens her mouth to respond but closes it again without saying anything for a moment. Astra finally turns back to me, and a grim laugh spills from her mouth.
“Shut up,” she says then grows serious again. “Okay, so, what’s our move?” 
“The first thing we’re going to have to do is reset our suspect board and look at people we either wrote off or put on the back burner already.” 
“You’re thinking about Stills.” 
“I’m saying we can’t rule him out,” I tell her. “Family values and combatting unwed pregnancy is his bread and butter. I can’t imagine it would go over too well with his base if his single daughter turned up pregnant.”
“And it would go over even worse if he helped to cover up her pregnancy and word about it got out,” she says. “As far as scandals go, it’s not the worst I’ve heard of before. But if Stills has his eyes on a higher office, he can’t afford the barest hint of impropriety.” 
“Exactly,” I say. 
“Do you think he’d murder his own daughter to protect his political goals though?” 
“I’m not saying that’s what I believe, but he’s ambitious and has his eyes on a much higher political prize,” I say. “We’ve seen people do the most unthinkable things in pursuit of those lofty perches and all the perks that go along with them.” 
“Yeah. I guess we have,” she says. “So, what’s our move?”
“We’re going to go have a conversation with him.” 
“Well, that’s direct.” 
“Sometimes, you have to be direct to get any answers.”
“Okay, sure. That makes sense. But before we talk to him, let me encourage you to be subtle, Blake. I mean it,” she says. “I shouldn’t have to tell you that pissing off a Congressman who’s tight with Director Holland when OPR is already looking for a head to mount on their wall is a bad idea.”
I flash her a wide smile. “What? Subtle is my middle name.”
She scoffs. “Yeah, I can already tell this is going to go really well for us.” 
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Astra and I stand a few rows over, respectfully giving Stills a little space as he stands before the ornate headstone. Amber Ferro stands beside him, her hand protectively on his shoulder and a sympathetic expression on her face. If I didn’t know what a cutthroat shark she is, I might have thought the anguish written across her features was genuine. But the woman asked me to help her murder a suspect like she was asking me for nothing more remarkable than a cup of sugar, so I’m finding it a little hard to believe she’s got an empathetic bone in her body.
Residents of Clayville held a small service and vigil for Teagan at the church she grew up in. Congressman Stills attended to give everybody his thanks and to share his grief. Honestly, it might as well have been a political rally since he used a good portion of his speaking time ranting about crime and law enforcement reform. It played well with the crowd, though, and I suppose that’s all that matters. In his world, it’s all about the optics and political capital after all.
After the service ended and all the well-wishers had expressed their condolences to the Congressman and departed, he made his way out to the graveyard to spend a little time alone with his wife. As I watch him talking to her, I can see the pain he’s in. Even after all these years, it’s easy to see just how much he still misses her. Seeing him in this moment, by himself and not surrounded by aides, cameras, or the trappings of his office, and seeing him as nothing more than a grieving husband and father, I swing back the other way and find myself again having a hard time believing he could have had anything to do with Teagan’s death. 
But again, we see the worst in humanity every single day, and it wouldn’t be the first time we saw somebody murdered simply to further the ambitions of another. It’s not often the victim is a person’s daughter, but it’s not unprecedented either. 
“What’s rattling around in that brain of yours?” Astra asks in a quiet voice. 
“I’m thinking about Amber Ferro.” 
“Anything in particular? Or just about her in general?” 
“I’m thinking she’s somebody who would do anything to protect her boss,”
Astra purses her lips and glances at the tall woman who’s watching over the Congressman as he visits with his dead wife. 
“You think she’s in love?” Astra asks. 
“No. Not with Stills anyway. I’d say she’s in love with power though,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about it and have come to think maybe she hasn’t ever run for office herself because she understands that in many ways, the true power is had behind the throne. In some ways, Stills is a figurehead. But working in the shadows and pulling the strings, completely unseen like she does, is the exercise of true power and control.” 
“You think she loves power enough to kill a pregnant girl?”
“If that pregnant girl threatened to unravel everything she helped build? Yeah, maybe.”
“This is getting deep.” 
“If things didn’t get deep, they would’ve assigned the case to lesser agents.” 
“Touché,” she says. 
Stills finishes up at his wife’s grave, then turns and sees us. He quietly says something to Ferro, then walks over to where we’re standing. The tall, elegant woman hovers behind him, looking at us with narrowed, suspicious eyes, and I wonder if Stills even knows she asked me to tell her when we had a suspect to give them a chance to “handle” it on their own.
“Agents,” he says. “Do you have an update for me?” 
“We do,” I tell him. “We found some hidden files on Teagan’s laptop, sir. My techs were able to crack into it and found that she had a secret calendar. We discovered that she had an appointment with a Doctor Girardi—”
“Girardi? Our family doctor has been Doc Poyer since the day she was born. I have no idea who this Doctor Girardi is,” he says. 
“Dr. Girardi is a gynecologist,” Astra explains. 
Stills glances at Ferro who gives him a shrug. “This is the first I’m hearing of it.”
“How long has she been seeing this gynecologist?” Stills asks. 
“I don’t know for certain,” I tell him. “Dr. Girardi only said she’d been seeing Teagan for a while now. She wasn’t specific though.” 
“Why in the hell would she see somebody behind my back?” he asks, clearly confused. “Doc Poyer can take care of anything she needs.” 
“Sometimes a woman feels more comfortable speaking with another woman when it comes to… feminine issues,” I explain. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to slight you, sir.” 
“Feminine issues? What sort of feminine issues could she have that Doc Poyer couldn’t address?” he frowns. 
“Again, it might be a level of comfort issue,” I say as gently as I can. 
He runs a hand through his hair and glances at Ferro again, as if she has the answers he’s looking for. But she looks back at him blankly, so he turns back to us. I’ve been standing here trying to figure out the best way to raise the issue but decide that since I’m looking for a reaction, the best way to get it is probably by being direct. 
“Sir, Teagan was seeing Dr. Girardi because she was pregnant,” I tell him. “I assume she was going behind your back because she wanted to keep that from you. And because she felt more comfortable dealing with this issue with Dr. Girardi than with Dr. Poyer.” 
As my words sink in, I watch both Stills and Ferro closely, looking for a tell or some spark of recognition that they already know what I just told them. I don’t see anything though. Not the barest hint of surprise. 
“Pregnant,” Stills whispers. “That’s impossible. There has to be some mistake.”
“Unfortunately, there’s no mistake, sir. It was definitive,” I reply.
“H—how far along was she?” he asks. 
“About five weeks according to Dr. Girardi.” 
He pauses and then looks to his Chief of Staff. “Amber, I know you and Teagan were close,” he says, his voice shaky. “Did you—”
“Of course not. I would have told you immediately if I knew,” she replies. 
He turns back to me and doesn’t seem able to speak for a couple of moments. Stills just stands there, looking at some point in the distance behind me, and seems to be trying to process what I just told him while simultaneously trying to gather his wits about him. 
“Do you know whose child it was?” he finally manages.
“No, sir. I’ve got the field office lab running fetal DNA, but I have to be honest here,” I say. “If the father of her child hasn’t committed a crime or been required to submit his DNA, we more than likely aren’t going to get a match.” 
“I see,” he says. 
“Congressman, does the name Skip mean anything to you?” I ask. “We found a reference to this person in Teagan’s diaries, and we believe this may be the older man we’ve been looking for. He was possibly the father of her unborn child.” 
His eyes widen slightly, and he cuts a sharp look at Ferro, whose face remains entirely passive and unflinching. His look is subtle, and it’s gone in the blink of an eye, but I know I saw it. Stills quickly looks down at the ground, a tight, dark expression on his face as he regains control of himself. He puts on a well-practiced look of neutrality, his face blank. Ferro steps forward and whispers something in his ear, then steps back. Stills raises his gaze. 
“Sir?” I ask. “Do you know who this Skip person is?” 
“I don’t.”
“Are you certain, sir?” 
“The Congressman has answered your question. Now, if you don’t mind, we have to go,” Ferro says coldly. 
“I’m sorry, Agents, I have an appointment I have to keep,” Still says. “But thank you for the update and please, continue to keep me in the loop.” 
“Of course,” I reply. “But sir, you had a reaction when I mentioned Skip—”
“I really must go,” he says. 
Ferro escorts him away, and all we can do is watch them hustle to a waiting SUV, climb in, and zip away. Astra and I stand together in dumbfounded silence. 
“Did you see that?” she finally asks.
“Kind of hard to miss.” 
“He knows who Skip is,” she says, her voice low.
“Yeah, I got that feeling too.” 
“He knows who might have murdered his daughter and isn’t telling us,” Astra says. “What in the hell is going on here?”
The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and I feel electric tingles crawling across my skin. It’s the unmistakable feeling of being watched. I turn and see an older man with a full head of white hair—the parish priest, judging by the white collar around his neck—standing among the tombstones with a rake in hand looking at us. When he sees me looking at him, he flinches and looks startled, then quickly turns and walks behind the rectory.
“I don’t know. But I think somebody might have a story to tell us,” I say. “Come on. Let’s go to church.”
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“Tea?” he offers in his thick Midwestern accent. 
“That would be lovely,” I say. “Thank you.” 
Astra and I sit at the dining room table as Father Tobias Manning, the rector at St. Pius, shuffles into the kitchen. The rectory is about as modest as you’d expect a priest’s home to be. It’s filled with older furniture, plenty of religious iconography, and books. Lots of books. And judging by the worn and cracked spines on most of them, I’d say Father Manning is quite the reader. What surprises me, though, is the sports memorabilia interspersed with pictures of Jesus and other religious scenes. 
Father Manning is a soft-spoken, large, and stocky man I’d put in his early sixties. Dressed in black slacks and shoes, and with a beige cardigan over his black shirt, he seems as modest as his home. He’s like the NFL meets Mr. Rogers. Manning comes back into the dining room with a tray bearing a teapot, cups, sugar, milk, and a plate of what looks like homemade chocolate chip cookies. He sets it all down and then takes a seat across from us. We all take a moment to make our cups of tea, and he puts a cookie on a plate for each of us and then hands them over with a mischievous sparkle in his eye. 
“Mrs. McCurdy knows I got a sweet tooth and brings me a batch of her famous cookies every week,” he says conspiratorially. 
“Father, that’s positively scandalous,” Astra gasps. 
“We all have our vices, my dear.” 
“You played college football,” I say, gesturing to the photos on the wall.
He looks at them wistfully and nods. “Four years at Notre Dame. Tight end. I was on track to go pro eventually, but, well, the Lord had other things to say about that.” 
“What happened?” 
“I was involved in a car accident that probably should have taken my life,” he tells us. “But I felt His presence. He pulled me through. And once I came out of the coma, I just knew what my life’s purpose was supposed to be. It wasn’t the idea of chasing glory and fame as an athlete. It was in service to others.” 
“Do you ever miss it?” Astra asks. “Or wonder what could have been?” 
“Oh, from time to time,” he admits with a chuckle. “But my knees still work, I haven’t had a concussion since before you ladies were born, and I’d’a been goin’ toe to toe with that Chicago defense, so I like to think God was lookin’ out for me.”
That brings a smile to Astra’s face. “Can’t blame you there.”
Manning is an immensely likable man. He just exudes kindness and compassion, and he’s got a calming air about him. I guess those are prerequisites to be a priest. Still, it’s hard for me to picture him as some hyped-up jock smashing other guys on a football field. But hey, we all have a past, right? I set my teacup down and sit up in my chair. 
“Father Manning,” I start. “When I saw you outside, you looked like you had something you wanted to say to us.” 
He takes a bite of a cookie and chews on it thoughtfully for a moment, then chases it with a sip of his tea. The cup looks tiny in his enormous hand as he gently sets it on the saucer. Father Manning looks troubled, and he seems to be having a hard time getting his words out, which piques my curiosity. I need to get him talking. 
“So, the Stills family grew up in this church?” I ask.
“They did,” he replies softly. “Of course, once Bree passed away, Elton didn’t come around as often. I think he blamed God for his wife’s death. But Teagan and Avery continued attending regularly. They were both very active. Teagan especially. She worked with our Meals on Wheels program. A lot of older folks in the area live too far out of town to get the food and things they need. Teagan was always one of our best volunteers.” 
“Everything I’ve heard about her makes Teagan seem like a wonderful young woman.”
“Oh, she was. She was an extraordinary young lady—intelligent, compassionate… she had the patience of a saint,” he says with a soft laugh. “Teagan was going to do wonderful things in this world and had a very bright future ahead of her.” 
His eyes shimmer, and he looks down at the table. The teacup trembles in his hand as he picks it up and takes another drink. A mournful expression crosses his face as he sets it down again and looks up at us. 
“It’s so difficult referring to her in the past tense,” he mutters and shakes his head. “All I can do is pray for her repose. This sort of thing is never easy for me—as I’m sure it never is for you as well.” 
“Agreed, Father,” Astra tells him. “But unfortunately, we’ve got a job to do, and right now, our job is to find justice for Teagan.” 
“What is it you wanted to tell us, Father Manning?” I ask. 
His lips tremble, and a tear spills down his ruddy cheek. Father Manning wipes it away and sniffs loudly, seeming to be doing his best to remain composed. 
“I just… Teagan and I have spent a lot of time talking. We always did, of course, but it seems that over the past few months, we spoke more frequently than usual,” he says. “Of course, she gave me her confession regularly, but we also spent time talking over tea. Just like we’re doing right now, and I could tell that something had changed. Something was bothering her. She was troubled on a very deep, spiritual level.” 
“All right,” I say. “And what was bothering her, Father?” 
“She told me she had fallen in love with a man—an older man,” he tells us. “More than that, she confided in me that she was carrying his child.” 
Astra and I exchange a glance, and I feel a surge of electricity shoot through me at the independent confirmation of what we’ve learned so far. That sense of momentum begins to feel like it’s picking up speed. 
“Father,” Astra says. “Did Teagan ever mention the name Skip to you?”
He nods. “She did. But I got the feeling that wasn’t the young man’s real name. Even though she trusted me, there were still a great many things she kept to herself,” he says. “You must understand that Teagan lived her entire life in a fishbowl, and because she and her family were always under such intense scrutiny, she learned early on that if she wanted any sort of privacy, she had to bury the most personal things deep inside. As a result, she became somewhat closed off. It was like she didn’t know how to be open with people. I learned to avoid pressing her too hard because she would eventually hit a point where she just shut down.”
That tracks with what we know of her… the extra layers of security and the Fort Knox-like guarding of her thoughts. The two sets of diaries are just more proof of that. 
“Do you have any idea who Skip might be, Father?” Astra asks.
He shakes his head. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a clue. All I know is that she thought it was somebody her father would disapprove of. Greatly,” he says. “More than being afraid of being unwed and pregnant, I got the feeling she feared Elton finding out who the father of her child was.” 
“Father, does the Congressman have a temper that you know of?” Astra asks. “To the best of your knowledge, had he ever been abusive toward—”
“Oh, goodness no. Never. There are a great many things you can say about Elton that would be true, but calling him abusive is not one of them. Not toward his girls,” Manning says. “He loves those girls with everything in him, and he would lay down his life to protect them. There is nothing he wouldn’t have done for those girls, and he would never raise a hand to them. Ever.” 
“Then why did she fear him finding out who the father of her child was?” I ask. 
“You must understand that Teagan valued her father’s approval. Craved it. Needed it as much as she needed oxygen,” he says. “The thought of disappointing him was unbearable for her. Truly. She would have rather endured intense physical pain than disappoint her father.”
“What about Skip?” I ask. “Did she tell you much about him?” 
“She didn’t,” he tells us. “I tried to ask her about him, but that was one of those things she kept to herself. All I can tell you for sure is that she was worried about what she was going to do. She was also terrified of what he was going to say about it.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“She told me that she’d already told this Skip person that she was pregnant, and his reaction wasn’t what she’d expected. She said he wasn’t very happy about the news,” Father Manning says. “But she also told me they were going to get together to talk about it and see if they could find a way forward. You must understand that Teagan loved this man and wanted a future with him, and she thought he wanted the same thing. Until the baby. That’s when everything changed. Teagan told me he was angry and that he became an entirely different person. She was scared, Agents.”
“Father Manning, why didn’t you bring this to us before?” Astra asks gently. “Or to the local police if nothing else?” 
His eyes are tired, and he gives her a patient smile. “Because until they found her body, I had to believe she was still alive. And as long as she was alive, the clergy-penitent privilege prevented me from saying anything. I didn’t believe Teagan was a danger to herself or anyone else, so I was bound by Church doctrine from saying a word about our conversations,” he tells us. “Honestly, I shouldn’t be telling you what I am right now. Some schools of thought hold that the privilege survives death. But they can punish me for it if they want. I know it’s not a very kind thing to say, but I desperately want Teagan’s murderer found and punished.” 
“I understand your feelings, Father. And I’m pretty sure your boss does too,” I say. 
“Perhaps so. But I’m sure I’ll still be called to account for these feelings,” he says. “I’m more than happy to pay the price for them though. What happened to Teagan is unconscionable. And it is entirely unjust. I would like to see the worldly scales balanced.”
“We’re going to do our best, Father,” I say. 
“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Astra asks. “Anything you might recall?” 
He furrows his brow and looks down at his hands for a moment, seeming to be racking his brain. And then he looks up, and I can see the light bulb go off over his head.
“There is one thing,” he says. “After our last conversation, I overheard her on the phone. She was very tense, and she sounded upset. I can’t say for sure, but it sounded to me like she was speaking with the baby’s father and that they were making plans to meet to discuss the issue. This would have been a day or two before she went missing.” 
“Did you happen to overhear where they were meeting?” I ask. 
He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t hear that. The only thing I heard her say was something about the Foxglove… I have no idea what that means though.”
Astra and I exchange another glance. I think we’ve gotten all we’re going to get from Father Manning… which honestly, is a hell of a lot more than I thought we were going to get. He’s given us a lot. Maybe everything. He very well may have given us the key to solving this case. We just need to sort through it all and see what we’ve got. 
We get to our feet. “Thank you, Father Manning. We appreciate your help,” I say.
“I just wish I could have helped when it might have made a difference,” he says, his voice choked with emotion. “I just never imagined…”
The priest’s voice trails off, and his face turns red as the tears begin to flow. I reach out and take his hand, then give it a gentle squeeze.
“You’re helping us now. And that’s all that matters,” I say softly. 
“Find the person who did this,” he says, his voice quivering. “Please.” 
“We’re going to do our best.” 
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“So, where are we?” Cora asks. 
“Honestly, nowhere,” I admit. “But I feel like we’re on the verge of being somewhere. Maybe even where we want to be.” 
Astra fills Cora, Rick, and Nina in on our conversations with the Congressman, his Chief of Staff, and the priest as I flip through the file that arrived from the Des Moines field office for me while we were out. It’s Teagan Stills’s autopsy report. Fetal DNA, though, is going to take a little longer according to the note that was included with the file, which I expected. That might be a dead end anyway unless our perp is in the system—something I doubt very much. I can’t explain why, but I just don’t see our killer having a record. 
“So, are we thinking that Stills found out his daughter was pregnant, snapped, and killed her?” Cora asks. “Or rather, since these guys don’t tend to do their own dirty work, had her killed to avoid tarnishing his family values reputation?” 
“It’s one possibility, but I want to keep that in our back pocket,” I say. “But something is telling me it’s not Stills. I want to look deeper there, of course. We need to do our due diligence, but that doesn’t line up with the rest of what we know.” 
“My money is on Ferro. That woman is as cold and calculating as they come. I could easily see her taking matters into her own hands to protect Stills,” Astra offers.
“I’m with Astra,” Nina says. “I’ve been doing a little digging, and that woman makes the Arctic look warm. She’s not-so-secretly been behind some terribly damaging smear campaigns that ruined people who dared oppose her.” 
“But there are no rumors about her having somebody whacked,” Rick says. 
“Whacked. When did we go back to 1920s Chicago?” Astra scoffs, and quiet laughter ripples around the room. 
“I’m on board with it being Daddy Dearest,” Rick says. “That uptight, morally rigid prick has a lot of skeletons in the closet. I’ve been looking through a lot of his business deals, and let me tell you, this man is not nearly as clean-cut as he wants everybody to think.” 
“Nobody in politics is. But the one universal thing we’ve found so far is that the man was devoted to his family,” Nina says. “I’m sorry, but I can’t see him deciding to murder his own daughter, pregnant or not. I’m sure he’s got an army of spin doctors who could have massaged the situation to make it less of a PR hit. In this day and age? His daughter turning out to have a kid out of wedlock? That’s like, every politician. I just don’t see it as motive for murder—for something so extreme.” 
“I agree with that,” Astra says. “Ferro doesn’t have the same connection to Teagan though. Yeah, she’s been around since Teagan was a kid, but the next maternal instinct she has will be her first. I don’t think she’d hesitate to eliminate any and all threats to the Congressman. Like you said, Blake, she’s in love with power and is very likely to see any threat to her source of power as the enemy. And if there’s one thing she loves more than power, it’s eliminating her enemies.”
I look over to see Cora curled up on the end of the sofa, one of Teagan’s diaries face down in her lap, a thoughtful look on her face. 
“You’re awfully quiet, Cora. Got any thoughts on all this?” I ask. 
“I don’t think Stills or Ferro murdered her,” she says. “I think it’s somebody we haven’t considered yet. Maybe even a stranger.” 
“What makes you think that?” Astra asks. 
“My gut mostly. I just don’t think Stills has it in him to kill his own daughter. Just based on my observations of the man, I don’t see that in him; and as you said, it doesn’t quite square with everything we know about him,” she says. “As for Ferro, she’s cold and calculating, sure. And I think she’d do anything to protect her boss… to a point. She’s more torn up about Teagan’s death than she lets on. You can see it every now and then. It’s usually a flash quicker than lightning, but in those few, rare, unguarded moments, you can see that she’s almost as torn up as Stills about it. Sure, she’s married to her job, but I think she viewed Teagan as a surrogate daughter of sorts.” 
“Okay, so who’s tops on your suspect board then?” Rick asks. 
She shakes her head. “I don’t know for sure. I just don’t believe that it was either Stills or Ferro. I think it’s somebody else. For all we know, it might even be a complete stranger. Wrong place, wrong time.”
“That much I’ll disagree with. The two men in masks suggest some form of coordination to me. This was planned. It wasn’t a spontaneous stranger attack,” I tell her as I toss the report from Des Moines over to Astra to flip through. “She was sexually assaulted. Brutalized. But her attackers were smart enough to wear a condom and didn’t leave any DNA behind. Regardless, I don’t see it as an attack of convenience. It was coordinated too well.” 
“So, who are you putting money on?” Astra asks.
“My money is on the man who fathered her baby: this Skip character we’re hearing so much about,” I say. “I think he paid to have her killed to avoid having his entire life blown up by Teagan’s pregnancy.” 
Astra shrugs. “Maybe. I still think it’s Ferro though.” 
“I doubt it. Father Manning said he overheard Teagan’s conversation and knew right away that she was talking to a boyfriend figure, right?” I ask. “I tend to think he’d be able to tell the difference between Teagan having a conversation with her father versus a boyfriend.” 
“Or a girlfriend, if anybody is on board with the idea of Teagan and Ferro having some sort of a secret fling,” Rick offers up. 
“That’s not how babies work, idiot,” Astra says, then turns to me. “You might be right, Blake. Father Manning probably could tell the difference. Okay, so we need to track down this boyfriend. How do we do that?” 
“We could put Stills in a box and sweat the crap out of him,” I say. “I’m almost positive he knows something and isn’t telling us. He knows who this Skip is, and he’s protecting him.” 
“I think if we lean on him, he’s going to shut down,” Astra tells me. “He’s a politician. He knows how to spin and ignore people.”
“Yeah, maybe,” I say. “We just don’t have enough yet to have a clear direction as far as suspects go. We need more. But I agree with Cora that it’s somebody we haven’t thought about yet.”
“Where is Stills now?” Astra asks. 
“He told us he was going to the grandparents’ house to be with Avery,” Rick says. “They came back to the house, I guess, sometime after you two spoke to him at the church, then he and Ferro took off real quick.” 
Astra and I exchange a look, and I feel my belly start to churn as an idea takes root and rapidly starts to blossom. 
“Nina, you guys are up on Stills’ phone, right?” I ask. 
She nods. “We are.” 
“Good. Ping his phone and get his current location,” I order. 
She turns to her computer and gets to work as the tension in the room starts to rise. Folding my arms across my chest, I start to pace the room, not liking where my thoughts are taking me and hoping to God that I’m wrong. 
“What are you thinking?” Cora asks. 
“Stills might know who Skip is,” I say. “What if Ferro wasn’t kidding about letting them handle him? What if Stills is going to kill whoever this guy is?” 
The room falls silent, and the only sound is the clacking of the keys as Nina works her computer. As I continue pacing, my stomach is churning wildly, and my muscles feel pulled as taut as a bowstring as I wait. Nina finally sits back and looks over at us. 
“His phone is pinging in Hooverton,” she says.
“That’s where the grandparents live,” Astra says. 
I let out a long breath of relief and feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. I know, though, it’s a temporary reprieve. 
“Okay, let’s not get comfortable,” I say. “If Stills knows who Skip is—”
“And we’re sure that he does,” Astra interrupts.
“Then because we don’t know what he’s thinking or what he has planned, we need to operate like this is a race,” I say. “We need to get to Skip before Stills does.”
“Where do we start?” Cora asks. 
“Rick and Nina, I need you to work some magic,” I say.
“We’re ready,” Nina says. 
“I want you to look through financials—Stills and Ferro to start,” I tell them. “Look through shell companies, charitable foundations—anything they’re associated with that takes in and pays out money. I want to see if there has been any strange financial maneuvering recently.” 
“I thought we weren’t looking at them?” Astra asks.
“At this point, we know Stills knows who this Skip is, and for all we know, Skip was hired to kill Teagan. I’m almost positive it’s not, but I just want to be sure it wasn’t Stills who cut the check,” I explain. 
“That’s fair,” she says. 
“Also, I need you guys to look for something called Foxglove. I’ve got no idea what it is exactly, but I’m thinking it’s a location,” I tell them. “Father Manning overheard Teagan’s conversation with our potential mystery man, and he thought they might have been meeting there.” 
“On it,” Nina says. 
“Good. Good,” I say. “Not to put too much pressure on you guys, but work fast. We need to get to this Skip before Stills does.” 
“That’s Congressman Stills. And before he does what?” 
I turn at the sound of the voice to find Congressman Everson standing in the doorway of the guest house, his cheeks flushed, and a tight expression on his face. 
“What are you talking about? Do you have a lead or a suspect?” he asks. 
“We’re handing out our assignments, Congressman,” I reply. “We’re trying to catch a killer, after all. Now, if you don’t mind—” 
“Where is Congressman Stills?” he asks. 
“I can promise you he’s not here.” 
He stares at me for a moment, and it sends a shiver running up my arms. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me. It’s almost predatory. More than that, though, I don’t like not knowing how long he’s been standing there. I don’t know how much he heard. It shouldn’t bother me since I know Stills will likely share anything we talked about with Everson anyway, but I don’t like the idea of being eavesdropped on. I don’t like people snooping about and trying to put themselves in the middle of something that isn’t theirs to be involved in. I don’t like it. And I don’t like Congressman Peter Everson. There’s just something about him I find incredibly off-putting. 
“Where is he, Agent Wilder?” he asks. “I apologize, Chief Wilder.”
“Maybe you should try calling him. We’re not babysitting the Congressman.”
“I don’t like your attitude,” he sneers. 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I fire back. “But I don’t imagine I’m going to lose any sleep over it.” 
“Does your boss know how disrespectful you are?” he asks. 
“As a matter of fact, they do. Anything else?” 
“Do you have a suspect?” he asks. 
“Congressman Stills can give you an update if he wants you to have one,” I tell him evenly. “Now, we have work to do, so have a good night.” 
Everson looks around the room, looking for somebody to help him. But nobody does. With a scowl on his face, he turns around and stomps out of the guest house, slamming the door behind him. Behind me, Rick whistles low.
“That man is intense,” he says. 
“I mean, I understand him being upset. Stills is his best friend, and he probably feels powerless to do anything to help,” I say. “I don’t want to be too hard on the guy, but this isn’t his business, and he needs to know when to back off. If Stills wants Everson to know, he’ll tell him. It’s not our place.”
“Fair enough,” Rick says. 
“Okay, let’s focus, people. We’ve got work to do,” I say. 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Guest House; Clayville, IA
Long after the sun has gone down, I find myself standing at the fence looking across the fields again. The air is cool, and a soft wind stirs the long stalks of grass on the other side of the fence, making a soft rustling sound. The lowing of the cows echoes through the darkness, and above me, I see countless thousands of stars sparkling against the black, velvety sky. It’s peaceful. Idyllic. Or at least it would be if we weren’t trying to figure out who brutally murdered a beautiful young woman with a bright future ahead of her. 
Behind me, I hear the door to the guest house open and the sound of footsteps crunching through the dirt and gravel of the yard approaching me. Astra steps up beside me and leans against the fence.
“You all right?” she asks.
“Tired. Stressed.” 
“That seems to be going around.” 
We’ve been going at this for hours, looking through financial records, cell phone records, and travel records. We’ve been looking through so much information, I think my eyes may be permanently crossed. Eventually, I had to get out of there to clear my head.
“Yeah. But I feel like we’re stuck in the mud right now,” I say. “There’s something missing. Something we’re not seeing.” 
“I had the same feeling. But the wonder twins in there are monitoring all the accounts we’ve flagged. We’ll get an alert if there’s any unusual activity,” she says. 
I purse my lips. “There’s something else. Something more,” I reply. “About the only thing I’m certain of is that neither Stills nor Ferro is involved with this mess.”
“So you’ve said. Even though you might be the only one with that opinion,” Astra says. “Just for laughs, though, why are you sticking so hard to that opinion?” 
“I can’t really quantify it,” I tell her. “I just think there’s somebody we’re not looking at that we should be.”
“So, how do we find this person?” 
“I think we need to go through all of Teagan’s diaries again,” I tell her. “There has to be a name in there. We had to have missed something.” 
“We’ve been through them a million times already. Cora’s read them all cover to cover at least twice,” she says. “What do you think we’re going to find that we haven’t seen already?”
“Something. There has to be something that—” 
I bite my words off and fall silent for a moment and let everything we’ve uncovered to this point rattle around in my head. Something is tickling the back of my mind. It’s elusive, and the more I reach for it, the more it dances away, staying just out of reach. It’s so tantalizingly close and yet so far away at the same time. 
“Blake? What is it?” Astra asks. 
I hold a finger up to stop her. “Wait. Stop. Give me a minute.” 
Closing my eyes, I let my mind drift back through everything we’ve seen and focus on the information we have. I do as I always tell the others to do and go back to square one—back to the basics. I let myself work the profile in my head, readjusting the way I think about it. I try to see it as a murder rather than a kidnapping, seeing what fits and what no longer works, then try to combine it all to form a coherent image. 
And that’s when it snaps into place. 
“Jesus,” I gasp. “How in the hell did I not see it before?” 
“Blake, what—”
“It was right there this whole time.”
“Blake—”
“Come on,” I tell her. 
Together, we dash back to the house, making everybody jump in their seats when we come crashing through the door. 
“Chief, is everything all right?” Cora asks. 
“Blake, what in the hell is going on?” Astra asks. 
“When we’re stuck on a case, what do I tell you to do?” 
She blinks. “You tell me to go back to the basics and work the profile.”
“Right. Exactly,” I reply. “When we came in, we profiled an abductor. We never went back and profiled for a murderer.” 
“Are those profiles different?” Cora asks. 
“Yes. The motivations are different, meaning the psychological underpinnings are as well.” 
“But she was abducted,” Cora says. 
“She was. But based on the fact that she was killed just after being abducted, I think we can say murder was the intent from the jump,” I reply. “This wasn’t about keeping and torturing her. This was about killing her. Plain and simple. It was purposeful and utilitarian.” 
“Okay, so we have an older man,” Astra says. “Based on her writings, he is educated. He’s refined. Worldly. Successful.” 
“Right. And what else can we infer about him from her diaries?” I ask. “Cora, you’re the most familiar with her writings. What can you add?” 
“Well, if we read between the lines—especially over the last couple of months when she learned she was pregnant, we can also infer this man is possessive. Controlling. Arrogant. We can say he’s got a temper. And most of all, that Teagan was afraid of him,” Cora tells us. 
“Good. Good,” I say. “Now, take all that information, all those little pieces, and combine them into one profile. Who does that sound like to you?” 
They all take a moment to think, and I see them all slowly coming to the same conclusion I’ve already reached. 
“Peter Everson?” Astra asks. 
“It all fits. Everson ticks all those boxes,” Cora says. “He’s been around since Teagan was a little girl. She grew up around him. Familiarity sometimes breeds romance.” 
“Can I just say it’s super creepy that Everson watched this girl grow up and then decided to sleep with her?” Nina chimes in. “How much do you want to bet he had a clock that counted down the hours to her age of consent.” 
“Well, I wasn’t completely creeped out before, but I am now. Thanks for that,” Astra says. 
“It wouldn’t be the first time that sort of dynamic led to this sort of relationship,” Cora says. “Teagan doesn’t have many people in her life, and so she naturally gravitates to an older man who gives her attention and makes her feel good about herself… it happens more often than we think.” 
“Doesn’t make it any less creepy,” Nina states. 
“I think this is why Everson was so insistent about inserting himself into the investigation,” I say. “He didn’t want us to keep him in the loop because he cares about the family or Teagan—he’d already killed her by that point. He wanted to know how close we are to finding him.” 
“Yeah, but we froze him out. And so did Stills,” Astra says. “We should be good, right?” 
“Except that I have no idea how much he overheard tonight,” I tell them. “He was lurking around the open doorway while we were talking. He might have heard everything we said.” 
“I hate to be the voice of reason around here, mainly because it feels so unnatural and wrong,” Rick starts. “And while I’m enjoying hearing you guys lay this all out, here’s my question: Do we have anything to back up any of these theories?” 
“We don’t. Yet. I’m sure we’re right about this, though. But no, we don’t have any hard facts to support anything right now, which means we need to find some on the double,” I tell them. “And just to put another charge in your backside, we have to assume that Stills is ahead of us. We have to assume he knows Everson killed his daughter, and if we’re taking Ferro seriously—and we should—we need to get enough evidence to take Everson into custody to keep them from killing him.” 
“Do we honestly believe a sitting Congressman would murder one of his colleagues?” Cora asks.
“A Congressman? No,” I say. “But the grieving father of a murdered daughter? Absolutely.”
“Personally, I don’t think Stills would get his own hands dirty. He’d farm out the work the same way Everson farmed out the work. Unless you think one of the two masked men who snatched Teagan off the street was Everson,” Astra remarks dryly. “Men in positions like Stills and Everson don’t do their own dirty work. They’re too squishy for that.” 
“I think Astra is right,” I say. “Okay, Rick and Nina, start digging into Congressman Everson. Same drill. Go through any and all financial records tied to him or any of his companies and look for unusual activity. In this case, we’re looking for a payout.” 
“Copy that, Boss.” 
“I also want a deep dive into Everson. I want to know who all his non-Congressional associates are. I want to know about childhood friends he still hangs with. I want to know about any shady characters in his life. I want anything we can find on him that will lead us to prove he was involved with Teagan’s murder. Okay, go,” I say.
The room falls silent as we all start digging in. I’m silently kicking myself for not seeing this earlier. I could say I’m distracted by the OPR panel hanging over my head, or this stupid game with Eurus I’m being forced to play, but the bottom line is those are just excuses—excuses I wouldn’t accept from anybody else. I let myself be distracted and came into this unfocused. I let the outside noise keep me from doing my job. And while it wasn’t going to change anything that happened—Teagan would still be dead—perhaps we would have had Everson in bracelets sooner. 
But now, because I couldn’t see the forest for the trees, we’re in a race with both Stills and Everson. I have no doubt he’s trying to clean up all his loose ends and bury any evidence we might be able to turn up that connects him to Teagan’s death before we can find it. At the same time, we’re having to race Stills. I saw the look on his face, and know he will not hesitate to have Everson put down for what he did. 
“I have something,” Cora announces. 
“What is it?” 
“Foxglove. It’s a fishing and hunting lodge owned by Everson’s family,” Cora says. “It’s listed under the mother’s maiden name—Willard—that’s why it didn’t come up in initial searches. But it’s in a state forest about an hour outside of Clayville.”
“That’s good. Excellent work,” I say.
“There’s more,” Astra says. 
“What do you have?” 
She gestures to the monitor mounted on the wall, and a moment later, it flickers to life. It’s a photo from Stills’s college days at Harvard. I get to my feet and walk closer, studying the photo. It’s easy to pick Stills out of the couple dozen faces in the crowd. 
“What am I looking at here?” I ask. 
“This is the Barrister Club,” Astra says. “Second row, third in from the left. Check out the name at the bottom of the picture.” 
I quickly scan the names at the bottom of the picture and look at the face that corresponds to the name, then just shake my head. 
“Jesus,” I mutter. “This is unreal. It was right here all this time.” 
“What is it?” Cora asks. 
I point to the image of Everson in the photo. He’s standing right beside Stills, of course. Both of them are smiling wide like they don’t have a care in the world. And as future masters of the universe, I’m sure they didn’t. 
“We are looking at Congressman Stills, of course,” I say, pointing to his picture. “And standing next to him is Peter ‘Skip’ Everson, according to the names at the bottom.” 
“Blake, I’m running the GPS history on Teagan’s phone,” Nina says. “She was a frequent visitor to Foxglove. She was there a lot, including the night before she was snatched.” 
“It’s probably where she and Everson met to hook up,” Astra says. 
“It’s enough for us. That’s great work, Nina. Now, please get us a telephonic warrant,” I say then turn to Cora and Astra. “And you two gear up. Vests and long guns, just in case. We’re heading up to Foxglove, and I want us to be prepared for anything. Let’s go, let’s go.” 





Foxglove Fishing Lodge, Everson Family Vacation Home; Minton, IA 
“How are things out there in Hooverton?” I ask. 
“Normal. Exceedingly normal,” Lucas says. “They’re all in the other room playing Monopoly. They’ve been at it for hours.”
“God, I hate that game,” Astra says. 
“It’s painfully boring,” Cora adds.
“What about Ferro?” I ask. 
“I think she’s winning,” he says. 
“Figures,” I mutter. 
We’re parked along the side of the road about a quarter mile from Everson’s fishing lodge, waiting for word that our warrant has been approved. Given how frequently Teagan was at Foxglove, I’m positive we’re going to find evidence inside. So, we’re doing this one by the book because the last thing I want is for our search and anything we do find to get tossed in court because of a bad search.
From the back seat of the Suburban, I hear the crinkling of plastic. I turn around and see Cora unwrapping a piece of candy. She looks up, a guilty smile on her face. 
“Reese’s Cups,” she says. “I eat candy when I get stressed. I know—it’s a bad habit.” 
“Rick chews and eats his nails, so on the whole, I’d say you’re not that bad,” Astra says. “Now, hand one of those things over. On this team, we share.”
“Is that a new thing?” Lucas asks.
“Shut up, rookie,” Astra replies. 
“I’m not a rookie any—”
“Silence, child. The grown-ups are talking,” Astra says with a grin. 
“Want one, Chief?” Cora asks as she hands a piece of candy to Astra. 
“I’m good, thanks,” I say, then turn back around. “Lucas, what’s Stills’s demeanor like?” 
“Calm. He seems to be enjoying his time with Avery and vice versa,” he reports. “All quiet on the western front out here, Chief. What’s going on with you guys?” 
I take a few minutes to fill him in on where we’re at and what we’ve found. And as I explain it all to him, as I spell out our theory, I can’t help but feel that this is right. That after so much confusion, and so many fits and starts, we’re finally headed down the right track. I’m positive Everson is our guy. Now, we just need to find the evidence to prove it. 
“Wow. I did not see that one coming,” Lucas comments.
“I should have,” I grumble. “I should have seen it from the minute he barged in on us.” 
“You caught it though. No use beating yourself up,” Lucas says. “We all missed it.” 
“Well, I’ll excuse you and Mo. You two have been on babysitter duty this whole time.” 
“That’s a good point,” Lucas replies, and I can hear the smile in his voice.
“Anyway, keep a close eye on both Stills and Ferro,” I tell him. “If they make any phone calls, try to listen in if you can. We need to know what he’s planning.” 
“Copy that,” Lucas says. “But I’ll be honest, I don’t think he’s planning anything. He doesn’t seem agitated or distracted. He’s just… relaxing.” 
“Understood. Just keep a close eye on them anyway.” 
“Will do.” 
“Thanks, Lucas.” 
I disconnect the call, plunging the cab of the Suburban into a tense silence. Well, it’s silent except for the seemingly constant crinkle of plastic candy wrappers as Cora stress eats.
“Cora, how do you manage to stay so tiny when you’re constantly stuffing your face with candy?” Astra asks. 
She shrugs. “Good metabolism?” 
“I hate you. I can’t get away with that,” Astra says. 
My phone chirps, and I connect the call. “Nina, tell me something good.”
“The warrant has been approved, so you are a go,” she says. “Also, I’ve been tracking Congressman Everson. He just boarded a flight back to Massachusetts.” 
“Trying to create an alibi?” Astra asks. 
“Maybe. The good news is that we know where he won’t be,” I say. “That’s great work, Nina. You too, Rick. Do me a favor though. Keep combing through everything. Digital records, phone records, receipts for motel rooms—try to find anything that connects Teagan and Everson. There has to be something.”
“We’ll keep digging, Boss,” Rick says. 
“Thank you,” I say and disconnect the call, then turn to Astra. “All right. Make sure your vests are strapped on tight and your weapons are at the ready. Let’s do this.” 
I start the engine and then turn down the dirt road that leads to the Eversons’ fishing lodge. The Foxglove. We bounce along the rutted dirt path that runs half a mile through trees pressed close on both sides of that narrow track. Dirt and gravel ping off the undercarriage as the road opens into a large clearing. A dark SUV is already there, and there are lights on in the large, rustic, two-story cabin that’s sitting on the edge of the lake. 
“I thought nobody was home,” Astra says. 
The words had barely left her mouth when the unmistakable chatter of an automatic weapon shatters the air around us. As the hard thud-thud-thud of bullets tearing into the Suburban fills my ears, I’m suddenly glad I insisted on vests and long guns.
“Who in the hell is that?” Astra says, her voice tight. 
“Not a friend of ours. Get out of the truck!” I shout. “Take cover and return fire!” 
We all scramble out of the truck and take cover amongst the trees. Sheltering behind the wide trunk of a pine, I swallow hard and tighten my grip on the H&K MP50 in my hands. Gritting my teeth, I lean out, then quickly duck back as I see the muzzle flash of the assailant opening fire. The trunk of the tree at my back shudders as the heavy slugs thump hard into the dense wood. 
“FBI!” I shout. Drop your weapon and—” 
My words are met with another hail of shots that seems to go on forever. But then it cuts out as the gunman presumably reloads. A burst of gunfire erupts from my right, and I see Astra leaning out from behind the tree she’s using for cover and firing at our perp. She ducks back behind the tall, wide tree as our assailant returns fire. 
The world is dark and murky, the moon hidden behind a thick blanket of clouds overhead. A low fog hugs the ground, sending wispy tendrils weaving among the trunks of the trees. The darkness and the fog combine to make it difficult to see. Cool air dries the sweat on my skin, making it seem even colder, and my breath erupts from my mouth in steamy bursts. It couldn’t be a worse night to have a firefight. 
“FBI!” I shout again. “You’re surrounded. Drop your weapon and put your hands in the air. Do it! Do it now!” 
Another burst of gunfire erupts, driving me back behind my tree as Astra returns fire. I have no idea where Cora positioned herself, but I swallow hard and dart behind the tree to my left, hoping to outflank the perp while he’s busy with Astra. I squint, straining my eyes to see through the darkness. There. A shadow moving among the shadows. Dressed in black from head to toe, our shooter is nearly lost among the darkness that clings to the edge of the lodge. Moving low and swift, I try to keep pace with him as he moves toward his SUV.
It’s only then that I hear the low rumble of the engine and see the steam drifting out of the tailpipe. The SUV is running, and it looks like we caught him just as he was getting ready to leave. I hear the door open and see the silhouette of the man clamber behind the wheel. Bringing my weapon to the ready position, I open up, peppering the side of the SUV with bullets. The driver’s side window explodes, and my rounds tear through it then punch into the engine block. The SUV sputters and coughs, then dies as billowing clouds of steam rise from under the hood. 
My weapon leading the way, I break cover and head for the SUV. My finger poised on the trigger, I reach out and throw the door open and feel my stomach lurch. The cabin is empty. I have barely a moment to ponder that when I feel the presence to my left. My weapon still raised, I turn, ready to fire, but it’s already too late. The impact of the man’s foot jars me, running all the way up to my shoulder, and knocks the weapon out of my hand, spending it spinning off into the darkness. 
He’s fast. Very fast. He follows that disarming kick with a blow to my midsection hard enough to drive the air from my lungs. I dance backward, narrowly missing a punch that probably would have taken my head clean off. Using his momentum against him, I step forward and drive my elbow straight into his face, hearing the solid crunch of his nose snapping. The man grunts as he staggers back but then lets out a low chuckle. 
“Who are you?” I gasp. “What are you doing here?” 
He doesn’t answer. Instead, he charges in, and I just barely catch the glint of the light from the house on steel as he slashes. The blade whistles by me as I throw myself backward, just barely avoiding being cut across the face. The man presses the issue and wades in, his backhand slash catching me across the upper arm. I grit my teeth as I feel the blood, warm and thick, spilling down my arm. Darting backward, I reach for the Glock on my hip, but the man charges in again and delivers a vicious blow that catches me on the chin, snapping my head to the side. 
The coppery taste of my blood fills my mouth as my teeth clack together. The point of his blade cuts through the air like a lightning bolt, but before he can bury it in my body, I manage to deliver a hard blow to his wrist that deflects the blow. The man staggers forward, his blade skipping off the side of the SUV with an ear-piercing shriek that sounds like nails on a chalkboard. The pain in my arm is intense, I’m feeling woozy from the punch, and the blood is flowing like a river; but if I stop moving, I’m dead. This man is good. Well trained. And absolutely lethal. 
He recovers from my deflection and throws an elbow that glances off the side of my head. The man overcorrected, though, and is slightly off balance. It’s enough to allow me to grab hold of the hand that’s gripping the blade, and I bend it backward at an awkward angle. He grunts sharply, but I push off with my legs, bending it further until I feel the bones in his wrist snap. He drops the knife and yelps in pain as I move quickly, snatching the blade before it hits the ground, and drive it into his leg. He howls as I bury the blade up to the hilt in his thigh. 
The man collapses, gripping his leg, and writhes in agony. My entire body pulses with pain, and I double over, putting my hands on my hips, and try to catch my breath. It’s then, though, that I realize my mistake because the man gets up and stands on his good leg. I watch in horror as he pulls the knife out of his thigh and then lunges at me quick as a cat. The knife glints in the moonlight—and then the sharp crack of three quick shots rings out. The man jerks and twitches, then falls face down into the dirt at my feet.
I look up to see Cora standing in a shooter’s stance, her weapon raised, smoke drifting from the barrel. Her eyes are wide, and she’s wearing an expression of disbelief. Cora’s gaze drifts to the body on the ground as she lowers her weapon. Stepping forward, I roughly cuff the man’s hands behind his back—I’m not taking any chances or making any more stupid mistakes. That done, I go to Cora and put a hand on her shoulder. 
“Thanks, kid,” I tell her.
“I—I’ve never shot anybody before,” she whispers. 
“You’re going to be all right,” I say. “Nice work.” 
“Run! Run! Go now!” Astra shouts as she goes streaking by us. 
Astra is not one who gives in to fear—I can’t recall a single time I’ve ever heard her sound scared. So, to see her running by in such a state sends a white-hot bolt of fear through me. I grab Cora’s hand and pull her along as we run after Astra. 
“Come on, Cora. Pick it up! Move!” 
We’ve just made it into the tree line when I hear a strange “whoomp” sound behind us. A moment later, the darkness of the forest around us is lit up brighter than the noonday sun as a ball of fire shoots skyward, painting the low-hanging cloud cover in flickering shades of red and orange. The sound and force of the explosion rips through the trees a split second later, blowing me and Cora off our feet and propelling us forward. I hit the soft earth of the forest floor with a hard grunt, and pain shoots through my entire body. 
A quick perusal of my body reveals that aside from the gash in my arm, I seem to be in one piece. Well, that and the ringing in my ears and painful soreness in my side after having slammed into the ground.
“Cora, you all right?” I groan.
“Depends on your definition of all right. I’m breathing, so that’s not nothing, I guess,” she groans back. 
“Astra?” I call out. 
“I’m good. All good,” I hear her voice echo through the trees. 
And then she’s there beside me, helping me to my feet. I look up at her, my brow furrowing as I notice there’s not a mark on her. 
“How?”
“I hid behind a tree,” she says with a laugh. “I thought you had better sense than trying to outrun an explosion, Blake.” 
“Yeah, some warning might have been nice,” I say dryly. 
“I gave you as much warning as I could,” she says.
When she gets me up, I sway on unsteady legs, and my head rings like I’ve got bells inside my skull. I manage to keep my feet, though, so Astra moves over and helps Cora up. We turn and walk back to the clearing in front of the lodge and watch for a minute as the walls collapse in on each other and tall, bright flames lick the sky. Flaming chunks of debris rain down, falling on the ruins of the shooter’s SUV. I look over and see that his body is now a smoldering heap. We’re at a safe distance, but I can still feel the intense heat coming off the remains of the Everson place. We were lucky. Very lucky. 
“What happened?” I ask. 
“I entered the lodge to clear it and smelled the gas almost immediately,” Astra tells me. “And when I saw some sort of improvised incendiary device in the great room, I turned and bolted. And here we are.” 
“Here we are,” I echo. “Everything in that place is gone. Any evidence that Teagan was ever there up in flames.” 
“And the only man who could have provided a link between Everson and Teagan’s murder is dead,” Astra notes.
“We’ve got nothing. We’re never going to be able to prove a link, let alone make a case against Everson,” I grumble. 
Cora shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Chief Wilder. I just—” 
“You did nothing wrong, Cora. You saved my life,” I tell her. “There is absolutely nothing for you to be sorry about. You did your job, and you did it well.” 
She perks up a little, but I can tell she’s still bothered by the fact that she killed our only suspect. Maybe as much as she’s bothered by the fact that she killed somebody at all. But this is the job. Sometimes you win, and sometimes you lose. All you can do is move on to the next one and work your ass off to ensure a positive outcome. 
“She’s right,” Astra says, giving Cora’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “You did good, kid. You kept up with Blake here, and that’s not easy to do.” 
“Thank you,” Cora says softly. 
We stare at the fiery heap that was the Everson lodge and are quiet for a few minutes, simply replaying the events of the evening. Of the last few days, actually. It’s been a very strange time, and this has been a very strange case. And now it’s over. It’s over, and we won’t be able to make an arrest. It’s over, and we will not be able to get justice for Teagan. It’s over. 
“Cora, you did a fantastic job out here with us. You’ve got the makings of a great field agent,” I tell her. “If you ever come to the Pacific Northwest, I want you to know that you’ve got a home on my team.” 
“Hear, hear,” Astra says. “I think she’d be a terrific fit.”
“Thank you. Both of you. I might just take you up on that one day. But in the meantime, unfortunately, I’ve got a Postcard Killer to catch.”
“The work never ends,” I say with a soft chuckle. “Okay, let’s call this in. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.” 





Stills Family Dairy Works, Residence of Congressman Elton Stills; Clayville, IA
“Are you and your agents all right?” Stills asks.
“Bumps and bruises. It’s nothing,” I reply. 
Megan comes in and sets out tea for us, then quickly departs without a word. My team is in the guest house packing up and getting ready to head home, but I wanted to give Congressman Stills a final update. We both take a couple of minutes to fix a cup of tea, pretending at some small bit of civilization in a world that’s anything but civilized. There are days when I just don’t understand this world we live in. There are days I hate this world we live in. The cruelty we inflict upon each other and somehow carry on, pretending it’s all normal, pretending it’s all—civilized—is just baffling to me. 
Some days, I feel like my job is simply sweeping up after some of the animals who inhabit our world. Organize every bit of evidence and catalog every depravity we encounter on the off chance we need it to prosecute them. I like to think we win more often than we lose. But those times we lose, we tend to lose big. And some days, I don’t feel like I’m not doing a damn bit of good at all. Like all I’m doing is shuffling paperwork as well as bodies around, trying to make some sense of the incomprehensible… and failing spectacularly. But this is the job. And if I don’t do it, if I don’t pursue every case with the same passion and energy, who will? 
The Bureau is satisfied that the man Cora shot at the fishing lodge is Teagan’s killer and that he was simply tying up his loose ends and trying to frame Congressman Everson in the process. He was trying to extort Everson, is what they believe. When I objected and said they were wrong, they shut me down. They told me, the man Cora shot obviously murdered his accomplice and disposed of the body. I told them the theory made no sense at all and begged for more time to make my case, but the decision to close the investigation was made well above my pay grade, which leads me to believe political considerations are being made at higher levels than I’m privy to.
I was able to stall for a few days after the blast out at the Everson lodge, giving us time to try to find a substantive link between the Congressman and Teagan, thus confirming our theory of the crime. Or barring that, to uncover another viable suspect. We found nothing. The van used in her abduction was recovered though. It had been conveniently left in the parking lot of the Des Moines airport. Her clothes and blood had been found, but the techs found no other usable prints and no other DNA profiles inside the van. 
Despite having a lack of physical evidence, I met with Angela Carruthers, an Assistant US Attorney for the Southern District of Iowa anyway. I showed her the diaries, phone records, and everything else we’d collected to that point. I gave her the reports of everything found in the van. She listened and then told me we had nothing actionable, let alone prosecutable. Carruthers told me we had no case against Everson, seemed to imply that I’d wasted her time—something she didn’t apparently appreciate—then rudely sent me on my way. 
I knew it was a long shot going in to speak with the AUSA given what we had in the first place. But common wisdom says you can get an indictment against a ham sandwich, so I rolled the dice… and came up snake eyes. And after updating Ayad on what’s happened out here, he told me to pack it in and that it was time to come home. So, without a case to make here in Iowa and orders to return to Seattle, there’s no more work for us to do out here.
Before heading home, I meet with Congressman Stills to debrief.
“Sir, we’ve tried to make the case, but there just isn’t enough,” I say. “I even spoke with the AUSA, and she all but laughed me out of her office. I’m sorry.” 
His jaw flexes as he grits his teeth. Behind telling them their child is dead in the first place, having to turn around and tell somebody that their death is going to go unavenged is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. And I’ve had to do it far too often. The worst part is seeing that flame of hope they all have deep in their eyes flicker and then fade out. I can’t possibly feel more like a failure than I do when I see that. 
“Agents from the Des Moines field office will pick up where we’ve left off and will continue trying to make the case,” I tell him.
“Remember our conversation about you not being very political in conversation?” he asks.
“Of course.”
“Good, then don’t equivocate or give me the political answer you think I might want to hear. Just tell me the plain, God’s honest truth,” Stills says.
“I can do that.” 
“How likely do you think it is that a case is going to ever be made against Skip?”
I shake my head. “I don’t want to sound like I’m equivocating, but that’s impossible to answer right now, sir,” I say. “He and Teagan were incredibly careful… no doubt at his insistence. He has a wife and family, as well as a career and reputation, to consider. He’s got a lot to lose if the affair ever came out. All we have are her diaries and some phone records any halfway decent attorney can explain away. The AUSA was, unfortunately, right to tell me we’ve got nothing actionable, let alone prosecutable.” 
“So… probably not,” he says. 
“Unless he slips up somewhere along the way, I hate to say it, but no. Probably not,” I admit. “We’ve got the fetal DNA sample back, but like I thought at the time, it doesn’t belong to anybody currently in the system. And we don’t even have enough to compel a sample from him.” 
“So, he’s going to get away with this,” he says. 
Something in his voice makes me sit up and look closely at him. And when I do, I don’t like what I see. The flame of hope in his eyes has been extinguished, but the darker flame of vengeance and hate is burning bright. 
“If I’m playing devil’s advocate, I can’t definitively say he’s our guy, sir,” I tell him. “We just don’t have enough evidence to—” 
“I thought we agreed that we wouldn’t lie to each other. That we’d be honest and unequivocal,” he cuts me off. 
I fall silent and look down into my teacup, taking a moment to gather myself. When I finally raise my eyes, he’s ready with his next question.
“Tell me your theory of my daughter’s murder,” he presses. “I know you have one.” 
“Sir, I shouldn’t—”
“Please, Chief Wilder. It’s just you and me here, and I’d like to hear what you think,” he tells me. “Humor me. Please.” 
I take a sip of my tea and then gently set the cup down on the saucer. I know I probably shouldn’t get into the details of the case with him since it’s not going to do anything but torment him if I do. It’s not going to do him any good. When I look at him, though, and see how lost he is and how shattered he seems, I have a hard time denying him what he wants. 
“Okay,” I start. “Well, I believe that our unsub—” 
“Skip,” he interrupts.
“Excuse me?” 
“His name is Skip. The name in my daughter’s diary, remember?” 
“Right. Okay, I believe that Teagan and Skip carried on an affair for a while. But when she got pregnant, it changed everything. I believe that Teagan was possibly thinking about keeping it, but I have nothing to substantiate that,” I say. 
“I’d like to think she would have,” Stills says softly. 
“Well, I believe that our unsub—Skip, for the sake of argument—saw her pregnancy as a threat to him. To his career, to his family—it threatened to destroy him. So, I believe he hired two men to make the problem go away,” I go on with my barely veiled theory. “And when he learned that we were closing in on him, he took steps to ensure he would avoid prosecution, and that included eliminating at least one of the original abductors. But it might have been somebody else entirely who took out the first team and then set the lodge to blow. Skip, once again, possibly paid somebody to make the problem go away.” 
“By conveniently dropping the abduction van in a spot it would be found and then torching a vacation home, thereby destroying any potential evidence,” he finishes. 
“Yes. Again, theoretically speaking. We obviously got to the lodge in the middle of the job, though, which led to what happened,” I say. “I should remind you, however, that this is speculation and my uncorroborated opinion. It’s just a theory at this point, and we do not have, as they say, a smoking gun that would prove it, Congressman.” 
He takes a sip of his tea, his eyes never leaving mine, then sets his cup down. “Do you think he’s going to ever face prosecution for murdering my daughter?” 
“Sir, I—” 
I know what he’s asking. I know what he wants. And because of that, I know I shouldn’t answer. I should do what I promised not to do and lie to him. Or at the very least, temper my words. But as I look into his face and see the agony only somebody who’s lost a child knows—it’s a different sort of pain than, say, having your parents murdered. The pain I felt—still feel—about their deaths is an entirely different flavor than the grief that’s gripping Stills. His pain is somehow more primal and hits at a baser level. But I know I shouldn’t give him what he really wants. Permission.
“Let me ask a simpler question. One that’s more of a yes or no question,” he says. “Do you think he did it?” 
Everything in my mind is screaming at me to stop talking. To get out of there and go home, have a few drinks, and forget all about Teagan Stills and what’s happened out here. There is literally nothing I can do about it. No matter what I do, she’s still going to be dead, and her killer will still be walking free. But if I open my mouth, I could be setting something in motion that could have far-ranging complications. 
“Chief Wilder?” he presses, his voice tight, his face grim. “Do you believe Peter Everson is behind the murder of my baby girl?” 
“Yes. Yes, I do,” I say softly. 
I immediately want to take those words back but know I can’t. Like the Internet, once it’s out there, it’s out there forever, and there is no getting it back. And though I fear what Stills is going to do with what I just said, I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some small part of me that wants him to do it. Wants him to achieve for Teagan what we couldn’t: justice. I run a hand over my face and banish the thought the moment it crosses my mind. 
It’s not true justice, of course. And it’s anathema to who I am and what I do to advocate street justice. But then, maybe it’s naïve for me to believe that true justice can be found in a courtroom. I’ve seen our justice system get it wrong more times than I can count. And I hate the fact that I have to look into the faces of people who’ve lost loved ones after our justice system failed them… after I failed them so completely. 
I give my head a small shake, trying to expel the emotions and let rational, logical thought back into my mind. Taking the law into one’s own hands is wrong. In every way, it’s wrong. Our justice system may get it wrong sometimes, but I also believe it gets it right more often than not. As flawed as it is, I still believe in our justice system with everything in me, and I don’t condone vigilante justice. 
“Congressman Stills, it’s important you know that my personal opinion means nothing. I don’t have the evidence to support my opinion,” I tell him.
“I know. Like I said, it’s just you and me talking here,” he says. 
“And I really need to advise against doing anything rash, sir,” I say. “I can’t tell you how strongly I am against taking the law into your own hands.” 
A wry smile crosses his lips, forming crinkles at the corners of his eyes, and he looks at me the way a parent looks at a child who’s acting silly. 
“Don’t worry, Chief Wilder. I’m not going to do anything… rash,” he says. 
“Sir, I—” 
“There are many, many ways to destroy somebody,” he says. “This is politics. You destroy somebody’s reputation; you leave them penniless. And believe me when I say nobody will deal with a beggar in DC, Chief Wilder.”
It’s a cold and calculating assessment, but I have to believe he’s right. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel some small sense of relief that Stills’s form of vengeance will come not at the end of a gun but with the end of a career. 
“I just can’t believe Skip would do this. We’ve been friends for decades,” he says quietly, his voice thick with emotion. “That he would carry on with my daughter behind my back… and then have her murdered when he got her pregnant. I… I don’t even have the words.” 
“I think one word you need to incorporate is alleged, sir. The evidence makes things look one way, but it may only look that way. It’s why I suggest you tread carefully and think before you act,” I remind him.
“Of course. Of course,” he says softly with a slight wave of his hand as if dismissing me. “Thank you for all you’ve done, Chief Wilder. And for your sage counsel.”
I take that as my cue to leave, so I get to my feet. Ever the gentleman, Stills stands up and we shake hands.
“I’m sorry we couldn’t come to a satisfactory conclusion,” I say. 
“Yeah, me too. I’m grateful to you and your team for all you’ve done though,” he replies. “And if you ever need help with something, please don’t hesitate. My door is always open to you.” 
“Thank you, Congressman. I appreciate that.”
He gives me a small smile and a wink. “And just remember to not take anything you might hear me say personally. My respect and esteem for your team and for you personally can’t be measured.”
“We all have our roles to play, right?”
“That’s right,” he replies. “Good luck to you, Chief Wilder.” 
I head back to the guest house to help the team finish packing up our gear. As I go, though, I can’t seem to shake the ominous feeling that has settled over my shoulders. I turn back to see Stills standing in the doorway of the main house. He gives me a wave, but the look on his face only deepens the sense of dread that’s coursing through my veins. But I’m as powerless to do anything about it as I am to take Everson down for Teagan’s murder. 
As I step into the guest house to finish packing and say my goodbyes to Cora Pratt, who’s getting back on the trail of the Postcard Killer, I shudder as I think back on my conversation with Stills. More than that, I worry about what I may have set in motion.





Office of Professional Responsibility Inquest Room; FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA
The room is designed to be intimidating. It’s meant to scare people like me who find themselves sitting before an OPR panel. The room is a box with no windows. All four walls are made of light oak that is so glossy the light gleams off it almost blindingly. Plush, dark carpeting lines the floor, and all the furniture is nice, high-end stuff. It’s a nice box. But it’s essentially still a box designed to make people feel claustrophobic. Penned in. Because they know when people feel trapped, they’re more likely to panic and say something stupid and/or incriminating. It’s all a game. 
Much like a courtroom, there are two rows of seats in the back of the room split down the middle by an aisle and the door in the rear wall. I’m seated at the only table in the room, and before me sits a long, tall desk atop a raised dais that’s reminiscent of a judge’s bench. That’s not unintentional. And on the wall behind the desk is the Bureau’s crest done in burnished steel. It’s a very striking image, meant to be a visual reminder of the oaths we all took up on entry into the FBI. It’s yet another subtle psychological ploy while also lending a formal atmosphere intended to convey the gravity of this room.
Behind that desk are the three people who will interrogate me, judge me, then determine my future. And I have to say, looking at the stony faces of the people sitting at that desk doesn’t fill me with a terrific sense of hope. To my right is ASAC John Barnes, a puffy-faced man with gray hair and a perpetual chip on his shoulder. ASAC Jessica Kane sits directly in front of me, a tall, stern woman whose hair is always back into a bun so tight, she’ll never need a facelift, and to my left is ASAC Anthony Vilardi, a calm and measured man who’s always been on the easy-going side of things. He’s not nearly as intense as the other two. 
It’s a lot of firepower sitting in front of me. These three carry a lot of weight within the FO, and their recommendation will likely determine my fate. I’ve got a decent working relationship with Kane, but she’s not loyal to me and could go either way. Vilardi and I are buddies. At least, I like to think we are. I guess this hearing will test that belief. I’m pretty sure, though, that Barnes hates me. He and I have butted heads on more than one occasion, and personally speaking, I think he’s an arrogant jerk. My only hope is that he’s also fair—that he will weigh the actual facts and not let his personal dislike of me color his opinion. 
I set the files I brought with me down on the table, taking a moment to line them up so they’re all straight and neat. I guess maybe I am a little nervous since my OCD-like tendencies only bubble up when I’m feeling more stressed than usual. 
“Begin recording,” Kane intones, signaling the start of this proceeding. “We are here to discuss the allegations of sexual harassment and abuse of power leveled against Unit Chief Blake Wilder. Before we begin, would you care to make a statement, Chief Wilder?” 
I lean forward and adjust the small microphone on the table in front of me. “Yes, I would.”
“Very well, you may make your statement.”
“Great. Thank you,” I reply. “These allegations are beyond ridiculous, this entire proceeding is a farce, and I am not guilty of anything being alleged. Thank you.” 
Vilardi looks amused, Kane remains completely neutral, though looking a little icier and unamused than normal, and Barnes already looks ready to blow a gasket. That didn’t take long. Pissing off the Grand Inquisitors right before they launch into their witch hunt probably isn’t the smartest strategy, but if I’m going down, I’m going down swinging and on my terms. I’m not going to make this a comfortable proceeding for them; I’m going to do everything I can to defend myself and protect my career. 
“Noted,” Kane says. “Now that we have that out of the way, shall we begin?” 
“By all means,” I reply. 
“Chief Wilder, you have been accused of using your position in an attempt to extort sexual favors from one of your subordinates,” Kane says.
“Is there a reason we’re not using my accuser’s name?” I ask. “I do believe in this country I have the right to confront my accusers.” 
“This isn’t a proceeding in criminal court,” Barnes snaps.
“No? Because it kind of feels that way.”
“Fine,” Kane says in an exasperated tone. “Supervisory Special Agent Jacob Gathers has accused you of using your position in an attempt to extort sexual favors from him. How do you respond to these accusations, Chief?” 
“I’d respond by saying if SSA Gathers was the last man on the planet, I still wouldn’t try to extort sexual favors from him,” I snap. 
Vilardi hides a smirk behind his hand, but Barnes looks apoplectic. A frown creases Kane’s face, and she stares at me with cold, hard eyes. 
“Do you think this is a joke, Chief Wilder?” she asks. 
“I do, actually. The whole idea that I would use my position to sleep with that man—with any man—is a joke. My service jacket is impeccable, and there has never been the barest hint of impropriety at any point in my career,” I growl. “So, yes, I’d say this is a joke. And not a particularly good one at that.” 
“Chief Wilder, you know how seriously the Bureau takes these accusations,” Barnes says. “And it is incumbent upon us to investigate these claims. So, I would appreciate it if you would treat these proceedings with a little respect. All we want is to get to the truth.” 
“Fine. As to that specific allegation, I deny anything like that ever took place,” I say. “I can’t offer you any proof that it didn’t happen since I don’t know how to prove an event that didn’t happen. On the other side of that coin, though, I doubt SSA Gathers can offer you any proof that it happened since, you know, it didn’t happen.” 
“All right,” Barnes says. “How do you respond to the charge that you have abused your power? That you have singled out SSA Gathers for poor treatment and have consistently belittled him in front of the other team leads?” 
“Same response,” I say. “It never happened.” 
“Chief Wilder, why would SSA Gathers risk his professional reputation and quite possibly his entire career making allegations like these if there wasn’t some hint of truth to them?” Barnes asks imperiously.
“Maybe because in this day and age, sometimes just making allegations like these are enough. Maybe because he is rolling the dice that somebody will ask those very same questions you just posed. Maybe he knows nobody would believe that he would run the risk to his professional life just to screw me over by making baseless allegations in the first place,” I snarl. “All I know is that from the day I was elevated to the position of Unit Chief over him, he has worked to undermine me at every turn. SSA Gathers resents the fact that I am in a position that he believes he was entitled to.” 
“And why do you think he feels entitled to the position?” Kane asks. 
“I don’t know; you’d have to ask him the specifics,” I reply. “But if I had to take a guess, I’d say it’s because he has a penis and I don’t, which he seems to believe imbues him with some sort of magical powers of leadership and investigative prowess.” 
“Chief Wilder, enough,” Barnes says. “Your disrespect for this panel and for this entire proceeding is wearing very thin. Your attitude is winning you no points, young lady.” 
I frown and look down at my hands, which are folded on the desk in front of me, taking a second to gather myself. My attitude is sometimes a problem, yes. It’s not the first time I’ve heard that. And maybe this is one of those times Astra talks about when I need to learn to rein it in.
“I apologize. I really do. And I understand that you have a job to do. I mean no disrespect toward any of you,” I say, taking a moment to look each of them in the eye. “But I have worked hard to get to where I am. Twice as hard as my male counterparts, if we’re being honest. And yet, because a colleague has a personal issue with me and feels entitled to my position, everything I’ve spent my entire life trying to build is threatened. I can’t prove I didn’t do it. But I also know he can’t prove I did. And absent proof of any wrongdoing, yes, I’m livid that I’m sitting here having to defend myself against these spurious allegations.” 
The three of them exchange glances and quietly confer, but I can’t tell if I’m making any headway with them or not. Part of me truly does understand and even appreciates them doing their job so rigorously. Allegations like these should be taken seriously. But I somehow doubt they’ve questioned Gathers with the same intensity they’re questioning me. For this process to work and have any sort of credibility at all, it needs to be more evenhanded. There can’t be a distinct gender divide in how these allegations are treated. The system—hell, the entire culture—we have in place within the Bureau and law enforcement in general needs to stop favoring men over women. 
“We hear what you’re saying, Chief,” Kane starts. “But words alone—” 
The door in the back of the room opens, the hinges squealing loudly and cutting Kane off midsentence. I turn to see Lisa Koslowski, one of my team leads, marching down the aisle to the front of the room. She gives me a quick glance, then stops just in front of my table and turns toward the panel. She looks resolute, but I can tell she’s nervous, which piques my curiosity. 
“SSA Koslowski,” Kane says. “This is a private inquest—”
“I understand, and I apologize for interrupting,” Koslowski says. “But I have something relevant to this inquest. Something you all need to hear.” 
I cock my head and look at Koslowski, not knowing what is about to happen. My heart flutters nervously, wondering if Gathers put her up to this—wondering if she’s going to add another layer of horrible to the screwing he’s giving me. Kane and Barnes both look irritated, but Vilardi looks intrigued as they quietly confer with each other for a moment. 
“Fine,” Kane grumbles. “Let’s hear it.” 
Koslowski shoots me another glance, her expression completely neutral, adding to the sense of doom that’s descending over me. I don’t like surprises like this. She pulls her phone out and calls up the recording app, then hits play, holding it up so it can be heard loud and clear. There’s a moment of static, but then we hear her voice come through the speaker. 
“I don’t think you should be doing this, Jacob. It’s not right,” she says. 
“And?” Gathers replies. 
“You’re going to destroy her career. Her reputation.” 
“I don’t care. I don’t care what happens to her,” he seethes. “I don’t like that bitch, and she doesn’t deserve this position. That should have been me.” 
“But making up such horrific allegations? Do you know what that’s going to do to her chances of—” 
“I don’t care, Lisa. And neither should you,” he says. “After I get her out of here, you’re going to want to be on my good side.”
“Jacob, I don’t—”
“It’s all going to be over soon enough,” he cuts her off. “Just stop freaking out and put your moral compass away. They’ll kick Wilder to the curb and finally, there’ll be some real change around here. Just shut up and stay the course. We’re almost home.”
Koslowski hits the stop button on the recording and sets her phone down on the table in front of me. Barnes, Kane, and Vilardi all stare at her blankly for a moment. Kane clears her throat and leans forward, unable to hide the look of surprise on her face. My heart thunders in my chest, and my veins feel like they’ve been filled with lightning. I can’t believe what I just heard. More than that, I can’t believe it’s Koslowski who dropped a bombshell like this. My skin prickles with excitement knowing she just saved my career. 
“Thank you for bringing this to our attention, SSA Koslowski,” Kane finally says. “We will need a copy of that for our records.” 
“Of course,” she replies. 
The panel members lean close together, taking a couple of minutes to speak quietly with each other. Koslowski turns to me, her cheeks flushed and her blue eyes filled with regret. 
“I’m sorry, Chief. I’m sorry I didn’t put a stop to this a while ago,” she says quietly. 
“You’re here now. And that’s all that matters,” I say. “Thank you, Lisa.” 
She nods, but her expression is still tight, and I can tell she feels guilty. I’m shocked she’s here backing me up, thereby destroying Gathers in the process, and I have no idea what’s caused this change of heart. But then, I guess maybe I don’t need to know. All I need to do is be grateful for it. 
“Chief Wilder, in light of this new evidence, we’re going to put this inquest on hold to give us time to consider and verify that recording. We will be speaking with SSA Gathers,” Kane says. “If this recording doesn’t check out, though, we may still revive the subject matter raised at this inquest. Until we do, you can consider this matter closed.” 
“However, before we adjourn, we still need to deal with the matter of the story about the Stills girl being abducted that was leaked to the press,” Barnes says. “At the very least, it’s a violation of ethical concerns that need to be addressed.”
“I can explain that,” I say. 
I open the file that Rick and Nina put together for me out in Iowa after we learned that the story broke. I’d had my suspicions about how the story was leaked in the first place, and they’d confirmed it for me. I pull out a few sheets of paper and get to my feet, then walk to the tall desk and set them down in front of Kane. As she picks them up, I walk back to my table, lean against it, and wait. Barnes, Kane, and Vilardi shuffle through the papers and whisper to one another. 
“Where did these come from?” Kane asks. 
“After we were told the story leaked, I played a hunch and had my techs dig into SSA Gathers’s phone records,” I explain. “As you can see on the highlighted lines, he made the calls to the reporter who broke the story.” 
“Chief, the fact that you pulled his phone records without authorization or proper approval is an ethical concern in and of itself,” Barnes warns, frowning. 
“ASAC Barnes, I love my job. And as I told you, I’ve worked very hard to get to where I am,” I say. “If you think I was going to sit back and do nothing while somebody tried to tear me down, you’re sadly mistaken. Ask yourself this… would you do any less? Or would you step up and fight to protect yourself and the career you’ve given all of yourself to for as long as I have? If you want to slap me with an ethical violation for pulling his records, fine. I can live with that. But the fact that I was right—that Gathers made false allegations, lied about me, leaked a story to the press, and oh yeah, that I’m not guilty of what he accused me of—should count for something.” 
The three of them trade a look with each other, seeming to come to an agreement. “You’re right, Chief Wilder. And I think we’re done here,” Kane says. “We apologize for any inconvenience or upset this has caused you. We’ll review everything and send you our final determination in a week or so. Thank you for your time.”
Barnes, Kane, and Vilardi stand and walk through the door behind their bench, leaving me standing there with Koslowski. She turns to me still wearing that look of guilt, her lips a tight slash across her face. 
“Again, I’m sorry for everything, Chief Wilder. If you want to transfer me out of the unit, I understand and won’t hold it against you,” she says. 
I look at her for a long moment as the thoughts race through my mind at rocket speed. Nobody would blame me if I transferred her out. If I transferred all of them out. But the fact is, she did the right thing when it mattered most. Without Koslowski, this entire inquest may have broken very differently and in a very bad way for me. 
I give her a gentle smile. “My team is getting together for a drink. Would you like to come?”
She seems surprised, but she smiles. “I’d love to.” 
“Come on, let’s go.” 
We leave the inquest room and head back to our shop. I’m looking forward to telling my team—my family—all about what happened and how Koslowski pulled my bacon out of the fire. The doors slide open as we enter, and everybody is crowded around the monitors on the wall at the front of the room, their expressions serious. As we cross the shop, I can’t help but notice the strange tension crackling in the air. 
“What is it?” I ask. 
“Congressman Everson is dead,” Astra says. 
My mood drops like an anchor. “What?” 
I look at the monitors and see the breaking news chyron that simply reads: Congressman Murdered. The anchor with an appropriately grim expression on his face fills the screen. 
“Once again, today’s top story is that Congressman Peter Everson of Massachusetts has been killed in an apparent home invasion robbery gone wrong,” he says gravely. “His body was discovered by his wife and daughter after returning home early this afternoon. Details are still scarce, and sources say the police have no leads as of yet, but we will bring that information to you as soon as we have it. Again, eight-term Congressman Peter Everson, a stalwart in the House of Representatives, has been murdered…” 
My stomach churns, and I stare at the screen in utter disbelief. Astra turns to me with a similar expression on her face. 
“You don’t think…” 
I shake my head. “I don’t want to believe Stills did this. No, he couldn’t have.”
But even as the words pass my lips, I know deep down that he did. And as that thought rattles around in my brain, I flash back to the conversation I had with him and know that I’m going to forever have to live with the belief that Stills murdered Everson after we spoke. Because we spoke. I’m going to have to learn to live with my role in it all. I will forever wonder if he would have done this regardless of what I said, or if my words sparked this within him. Had I given him the permission he sought to murder Everson? I don’t know. What I do know, though, is that is a question that will haunt me for the rest of my days. 
“Blake, are you all right?” Astra asks. 
“Yeah,” I say numbly. “I’m fine.”
“You know this isn’t your fault. Right?” 
“Sure,” I say. 
We can’t always win them all. But I’m learning that we can sometimes lose big… and we can lose big more than once. 





“I always feel like, somebody’s watching me…” 
I giggle as I sing along with Rockwell. The song is campy and cheesy, but it also feels incredibly appropriate for the moment. Of course, this moment wouldn’t be necessary if Blake Wilder would give me the attention I want. I wouldn’t have to be here doing what I’m about to do if she would just play this game with me and follow the clues I’ve left her. And they’re great clues. I don’t understand how she can resist.
Yes, of course. She’s busy. She’s got a lot on her plate. I understand. But I’ve been telling her she needs to make time for me. She needs to make room on her plate for the case I’m putting together for her to solve. Time and time again, though, she’s put me off, aggravated me, and just flat-out ignored me. She’s refused to play the game. And that’s irritating me more than she knows. She’s going to learn just how serious I am though. Yes, she is. 
“Oh yes. She’s going to learn that I’m not somebody she can just ignore,” I say. “She’s going to learn that she can’t treat me like something stuck to the bottom of her shoe. Oh yes. Yes, she is.” 
I lean back in my seat and drum my fingers on the wheel of my car as the song changes. I smile broadly as one of my favorites comes on. 
“And if I only could, I’d make a deal with God, And I’d get him to swap our places. Be runnin’ up that road, be runnin’ up that hill…”
I close my eyes and let the words wash over me. Music always transports me. It’s always amazed me how a song can instantly take me back to a different time and different place in my life. It’s like magic. Stephen King said that books are uniquely portable magic, and indeed they are. But music is also a portable magic, and I think perhaps an even more potent form of it. My father taught me that. He showed me just how magical music is, and I’ve spent my life collecting songs that mean something to me. That make me feel things. Songs I consider mine. 
“Kate Bush is a genius, isn’t she? Her lyrics are just so passionate and filled with life and meaning,” I say. “Wouldn’t you agree?” 
The woman in the back seat is trussed up like a Christmas goose, but her dark eyes are wide; and even around the gag in her mouth, I can see the fear. I can smell it, and it’s like the sweetest perfume. She writhes around, thrashing against her bonds, but the zip ties around her wrists and ankles hold her fast. The gag muffles her words as she tries to speak, and I can’t understand what she’s saying. I’m just going to assume she agrees with me about Kate Bush though. 
“What is it going to take to get her attention?” I ask my friend. “Do you think this is going to do it? Or do you think she’s too self-absorbed to care?” 
That muffled noise comes out of the back seat again, and it makes me nod.
“I agree. She’s definitely self-absorbed. All that seems to matter to Blake Wilder is her career,” I say. “To get the attention of somebody like that, you have to do something outrageous. Something outlandish. Something they can’t ignore. Right?” 
She kicks at the door in the back of my car, thumping it hard. I sigh and hold up the stun gun for her to see, then push the trigger. The electricity crackles between the prongs loudly, reminding her of what this little baby can do. She and I have had some fun with it already. Yes, we have. She lets out a muffled but terrified-sounding noise that makes me laugh. 
“You’re right. You’re absolutely right,” I say. “It has to be big. To really attract her attention, it has to be undeniable. Something she can’t turn a blind eye to.” 
I drum my fingers on the wheel again and stare through the windshield. A frown touches my lips as I glance at my watch. It’s getting late. 
“And it has to be something personal. Something that hits close to home for her, you know what I mean?”
If tonight goes as planned, it should be enough to get her attention. Her full attention. If everything breaks my way, Blake Wilder isn’t going to be able to ignore me anymore. I’m done playing second fiddle to her, so I’m going to make the biggest mess for her to clean up. A bigger mess than she could have ever imagined. It’s going to be epic. 
The thing is, I think Blake is comfortable ignoring me because she doesn’t know what this is all about. She doesn’t know—doesn’t understand—what she’s taken from me. More than that, she doesn’t seem to care. If she cared to know what this is all about, she wouldn’t be pushing me to the fringes. She’d be trying to find me—trying to figure out what’s going on. And I can’t wait for that. Blake Wilder is going to pay the ultimate price for what she’s done… for what she’s taken from me. 
But first, I need to get—and keep—her attention. 
I lean my head back on the headrest and sing along with the song on the radio. But then I hear the sound of an engine, and ahead of me, the car pulls into the spot and the lights shut off. 
“There you are,” I mutter, then turn and look at the figure stretched across the back seat and hold the stun gun up for her to see. “You stay quiet now. If you go fussin’, things will go bad for you. I promise you that. So, let’s not have any undue freakouts, okay?” 
The gag keeps her screams from being audible as I climb out of my car and then quickly and quietly shut the door behind me. Just ahead of me, my target gets out of his car and comes around to the trunk, popping it open, then leans in. The stun gun is palmed in my hand and pressed against my forearm, hidden from view as I approach him from behind. 
He closes the trunk with a hard thump and then heads up the walk to his apartment. I follow along, moving swiftly and silently, quickly closing the gap between us, and he’s so caught up in his own head that he doesn’t seem to notice. We get to his door, and I wait until he has it cracked open, then step forward. 
“Excuse me,” I say. “Agent Okamura?”




Thank you for reading The Missing Daughter, book 17 in the heart-pumping Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series!
I hope you enjoyed a special guest appearance from FBI agent Cora Pratt, the fearless protagonist of my Storyville Series. I wanted to include Cora as a nod to my readers who have been following her incredible journey. If you loved Cora’s character in this book, I encourage you to check out the Storyville Series for yourself. With spine-tingling suspense, mind-bending mysteries and supernatural intrigue, it’s a journey you won’t forget!
If you found yourself on the edge of your seat with this book, I’m thrilled! My intention is to take you on a gripping adventure and provide an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being an indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously since I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques.
So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two. This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.
By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com
Your writer friend,
Elle Gray
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