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Hope rose like a phoenix inside him as he waited patiently outside the recreation center, the knife gripped tight in his hand. No hint of sweat dampened his palms; no butterflies flitted around in his stomach. He was ready for this. He’d been born for this.
For far too long, he’d been lying low in the darkness, waiting in agonizing patience for a sign. He’d been counting the days for months. Every blink of his eye, every breath filling his lungs, every shivering goosebump on his skin, had been building in anticipation for this moment. This purpose.
He knew others felt the same out there, who wanted to rid the world of its filth, but none were like him. Only he had a true motive for doing his work. Only he knew for sure that he was meant to do these things. He’d waited so long for the right moment. Now the wait was over. There was no more time to waste. No time to have second thoughts.
He had important work to do.
But he wanted to savor the moment a little longer. He moved closer to the door, standing perfectly still as he watched the pool cleaner going about his work through the glass window. The man was so wrapped up in what he was doing that he had no idea that he was being watched. That made him smile. He had no idea what was coming for him.
But there was no time for any more games. He’d never finish up by dawn if he didn’t strike soon. The knife hung from his fingers loosely as he stepped inside the pool area, his shoes squeaking on the tiles. Only then did the pool cleaner turn to face him, his face screwed up in confusion.
“Sir, the pool is closed for the night,” the pool cleaner told him insistently. “You’re not supposed to be here after hours.”
The man hadn’t spotted the knife in his hand. He had no idea what was about to happen. He let out a low chuckle and gripped the knife harder, watching the pool cleaner’s face darken with anxiety. He was so close to what he wanted now. He could almost taste the blood that was about to spill. The pool cleaner backed away from him a little, almost losing his footing on the slippery floor.
“Sir, I have to ask you to leave now. Just let me do my job, please…”
But I have to do my job, he thought. The most important job in the world.
“I’ll call the police…”
No you won’t. You’ll never call anyone again.
He finally raised the knife. It was a thing of beauty. A serrated bringer of joy in his life. Its steely edge glinted in the low, shimmering light of the water.
The pool cleaner’s eyes widened at the sight, and that was beautiful too. The look of fear in his eyes. His sudden realization that he was a dead man walking.
“Please, you don’t need to do this. What do you want from me? Who are you?”
But the time for questions was over.
He took a step forward.
The man took a step back.
“Who are you?” the man shouted in panic.
For the first time, he opened his mouth to reply. His voice came out in a low, rumbling rasp as if channeling the spirit of the ancient ones for which he offered this sacrifice.
“Death is inescapable.”
“Please,” begged the pool cleaner. “No. Please.” He scrambled back more quickly, in the direction of the locker room, but it was too late. He descended upon him like a shadow.
The man choked out a scream as he stumbled to the ground.
“I am your penance.”
And now it was time for blood.
The last thing the pool cleaner saw was his own face, twisted into a mask of terror, mirrored in the shining edge of the blade.

The work was done. The killer took a deep breath. It had been hard work, and he was tired from it. But he was fulfilled. Every inch of his body tingled, fully alight with purpose. His soul felt purified from the release.
He raised his hands to his face, admiring the blood already settling into every crevice of his skin. He’d done good, but the night wasn’t over. There was still much to be done before dawn.
All around him, heavy pools of blood littered the tiles. The body of the pool cleaner was already floating face down in the pool, right where he belonged. As the water embraced the corpse, the killer slowly dipped his already bloodied finger in the red puddle. He felt powerful as he rose to his feet and moved to the wall, his finger at the ready.
He grinned. By morning, the town would be turned upside down. The people would be uneasy, unable to sleep soundly in their beds out of fear. They would succumb to panic and paranoia, turning against one another and pointing fingers. Friendships would be severed. Families would be broken. The community would shatter, and he would watch from the shadows, relishing in this glorious chaos he had sown.
And he was far from finished. So far from finished. As his finger began to trace the sacred symbols on the wall, he chuckled again. He had so many plans to carry out. The people of Beacon Hill would never see it coming.
And they’d never guess who was doing it all.





 
Olivia pressed the phone against her ear, waiting for her boss, Jonathan James, to tell her what her next assignment was. It had been a quiet few weeks in Belle Grove, Virginia, following a series of kidnappings in the small town, but Olivia knew that life never stayed quiet for long as an FBI agent. Her partner Brock Turner waited patiently to hear the outcome of the call.
“Knight here.”
“I’ve got a new case for you up in Beacon Hill,” Jonathan started bluntly. He’d never been one for small talk, and he tended to dive straight into the conversation. In a way she appreciated that; she could always trust Jonathan to give it to her straight instead of bothering with the excruciating, difficult politics of the Bureau. “I’ll warn you in advance, it’s going to be heavy.”
“So no change there from the norm,” Olivia commented. Jonathan sucked in a breath.
“Well, you’ve always handled everything I’ve thrown your way, but you’ll need backup for this one. Since Turner is already in Belle Grove, I’ll put him on this as well.”
Olivia glanced up at Brock, who offered her one of his famously cheeky grins. She had no issue working with him again. They were a good team, and Brock had a way of making the daunting tasks of each day seem a little lighter. The thought of spending more time with him was one she relished. She returned her focus to the call.
“I’m sure he’ll be up for that.”
“Good. Now, I’m going to send you straight to the scene of the crime. Homicide. Pretty gruesome, and not a common occurrence in Beacon Hill. It took place at a rec center in one of the subdivisions. Forensics are already there to get an initial look at the scene, but I want you there as soon as possible.”
“What’s special about this case? Why have we been assigned?” Olivia asked. It was unusual for them to be assigned to a local murder, especially with a competent police force on the scene. There had to be something special about it.
“Beacon Hill PD requested our presence. The crime scene is… unusual, especially for a small-town murder. I think you’ll understand what I mean when you get there. Whoever did this didn’t do this on a whim. It was certainly premeditated, and it was certainly carefully planned. Possibly someone who’s killed before, maybe even a serial. Anyway, you can judge for yourself. I’ll need a report back this evening with your initial thoughts.”
“Okay. We’re ready, we can be there in no time.”
“Good. And listen: this case… as I mentioned, it’s gruesome. I think whoever did this will be watching to see how the authorities respond. Don’t do anything to draw too much attention to yourselves.”
The comment made Olivia’s skin crawl. She was used to feeling like she had a target on her back ever since her sister had died and her mother disappeared, but her job was dangerous. It wasn’t unlikely that she could get herself into some big messes. Then again, if Jonathan was telling her to be careful, she knew she had to take it seriously.
“We will keep a low profile,” Olivia promised, knowing there wasn’t much more she could say. She didn’t even know what they were dealing with yet, but she wasn’t the sort to throw herself in the firing line for no reason. She was more than capable of keeping a level head. It was what made her such a good agent.
“Good luck. I think this case is going to be a big one.”
All of the cryptic talk was putting Olivia on edge, so she hung up as quickly as she could and turned to Brock. He folded his arms, waiting for her to tell him what was going on. Olivia shrugged at him.
“Homicide up in Beacon Hill. He didn’t tell me all that much. Said it’s pretty gruesome. Used that word twice, actually.”
“That’s fun,” Brock muttered sarcastically. “What else?”
“He thinks this is going to be a big deal. Possibly a serial. And he told us to watch our backs. I don’t really know what he means by that.”
“Well, we can watch each other’s,” Brock offered with a warm smile, clapping his hand on Olivia’s back in a brotherly manner. She smiled. Even after only a few weeks of knowing Brock, she felt like she could trust him with anything. Their jobs might be dangerous, but together with Brock, she felt unstoppable.
Olivia’s phone pinged as she received the address.
“We should get moving. He wants us to head straight to .”
“Guess I’ll drive.”
Olivia smiled as he grabbed his keys and they headed out together. The gesture felt familiar from the time they’d spent together several weeks before. They’d been working hard on the kidnapping case they were assigned to, but Olivia felt they’d grown close in that time. She’d missed him after he’d returned to DC following the end of the case—but now he was back for good, and it felt right. Crazy as it seemed to her that she was learning to trust someone again, she felt good with Brock around. In fact, it was his presence that calmed her nerves as they trundled down the forest road and made their way toward the highway, knowing that whatever was waiting for them there couldn’t possibly be good.
“So a murder case… that’s new for us,” Brock mentioned as they drove along, his loud rock music blaring from the car radio. Olivia was getting used to having to shout over the top of it to be heard.
“I guess,” she shouted. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing, though.”
Brock chuckled. “A case is a case. I think no matter how awful this is, it’s better than looking for missing kids. That was messed up.”
Olivia only had the strength to nod in response to that comment. Their previous case together had drained the life out of them both. The only positive of the whole thing was that they’d managed to get all of the girls back to safety eventually, but Olivia would never forget the toll those few weeks had taken on her.
“At least we’ll have a better base for going over the case now,” Brock continued conversationally. “I’m glad I won’t have to rely on the B&B anymore. Maybe I’ll actually get a few decent nights of sleep now that I’ve got my own place.”
Olivia smiled, but she had to admit, she’d miss him coming over to her place all the time and crashing on her sofa. She’d gotten used to waking up in the morning and heading downstairs to find Brock complaining about her crappy coffee.
But then again, working a case wasn’t about the leisurely mornings they’d spent together, waking up slowly in each other’s presence. It was about getting to the bottom of the issue, figuring out what made murderers and thieves and kidnappers tick. And there was still a lot she didn’t know about the human mind. Like how someone could possibly find it within themselves to kill someone. To rip a life away in cold blood. And it was even harder to understand that when she knew people it had happened to. People who were good at heart, who didn’t deserve to meet such a horrific fate. No matter how hard she studied, she’d never forgive or forget those mindless killers.
Brock turned the music down a few notches, making the car seem much quieter than before. He glanced over at her.
“You’re quiet. What’s wrong?”
Olivia chewed her lip. She didn’t realize her anxiety was so plainly written on her face. She tilted her head back against the headrest.
“Murder cases… they get me thinking about Veronica,” Olivia admitted. “I know the official story was a car crash, but I’m becoming increasingly convinced it wasn’t an accident. I think she was murdered.”
Brock nodded, his cheeky smile replaced with a serious face. Olivia had told him all about her sister’s death, quickly followed by the disappearance of her mother. Not many people had as much bad luck as the Knight family, but Olivia really felt like she’d seen it all.
“I remember you mentioning that,” he said.
“It’s been on my mind ever since I met with her husband Paxton on the last case,” she continued. “I still have no idea who decided to kill her or why, and it puts me on edge. Jonathan told us to watch our backs, but I’ve been watching mine for a very long time. I guess I’ve got this fear that I’m next. And that’s not totally irrational, given what my family has faced…”
“You don’t need to worry about any of that,” Brock insisted. “I know you will regardless, but I’ve got your back, Olivia. Nothing’s going to happen in this case. We are a crack team of super agents. If anything, I should be asking for your protection when I go in over my head and get myself into trouble.”
Olivia smiled in response but said nothing else. She knew that Brock was just trying to cheer her up and that he would do anything to protect her, but that was his job, after all. He couldn’t guarantee anything. He knew just as well as she did how unpredictable and dangerous their job could be, and they couldn’t save each other from that. No, she was on her own when it came to her paranoia. It came with the job. She thought of her mother; wondered if she’d known something that Olivia didn’t before she disappeared. Had she cracked her sister’s case, learned too much, and become a victim for her troubles? Had she gotten too close to answers and been forced to disappear off the face of the earth?
Olivia pressed her face to the window all the way to Beacon Hill and after a while, Brock turned the music back up to drown out the silence. Olivia was thankful for it. She wouldn’t be able to relax until she knew exactly what they were dealing with.
As they closed in on the town, Olivia took on the role of navigator, giving Brock directions from the map on her phone. She could feel her heart pounding hard as they neared the recreation center. She didn’t fail to notice the stream of cop cars in the area, or the forensics vans, or the crowd of journalists outside the venue. Her chest tightened. Whatever had happened inside must have been of interest to draw such a crowd. She had no idea what she was about to face, but she felt more than a little anxious about what awaited them.
As she and Brock got out of the car, the journalists leaped on them like leeches, shouting questions at them without even knowing that they were in the FBI. Irritated, Olivia shoved her way through them, glaring at anyone who dared to get too close to them. She’d never much liked journalists, which was something she’d clashed with Veronica over. Her sister had been just as nosy and abrasive as those journalists at the crime scene, and look where it had gotten her. Didn’t they know that sticking their noses in where they shouldn’t was a dangerous game? Didn’t they know it could get them killed?
As they pushed through, they reached the crime tape that would keep them safe from the journalists and were greeted by a slim woman with dark red hair and sharp cheekbones. She held her hand out for Olivia to shake.
“Agent Knight, I presume?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Thank you for coming. I’m Rachel Collins, the Chief of Police here. I think I can speak for the whole PD when I say we’re a little overwhelmed by this. Please come inside, we could use your insight on the case.”
Olivia nodded and followed Chief Collins inside, quickly followed by Brock. She took note immediately that whatever this case was, it would be major—Beacon Hill was far from a major city, and it was no small town like Belle Grove, but it was big enough that a standard murder case wouldn’t need direct involvement from the Chief of Police.
She felt her stomach twist. The start of a new case was always a strange time, especially since she didn’t know what she was about to face. Even after so much experience in the field, it still made her a little uncomfortable. But she told herself to get a grip as they twisted the corridors past the locker rooms and the basketball court and approached the pool area.
The air smelled like chlorine and blood. The mix of smells made Olivia want to gag a little, and she turned to see that Brock was struggling with the smell too. In their line of work, they’d long since gotten used to the smell of blood, that coppery scent that clung to their noses long after they left a crime scene, but this was so much worse. She thought perhaps it was because chlorine was such a clean smell, but whatever had gone down in the swimming pool was far from clean. It was downright dirty and disgusting, performed by the scum of the Earth. The smell came before everything Olivia saw, but somehow, it told her everything she needed to know.
The room was dimly lit by the pool lights. The water was rippling gently, like waves on the seashore, but when Olivia saw that much of the water was stained red, she didn’t feel quite so calm. She took a deep breath, but it only made the smell seem worse.
And then she saw the body.
The man in the water was floating face down, his skin pale from the loss of blood. His clothing ballooned out from his body, swollen by the water. Olivia couldn’t see any wounds from where she was standing, but judging by the amount of blood in the water, something pretty brutal had happened to him.
“I’ve never seen anything like this before. We’re a very quiet town. Things like this… they just don’t happen around here.” The police chief averted her eyes, clearly trying to maintain an air of professionalism, but Olivia didn’t blame her for being uncomfortable. It was natural in the face of something so horrifying. Time had numbed her to it all a little, but not all of that discomfort could be swept under the carpet.
Olivia approached the edge of the pool to get a closer look, holding her breath to stop the smell from wafting up into her nose. If she looked carefully, she could see through the ripples of water that the man’s face had received the brunt of the attack, so his features were now a mangled mess. She tilted her head, trying to get a better look, but the water distorted everything. She’d need a better look at the body once it was out of the water.
It was then that she noticed the horrifying symbols on the walls. They seemed to be drawn in blood, and though she didn’t understand any of the circular symbols, they filled her with a great sense of dread. There was just something about them that would make any person uneasy. And then there were the words written on the damp tiles by the edge of the pool…
“Death is inescapable. I am your penance,” Olivia murmured out loud. Saying the words sent a shiver down her spine. It was clear to her that they were dealing with someone who had a God complex. Chief Collins looked at her, nerves clear in her eyes.
“What do you think of all this? It’s so… elaborate. Have you ever seen anything like this before?”
Olivia shook her head. She’d never seen something so grandiose at a murder scene.
“The killer was deliberate. They took their time. That’s clear from the symbols and the message,” Olivia said quietly. “They have likely killed before. They were confident in their ability to carry this out without being caught. Or possibly they don’t care about being caught, which means this person is out of their mind. As for the symbols… they’re not familiar to me. They must have some sort of significance to our killer.”
“But why go to all of this effort?” Rachel asked, glancing uncomfortably at the water. “Why do something so horrible? Why not just get it over with?”
“Maybe this has been planned for a long time,” Brock offered. “It does seem pretty personal: the complete mutilation of his face, the message, the symbols… maybe the killer had some sort of grudge against them. It feels like all of this was to make the victim truly suffer before he died.”
Olivia nodded, already feeling various theories whirling around in her mind. “Jonathan was worried this could potentially be a serial killer. It’s not uncommon for them to have ritualistic or religious motivations, which could explain the symbols. You’re right, Chief—this is a lot of effort. This is not just about the act of killing but about spreading the message. It’s meant for us. We’re the audience for the killer to perform his supposed righteous deeds.”
“Which makes me wonder,” Brock added. “Was the victim actually targeted for a personal attack? For a specific reason of vengeance? Or was this just a random killing?”
Olivia nodded. “That’s the question.” She turned to the police chief. “What do we know about him?”
“We think he’s the caretaker here at the pool,” she told them, her eyes drifting briefly to the body in the water. “We need to get the body out of the water first to be sure, though. We’re gathering every piece of information we can. We’re going to see what came up on the cameras, and hopefully get some DNA matches. But to be honest, we’re out of our depth here. We’ve never had a serial killer in this town.”
Olivia nodded slowly. “Yes, I agree. I think he will strike again. He’s got a taste for it now. Now that the first performance has been made, we should be on alert.”
“And if they’re looking to enact revenge on people… well, it doesn’t take too much to get a serial killer riled up,” Brock chimed in. “Someone looked at them funny? That’s reason enough to kill them. Or maybe they’ve got a noisy neighbor? They’ll meet their maker, for sure. A killer with some sort of ideology or purpose will do whatever he can to justify continuing his spree.”
“And whoever did this certainly isn’t squeamish. If they put in the time to mutilate a man’s face, they’re not afraid to get their hands dirty,” Olivia added.
Chief Collins wrapped her arms around herself, shuddering. “Where do we go from here?”
Olivia looked at the message on the floor. She repeated it over and over in her head. Death is inescapable. I am your penance. Those words seemed almost like they were aimed at her. Written boldly on the floor in bright red blood, she felt certain that someone was watching her. Warning her. She had to shake her head to rid herself of the thought.
“Let’s focus on collecting what evidence we can first. Then we’ll see if we can make some leads,” Olivia said.
“Alright. I’ll go see if Forensics has found anything new yet. Feel free to look around and ask any question you need to any of my officers or techs. Anything you can tell us will be useful, I think. I wouldn’t know where to start with all of this.”
“Thanks,” Brock told her. “We’ll take a look at the body.”
Chief Collins nodded, taking one last furtive glance at the body before wandering off to get an update from the forensics team. Olivia turned to Brock, whose face was set in a grim expression.
“Poor guy,” he muttered, glancing over at the body. “I wonder what he did?”
“Probably not much at all,” Olivia replied. “Who would have a personal vendetta against a middle-aged pool cleaner, after all?” She paused. “Maybe he was just… just…”
Brock looked at her expectantly, eager to hear her thoughts. Olivia exhaled.
“Maybe he was just an easy target.”





 
Olivia and Brock stayed at the scene of the crime for around an hour, holding their breaths to block out the smell and taking notes on everything they saw. They watched as the body was removed from the pool and the true extent of the victim’s injuries was revealed. The body had been drained of most of its blood. Both the man’s eyes had been gouged out, his nose savagely cut off, and both ears had been removed as well.
Olivia couldn’t fathom it. Who would do such a horrendous thing to someone? She was sure just by looking at the man that he’d never hurt a fly. How had he gotten himself mixed up in something so horrific? Was this truly a random victim at the wrong place at the wrong time? Or was there something more sinister at work that she was unaware of?
As she and Brock left the swimming pool, they were once again swarmed by the press, but Brock put his arm around her shoulder and shielded her from the pressing bodies as they closed in on them. By the time they got back to the car, Olivia felt like she couldn’t breathe, but Brock quickly drove them away, creating a pathway through the journalists to make their escape.
Something was different about this murder. Different from others Olivia had dealt with before. She was used to seeing scenes where passionate murders had occurred, where plenty of blood was spilled, where the killer clearly had issues. But the difference this time was how long it must have taken the killer. She imagined the killer straddling the victim, meticulously removing parts of the man’s face. Then, they stuck around afterward to recycle the blood of the victim, decorating the walls with those strange symbols. What was the killer trying to tell them? They clearly wanted to be noticed, to be listened to, but Olivia was having a hard time translating the strange code that they’d been left with.
Brock parked up several blocks away and the pair of them sat in silence for a while, mulling the case over. Olivia could still smell the blood and chlorine. It felt as though the smell had latched on to her and would never let go. With every inhale, the smell seemed to become more invasive, spreading through her lungs and veins and organs until it consumed her entire body. All she wanted was to forget about it, but she knew she wouldn’t forget what had happened there any time soon.
“Where do we start?” Brock broke the silence eventually, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “We’ve got a while before all the evidence will be cataloged, but I don’t want to waste any time. Do you think we should ask around the area, ask people some questions, see if they’ve seen anything strange lately?”
“Don’t you think that will attract too much attention? Jonathan told us to lay low…”
“Maybe. But I feel like the sooner we get a lead, the better. I don’t want this to happen to anyone else. We need to get justice for that man and his family.”
“I know. But maybe we should start by searching for similar cases. Who knows. Maybe the killer has been staying on the move. Maybe there will be something we can connect to another state. And if we can do that, then we can start building a profile of the killer, see if there are any patterns.”
“Alright. But I think this is a pretty distinctive MO. I think it’s unlikely we’ll find something that matches.”
“It’s worth a shot,” Olivia nodded. She didn’t want to admit it, but she really didn’t want to go poking around in Beacon Hill for information. She got the feeling that it would only lead to trouble. In a small town like that, it wouldn’t be long before people started talking. If two FBI agents showed up asking questions, then she was sure they’d start drawing attention to themselves and to the case. Not only would it scare everyone, but she also suspected that the killer was still around, keeping an eye on things. Showing their cards too early would put them right on the radar. That would only make their job even harder.
And more dangerous.
Olivia took out her laptop and hooked it up to the hotspot on her phone, accessing the crime database. She was certain that if the killer had struck anywhere before Beacon Hill, then they’d soon figure out where. Brock was right: it was a very distinctive MO. She hoped for the best, wanting to find something right away that would put them on the right track. But even as she scrolled through case after case, nothing was jumping out at her.
“I’m not seeing anything about facial mutilation. And there’s nothing quite like these symbols I’ve been able to find,” Olivia admitted. Brock folded his arms, leaning back in his chair.
“Well, I could probably have told you that. I’m telling you, a scene like this doesn’t go unnoticed. It’ll make national news before long. If they’d killed before in the same way, then someone would have made the connection already.”
“You might be right, but I don’t want to rule it out,” Olivia countered. “This was so calculated, so precise. The killer must have… practiced somehow. And it’s only now that they’ve begun to construct these scenes for the notoriety of being this infamous killer. Maybe we’re looking for something too specific. There might be a whole web of killings out there that we could make a connection with.”
“You mean like the artist is changing their paint strokes? Dabbling in new colors?”
“Precisely.”
Olivia knew she was clutching at straws, but that wasn’t uncommon in their line of work. It was their job to think outside of the box, even if that meant leaving the box a million miles behind. Sometimes, it worked in their favor.
She switched tactics, taking to the internet to see if there were any clickbait articles that might have something of interest. She was irritated to discover that the murder at the swimming pool had already been reported on, and her searches were mostly related to the day’s events. She scoured a few articles to see if any of the nosy journalists had made a connection to any other killers, but though they’d been quick to report, they seemed to have little information.
She typed in the message she’d seen at the pool. Death is inescapable. I am your penance. She hoped maybe it would be a match to some kind of extremist website, or some creepy Reddit thread at least, but she found very little of interest. She knew deep down that if the killer was making themselves known online, it would be somewhere deep on the dark web, not just on a random search engine. She sighed, flicking aimlessly from page to page.
“Okay, I’ll admit, I’m not getting much from here. But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing on here.”
“I’ve tried to search for some of the symbols we saw,” Brock told Olivia as he frowned at his phone. “My immediate thought was, you know, Zodiac, Manson… serial killers like that who try to use symbols as their signature. I looked up Satanic symbols, pagan symbols, you name it, and none of those matched anywhere. Even pulled up the Bureau database of known occult imagery but nothing seemed familiar. It’s like the killer created new symbols that I can’t find anywhere.”
“That’s unusual,” Olivia said. “Maybe they wanted to create a totally unique signature so they couldn’t be found online.”
“That’s very possible,” he said.
“I just keep thinking of the words. ‘Death is inescapable. I am your penance.’ What does that even mean?”
“Maybe the killer sees himself as divinely inspired,” Brock offered. “Fulfilling some divine purpose by killing people. But that first part… ‘Death is inescapable’. Does that mean he doesn’t believe in an afterlife? That’s very unusual for a religion.”
Olivia sighed. “Who knows. Maybe we’re trying to make sense of something that doesn’t make sense at all. Whoever did this clearly has some pretty creative ideas. The removal of the eyes, the nose, the ears… it seems like there’s some kind of point to it all, even if it doesn’t make sense to us. But for all we know, it really could be one raving lunatic.”
They lapsed into silence for a few minutes, each of them still digging around to find information and reviewing the pictures they’d taken of the scene. They had too many half-baked ideas and not enough evidence. Until they had that, there wasn’t much they could do.
“How about this,” Brock interjected. “We’ll look into the town’s history a little. Maybe there’s a library that might be able to tell us a little about this place. Small towns like this… they love their town history.”
“What do you think that’s going to tell us?”
Brock shrugged. “Who knows. Maybe we can find something about these symbols. Maybe they’ll mean something to a longtime resident of Beacon Hill. Maybe the reason we can’t figure out the significance is because they’re related to the town. That would explain why there’s not much in the way of other connections online. What do you think? It can’t do any harm, right?”
Olivia chewed her lip. “Alright. I think it’s safer than poking around asking questions, at least. We’ve got to make sure we’re not making ourselves too obvious. If the killer is watching everything unfold, then we don’t want to give them any reason to be drawn to us.”
“Okay. I’ll see if I can find a local library… got it. It’s a ten-minute drive. I’ll take us there now.”
Olivia continued to try and find some leads online as Brock drove, eager to get a head start, but she didn’t have any eureka moments. She kept expecting to stumble across something that would make sense to her, but nothing of interest came up. Either the killer had covered their tracks very well or they were dealing with something brand new. She wasn’t sure what they might find at the library, but she hoped there would be something there, some smidgen of hope to hold on to.
Once they arrived at the library, Brock bounded out of the car, even opening Olivia’s door for her before she’d even had time to pack away her laptop. She glanced around her as they approached the library, looking for any signs of people milling around, but it was very quiet.
It was just a neighborhood, the same as any other street in any other suburb. Every house was neat and well-kept, but unremarkable. The lawns were green and uniform, the landscaping weeded with surgical precision, the cars were freshly washed, and the porches impeccably decorated with wrought-iron benches or dining sets perfect for a morning overlooking the yard.
A man in sandals looked over from his lawn and gave them a friendly wave, his other hand holding onto a garden hose. Olivia returned it with a sheepish grin and he turned away, focusing his efforts on his bougainvilleas.
“Blue Velvet, anyone? Stepford Wives?” Brock whispered.
“Be nice,” she elbowed him. “Just because this isn’t the city doesn’t mean it’s like that.”
“I’m just saying, I’ve seen enough TV shows about nosy housewives…”
It was still early, the library was only just opening, and there were no other cars in the lot. Still, Olivia had the feeling that someone was watching her, waiting to see exactly what she might do next. She pushed the thought away as she entered the library. She couldn’t allow her nerves to cloud her judgment.
The library looked like it had seen better days. The bookshelves looked a little sparse, filled with old paperbacks that looked well-thumbed. There were several desks with ancient computers, the thick monitors whirring loudly as they powered up for the day. Brock raised his eyebrow.
“Well. I was expecting a little more than this, I’ll admit.”
“Back to the car?”
“Nah, we’re here now. We might as well poke around. Let’s keep a low profile, though. You heard what Jonathan said.”
As they were murmuring to one another, Olivia watched the librarian approaching them with a gummy smile. The woman’s graying hair was cut short and she had a pair of glasses perched on the nest of her hair. Olivia couldn’t help thinking that the woman looked like she had modeled herself entirely on the stereotype of librarians. She was half expecting to be told to shush at any given moment.
“Good morning. Can I be of any assistance today?” she asked eagerly. “I’ll admit, we don’t get many visitors here. I’d love to show you around if there’s anything you’re looking for in particular.”
“Yes, hello,” Brock said with a welcoming smile. “My wife and I are hoping to find some information on town history. Our son… JJ… is doing a school project about the town. We thought we’d come and have a look, see what we can find.”
Olivia resisted the urge to giggle. She wasn’t a fan of his fabricated story, but it seemed to have worked. The woman’s face lit up.
“Oh, absolutely! I can help with that. We have a small section right over here for local history. Please follow me.”
Olivia and Brock fell in step with one another, a few steps behind the librarian. Olivia leaned closer to him.
“JJ?” she whispered.
“Little Jonathan James Tanner has a ring to it, doesn’t it?” he replied with a cheeky grin.
“He got my looks and your brains.”
Olivia rolled her eyes with a smile, wondering if Brock had the capability to ever be serious. The librarian came to the local history section and turned to look at them, presenting it with a flourish.
Well, a section might be overselling it. It was only one small bookshelf with a lame-looking banner over the top of it, declaring it to be the Beacon Hill History Nook.
“Here you go. We have several books about the people from the area, autobiographies and such, and plenty of books about the area before it became what it is today. You know, not many people really take an interest in the area. All the kids go right on up to the city instead of learning about where they come from. It’s nice to know your boy wants to learn about this town.”
“Well, you know,” Olivia offered politely, “we just try to make sure he’s got a good head on his shoulders. Isn’t that right, honey?”
She batted her eyelashes at Brock.
“That’s right, dear,” he replied, not even missing a beat. “Hopefully he’ll make the honor roll this year.”
“Isn’t that just grand? Well, if you need anything, be sure to let me know.”
“Thank you,” Olivia said, staring at the tiny bookshelf that held the books about the town as the librarian bustled away. The books were surprisingly thick and heavy. Brock picked up one called Beacon Hill: An Extensive History.
“Extensive is right. This must be seven hundred pages long. What can there possibly be to read about? Beacon Hill wasn’t even on my radar before today.”
“I guess you’ll have to read up and find out.”
Brock raised an eyebrow. “I dunno. Between the two of us, you’re the reader.”
“Oh come on, dear. Do it for JJ.”
Brock’s face split into a grin and he let out a chuckle. “Alright, I’ll give this a shot. But I reserve the right to tag-team this. I don’t think I can make it through a nine-hundred-page book by myself.”
Olivia rolled her eyes and took the book from Brock’s hands. “Fortunately, there’s a thing called a content page. Maybe some of the subjects will jump out at us.”
Brock peered over Olivia’s shoulder as she opened up the book. He sighed.
“Chapter One: History of the Library. Great. Very useful. Chapter Two: History of the Beacon Hill Police. Who the hell wrote this? There’s absolutely no logic to the ordering of these chapters…”
Olivia was already ahead of him, scanning through a very jumbled set of chapter titles, looking for something of interest. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw a title that caught her attention.
“Hey, what about this? Chapter Eighteen: Supernatural Occurrences and Local Superstition. If the people here are very superstitious, maybe that could have some significance to the symbols at the scene of the crime.”
Olivia looked over her shoulder at Brock and saw that he looked baffled. “What?”
“They couldn’t have led with that? Chapter One: Cool Spooky Stuff That Has Happened in Beacon Hill? Even I know that’s the selling point, right? Whoever wrote this has no idea how to hook a reader.”
“No wonder you can’t get through a book more complex than Dr. Seuss.”
“Hey, don’t be a Grinch,” he protested. “They’re classics for a reason.”
She flicked to the correct section of the book, scanning over the text and chewing her lip.
“…Beacon Hill has long been a hub for strange activity. Since the town was formed in 1809, there have been mysterious disturbances that have shaken the town to its core.”
“Awesome,” Brock murmured.
“According to accounts written over the years by residents of the town, there have been sightings of all manner of occult creatures. Wolves have always resided in the surrounding woods, but legend has it that on a full moon, you can hear the howling of werewolves… alright, this isn’t helpful. What have werewolves got to do with anything?”
“Hey, it’s just getting good!”
“I’m skipping ahead.”
“Grinch!”
Olivia swatted his shoulder and continued scanning the page. She was hoping to find something about the symbols that they’d seen, but as the werewolf stories spread over the next twelve pages, she began losing hope.
“Maybe this is more promising… witches,” Olivia said. There were several grainy drawings on the page depicting witch ceremonies, but she couldn’t see any sign of the symbols from the crime scene. With a frustrated sigh, she continued looking. It seemed that the people of Beacon Hill definitely had an interest in the supernatural. According to the book, there had been sightings of ghosts, angels, fairies, and even the Devil himself over the span of two hundred years. But really, that didn’t tell Olivia anything. Maybe that the people of Beacon Hill had active imaginations and extreme superstitions, but otherwise, it didn’t mean much.
“The only thing that I can think of is that maybe the killer buys into all of this kind of stuff,” Olivia sighed, leaning against the wall. All that craning and poring over the heavy book was starting to hurt her back. “And that they’re using all these symbols as a kind of homage to it all.”
“Either that or they’ve spent a lot of time reading this dumb book too,” Brock pointed out. “And they know exactly what’ll freak the people of this town out. You know how it is. In a small town like this, people lean into other people’s views easily. I can see how something like a bunch of crazy symbols at the scene of a murder could cause mass hysteria. Maybe that’s what the killer wants. A little chaos.”
“Or a lot,” Olivia murmured.





 
When Olivia opened her eyes, she was at home. Not her little cabin in the woods in Belle Grove, but her real home. The place where she grew up. She looked around her and saw that the walls were exactly as they’d always been, plastered in floral wallpaper and covered up with a mix of Disney posters and photographs. She was back to being her eight-year-old self; just the knowledge of that lifted every worry from Olivia’s sleeping mind.
She headed downstairs for breakfast and her mom was in the kitchen, whipping up a batch of pancakes. She seemed to have a glow around her, like she was some kind of angel. When she turned and smiled, Olivia felt the same as she did back on that day so many years before. She felt warm and happy in a way that she hadn’t in so long.
“Darling, you’re just in time to pick pancake toppings,” she told her, gesturing to a huge pile of sweets, fruits, and sauces. Olivia thought maybe her dream state was exaggerating just how much there was on offer, but she remembered how delighted she’d been back then to see the sugar haven on the countertop.
“Chocolate sauce and marshmallows!” eight-year-old Olivia declared. It was then that her father entered the kitchen and ruffled her hair.
“A classic sweet combo for the sweetest kid on Earth,” he said with a warm smile. Olivia recalled in her dream state how he was home for several weeks on military leave, which meant that everyone in the house was happier than normal. The four of them were back together and it was the best feeling in the world.
“I want syrup!” Veronica declared as she entered the kitchen. Olivia felt a pang in her heart. Even as she slept, she was acutely aware that she was in a memory. It felt strange to see her sister alive and well, even a much younger version of her. Her sister’s hair was secured in a set of pigtails that sprung from the top of her head. Olivia remembered thinking Veronica was so much cooler than she was, her jealousy stinging her heart. But in the memory, all she felt was sadness that her sister was gone now.
“Syrup, syrup, goopy syrup!” Olivia’s mother sang, and Olivia was sure that the dream was going a little off the rails at that moment. The scene seemed to pass in a blur, perhaps because Olivia didn’t really remember it properly, but she still felt the buzz of happiness that the dream memory held. She might not recall all of the events of that morning, but she certainly remembered the feeling.
The dream drifted on as dreams do, and Olivia found that she was standing on a beach, watching her sister swim out at sea. It was probably about three years later than the first memory, but Olivia felt that the day was hazier to her. She kept her eyes out to sea, feeling the hot sand beneath her bare feet and a sense of heaviness in her heart. The vista was beautiful and the sun was beating down on her skin, but something about the whole thing made her feel uneasy.
And then she remembered why.
“Veronica is getting suspicious. She’s too old to think you’re just going on work trips every few weeks.”
“They’re not ready for the truth. They’re too young,” replied her mother.
Olivia turned and saw her parents with their heads close together, deep in conversation as they perched upon striped deck chairs. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but she was at an age where her curiosity was getting the better of her while her parents still seemed to buy that she wasn’t interested in anything they talked about. They often talked about things they shouldn’t have in front of her, sure that she wasn’t listening. But that day, she listened to them talk while pretending to sift sand into a bucket to continue her sand palace.
“They’re never going to be ready for that kind of information, honey. But it doesn’t mean we can keep it from them forever,” Olivia’s father urged.
“Why not? They’re just kids. They shouldn’t have to live with the weight of our secrets. Why not just leave it? Maybe when they’re eighteen…”
“And if something happens to you? What will I tell them then?”
Her mother fell silent. Olivia remembered how she’d held her breath, waiting for her mom to answer, to shed some light on all the secrets she seemed to be keeping. But her mom had just smiled sadly and shrugged like there was nothing she could suggest.
“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

Olivia woke up with a sheen of sweat on her forehead. She felt like she was still holding her breath the way she had been in the dream. She reached over to her bedside table to drink some water and ended up draining the entire glass before wiping her mouth breathlessly.
The memory shocked her the more she thought about it. It seemed crazy to her that she’d forgotten that day at the beach, and even more absurd that it had come back to her in a dream. The more she thought about it, the more she struggled with it. Why had she never questioned her mother about that conversation? Why had she never asked questions about where she used to disappear to all the time? She often said she was going on a work trip, or a yoga retreat, or a volunteering trip, and then she’d be gone for weeks at a time. It was almost just accepted in her family and Olivia had never thought to question it. Not even years later, when she knew better. It was like she’d been living in a dreamworld, not really knowing anything about what her family was doing around her.
But now, the dream had her mind in a twist. Was there some secret she didn’t know about her own mother? She remembered that day on the beach well, watching Veronica swim in the sea, but she didn’t recall the conversation her parents had had. Maybe she’d made it up as a part of the dream. It certainly didn’t seem like something she’d forget.
And yet, she’d only been a kid at the time. It was entirely possible that she’d just brushed the conversation under the carpet, not really understanding what they could be talking about. And as a child, why would she ever think that she might be being lied to? Children don’t even realize at that age that parents can lie just as easily as they can. If her mom told her she was on a trip, what reason did she have not to believe her?
But Olivia didn’t believe her now. She knew that her family didn’t have the kind of money to just up and go on a spontaneous vacation. Sure, her excuse was often that she was doing some humanitarian work in Africa, but she was away so much that even that didn’t seem believable anymore. It was completely unbelievable to her now that her mother would just jet off several times a year. It had never occurred to her to think about it before because by the time she was old enough to, she’d been so wrapped up in her own teenage life that she didn’t care much what her parents were up to. That was natural of any kid and she was no exception.
But now she wished she’d asked questions back then. Maybe she would be able to understand. Maybe she would be able to see what had happened to make her mother disappear.
The thoughts she was having were too complex for the middle of the night. She had so many questions. Too many to ever seek the answers to. She knew there was no chance she was getting back to sleep. She rolled her eyes, irritated at the ways her own mind sabotaged her. She let her body take control and she got out of bed, walking into the shower.
She didn’t even consciously decide that she was going back to Beacon Hill, but soon enough, she was in the car, driving alone through the darkness up the highway She couldn’t get her head around what had happened to her mother, but she could solve the puzzle right in front of her, and that had to be enough to satiate her. She needed to forget the dream for a while and focus on something she was certain was real. She couldn’t afford to get bogged down with personal issues when she was on a case, especially when she wasn’t sure how much of it was fact and how much of it was fiction.
She sighed. Sometimes she felt like her own worst enemy. She was getting locked into all these emotions that were slowly destroying her. Fear, anxiety, uncertainty. Sadness, longing, envy. Everywhere she went, every avenue she explored, she was followed by a slew of negativity.
Olivia’s life was tragic in ways many couldn’t understand. Not many people knew what it was like to have their only sister murdered, to have their mother disappear in thin air, to go into adulthood not really understanding the world they were forced to live in. Olivia’s world was constantly on fire, and she was getting tired of outrunning the flames.
But she didn’t make it easier on herself, and she knew that. She was becoming obsessed with a dream she didn’t even know was true, looking for answers to her mother’s disappearance. Had her sleeping mind just made up a story to try and soothe her, to tell her that there was a rational explanation even if there wasn’t? That was the problem. She didn’t even know how reliable her own mind was. She didn’t know how much of herself she was able to trust.
Olivia shook the thoughts out of her head. She’d left the house to get away from them and didn’t need them following her now. She had to refocus on the case, which had previously haunted her every waking moment since she’d taken it on.
Before she’d gone to sleep, she’d been thinking about what she’d read at the library about witches and demons and supernatural creatures of the night. She’d never been a superstitious person herself, but she could see how superstition might sweep people easily into fear in a town like Beacon Hill. It was like the dream she’d had: realistic enough to have her scared, but also edging on a half-truth. She made a mental note to ask Chief Collins and the other officers whether they believed in all that stuff. If they did, then it made sense that the killer might try to play on that.
That day, she’d also noticed that Beacon Hill also had several churches, having passed at least three during her time there, and Olivia wondered whether that might come into play. Superstitious people often stemmed their beliefs from religion, from the Bible or whatever holy text they chose to study. After all, religious people opened their minds to all kinds of possibilities, ones that Olivia never even thought about. If they believed that a higher power lorded over their planet, then the presence of demons and evil forces didn’t seem so out of the question. Is that what those symbols were about? Reminding the residents of Beacon Hill that they should be more afraid?
Olivia shuddered. It was a disturbing thought, but an interesting angle all the same. She’d keep it in mind while she did some more digging.
As she closed in on Beacon Hill, Olivia drove slowly, taking in her surroundings. The streets were quiet and clean. Row after row of identical red brick houses behind identical white picket fences, with perfect landscaping. Brock’s snarky comments from earlier played back in her mind again, but she didn’t care for the characterization of this place as some kooky cookie-cutter suburb from a show about nosy, bored housewives.
The place was safe. It was quiet. No kids were staying out late after hours or drunks stumbling around the deserted roads like in DC. Olivia knew that might be partly due to the murderer on the loose, but she also imagined that was usually the case anyway. It made the location of the murder even more baffling. Why would a serial killer descend upon such a quiet, unassuming town?
She felt vulnerable as she drove slowly through the subdivision. She knew she shouldn’t be out there alone, especially with a murderer on the loose, but she didn’t want to explain to Brock why she was driving around in the middle of the night. He’d be angry at her for not looking after herself, but it was too late to turn back now. She wasn’t going to leave again until she found something useful, even if it took her until the early hours of the morning. It was a better alternative than trying to sleep, wasting away the hours trying at an impossible task.
She drove by the swimming pool to see what it was like now. Even at this hour, the police were still moving around inside, taking in evidence. She shuddered, thinking of the poor man who had been murdered. She couldn’t stop seeing his empty eyes, his severed nose, the space where his ears had been. The blood dripping from the walls, staining the white tile red. The whole premise of it was so sick that she couldn’t even think about why someone might do it. All she knew was that she had to find the monster who’d done it and stop him before he struck again.
Olivia parked her car a few blocks away from the pool and then spent five minutes psyching herself up to get out of the car. As an FBI agent, she was well-trained in several self-defense methods, and she had her gun on her—but as a woman, walking around alone at night was always a nerve-wracking experience, no matter the training. She double-checked to make sure her gun was loaded and on her hip. She wasn’t afraid to use it if someone tried to jump her. After all, she had no intention of ending up dead in a swimming pool with half of her face removed.
She got out of the car and shut the door as quietly as she could. With no particular destination in mind, she began to walk, sticking to the shadows as much as she could. If there was anyone out on the streets, she certainly didn’t want to be spotted by them. She had no idea what she was expecting to find, but the fresh air invigorated her, giving her a sense of anticipation.
Olivia allowed her feet to carry her where they wanted to go. She often found that her feet led her straight to trouble, and that wasn’t always a bad thing when she was often looking for it anyway. If something was going on in Beacon Hill, she wanted to be in the thick of it.
She walked in the shadow of a neatly trimmed hedge toward the edge of a cul-de-sac, straining her eyes to look at her surroundings. It was a pleasant area of town, and just far enough from the murder scene to give Olivia a false sense of security. With the rec center out of sight and out of mind, it was easier to convince herself that she was just an ordinary person in an ordinary place.
Until she saw the hooded person lurking in the shadows.
Olivia froze, hiding away from the glow of a streetlight to watch the figure. There didn’t seem anything too unusual about the person, aside from the fact that they were the only person she’d come across all evening. What might possess someone to be out in the middle of the night, skulking around in the dark? Olivia knew her reason… what was theirs?
She watched as the figure headed up a driveway, heading straight for the front door. Heading home, maybe? But no. She watched as they took something out of their hoodie pocket and slipped it through the letterbox.
Olivia frowned. Why the hell would someone be making deliveries in the middle of the night? What did they put through the letterbox?
And the hooded figure didn’t stop there. Olivia watched as they moved to the next house and slipped something through their letterbox too. The figure continued their journey along the street, stopping at several more houses until they rounded all the way around and began heading back toward the entrance. They skipped a few, but otherwise, the entire street appeared to be getting mail.
The scene was utterly bizarre—and spared her curiosity immediately. She had to find out what was being delivered. As the figure approached her direction, she made her choice. With furtive glances left and right, she made her way out of the shadows. Quietly, but deliberately. If this was just some restaurant slipping menus on doors in the middle of the night, the person would ignore her and simply go about their business. Right?
Another possibility crossed her mind—that this could be some criminal stalking the night, casing the neighborhood to strike. She felt better knowing she had her gun with her, at any rate, even if she wouldn’t use it unless absolutely necessary.
But as she got closer, the hooded figure looked up and saw her standing there. Before she could call out to them, they turned their back and began to run at surprising speed.
“Wait!” she called out.
The figure did not wait. Olivia sprinted after them, her footfalls echoing in the silence of the night, but by the time she’d rounded out onto the main road and turned the corner, they were gone. She whirled left, then right, knowing there was no way they could have gotten far, but there was no sign of the figure. She cursed under her breath. She guessed they were lucky that they knew the streets better than she did.
Why would the person run from the mere sight of her? She hadn’t announced herself as a law enforcement officer or run them down. That fact nestled deep into Olivia’s mind. The hooded person had obviously not wanted to be seen or identified by anyone. Even the presence of a random passerby had been enough to spook them away from whatever they were doing.
She turned back to the houses, a little breathless, and knew that she needed to find out what had been posted. That would give her a clue into the mysterious figure’s actions.
She approached the closest house and rang the doorbell, adrenaline still pumping in her veins. She didn’t care that it was the middle of the night and she was probably irritating the homeowner with her presence.
She had to figure out what was going on.
She pressed the buzzer a second time before she heard movement inside the house. She heard slow footsteps close to the door and realized her mistake. The homeowner was probably being extra cautious, given that there had been a murder practically on their doorstep earlier that day. She took a step back from the door.
“My name is Olivia Knight, I’m with the FBI,” she announced to the person on the other side of the door, holding her badge up to the window. “I’m investigating the murder that took place last night. I just saw someone hand-delivering letters to all the houses on this street. I’d like to know what those letters contain if don’t mind working with me.”
There was a long silence before the door eventually opened, revealing a nervous woman holding a pistol in her hand. Olivia put her hands in the air to show she meant no harm.
“I’m sorry to disturb you like this. I just think this might be important,” she said quietly. The woman on the other side of the door kneeled down to pick up the delivery from her welcome mat. She tossed it out through the door, where it landed in front of Olivia.
“Whatever it is, I don’t want anything to do with it,” the woman snapped before slamming the door. Olivia pulled on a plastic glove she kept in her jacket pocket, not wanting to get her fingerprints on the paper. She bent to pick up the letter and turned it over.
It wasn’t a letter, but rather a leaflet. In bold red lettering on a black background, there were seven simple words.
Do you need repentance for your sins?





 
“I did something I shouldn’t have. Something dangerous.”
“Who are you and what have you done with Olivia Knight?”
Olivia rolled her eyes and pressed her phone to her shoulder. She’d just gotten back to her car, clutching the leaflet in her hand.
“I’m in Beacon Hill. I couldn’t sleep. I thought I’d come to do some further investigation.”
“Ah. That’s why you’re calling me at four o’clock in the morning. Got it.”
“Brock, I think I’ve found something. I’m heading to the swimming pool now to talk to the police and see what they make of this. I caught someone delivering leaflets through people’s letterboxes. I’ve got one right here. It says: ‘Do you need repentance for your sins?’”
“Well, do you?” Brock asked with a yawn. “Maybe you should repent for waking me up so early. I thought you were trying that whole ‘sleeping eight hours and feeling well-rested’ thing.”
“I was. It wasn’t working for me.”
“So you decided to go hang out at a crime scene instead?”
“I didn’t go to the crime scene,” Olivia protested. “I just wanted to get a sense of the neighborhood. And I saw this strange person in a hoodie slipping mysterious pamphlets in people’s houses and thought, ‘hey, this is kind of weird.’”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you. It’s the suburbs! Weird stuff happens out there.”
“Are you for real, Brock?”
“Alright, alright, I’m awake. I’ll meet you at the pool as soon as possible. When it’s an actual sensible hour, we’ll look into these leaflets.”
After the call ended, Olivia began the short drive back to the swimming pool. She knew it was likely the police were still on the scene, and she wanted to talk to Chief Collins in particular. They would be working together for the foreseeable future and she wanted to pick her brain at some of the particulars of the area.
Olivia hadn’t actually expected the Chief of Police to still be working the case well into the murky hours before dawn, but sure enough, there she was: standing outside the building, smoking a cigarette with a paper cup of coffee in the other hand. She looked stressed, and Olivia was reminded of her first year as an agent. Seeing gruesome, horrible things for the first time had been a hard pill to swallow, and she imagined that a woman like Chief Collins didn’t become a cop to solve murders. She likely did it to protect the small town she grew up in and loved.
She looked surprised to see Olivia there. She stubbed out her cigarette and gave her a weary smile.
“Hi. Just taking a quick break,” she said, almost defensively. Olivia smiled back.
“You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Chief. You’ve been at it some eighteen hours.”
“Please, Rachel is fine.”
“How are you holding up?”
“Fine,” Rachel said too quickly. After a pause, she shrugged. “It’s a lot. I’m used to corner store robberies and criminal mischief. I can count on one hand the number of homicides I’ve seen in all my years here. This is… I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“I think it would be stranger if you weren’t affected by it all,” Olivia told her gently. Rachel’s eyes seemed to droop a little, like she was allowing herself to give in to the exhaustion of the day. She sipped her coffee.
“What are you doing here? I thought you headed home for the night?”
“I’m kind of an insomniac. I took a drive, hoping I could find something,” Olivia explained. She took the bag containing the leaflet and handed it to Rachel, who frowned as she read it.
“Where did you get this?”
“I saw someone over on Rosedale Circle. They were delivering these to a bunch of houses. I tried to chase them down, but they bolted as soon as they caught sight of me. But this can’t be a coincidence. All this talk of penance… this killer has some kind of God complex.”
Rachel nodded, frowning down at the paper. “That would fit with the crime scene,” she sighed. She waved over to one of her crime scene techs to come take a look. “When was this?”
“Barely half an hour ago. But I get the feeling that this person has been working through the night.”
“Any physical description you can give me of this person?”
“I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. They were wearing a black hoodie with the hood pulled up over their head. They were quite small in stature, and slim. I’m sure that doesn’t help much.”
“I guess everything is useful right now. We don’t have an awful lot to go off,” Rachel admitted. “I think the killer really thought this through, right down to the location. A lot of potential evidence has been washed away by the water. They managed to enter the building without being caught by any of the security cameras. So currently, this description might be the one thing we have on the killer.”
“That’s if it was the killer I saw,” Olivia pointed out. “Maybe it’s someone else. Someone working with the killer. Because I’ll be honest, the person I saw… they didn’t look capable of pulling off something like this. Not alone. They were certainly smaller than the victim.”
Rachel nodded. “I keep thinking that too. Time might have been on their side, but it feels like they did a lot between dusk and dawn. The details on the corpse… it’s a lot. You’ll see when you come to the morgue later. I’m definitely interested to hear your thoughts on all of this.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. I want to see this case closed just as much as you do. Brock is already on his way here now, so I’ll just get a coffee and then we can get things moving along.”
Rachel yawned. “That sounds good. I’ll take you there and go over what we’ve found so far. Then I think I’ll need a few hours of sleep. I feel like a dead woman walking.”
She winced at her own choice of words. Olivia felt sorry for her. There was a lot of pressure on her shoulders to sort out the case. Pressure on both of them, but they were on Rachel’s turf. Olivia patted her arm a little awkwardly.
“You’re not a robot. You should definitely go home and sleep once you’ve briefed us. You’ll need some rest to be sharp enough for the investigation.”
Rachel nodded. “Alright. Thanks, Agent Knight.”
“Olivia is fine,” she insisted, returning the favor from earlier. “Only my boss calls me Agent Knight.”
Rachel laughed a little and the tension lifted for a moment. It was only a split second of relief, but it made Olivia feel a little better.
By the time Brock arrived, Olivia had managed to find a working coffee machine in the office area and brought out two steaming cups to his car. He raised his eyebrow at her as she got in the passenger side.
“So the vibe I’m getting is that you actually prefer stalking killers and criminals to sleeping.”
“I do,” Olivia said with a shrug. “I guess I’m passionate about my job.”
“Well, I’m certainly not passionate about being awake at this time, so at least one of us is happy. What’s the plan?”
“Chief Collins—Rachel—is going to come with us to the police station. We can review everything we’ve gathered so far, see what we can learn from it all. She says there are some interesting things to review on the corpse.”
“Okay. Now?”
“Yeah, she’s ready.”
“Okay. I’ll follow her lead.”
They watched Rachel get in her car further up the street and then followed her through town. The night was still dark, possibly even darker than before. Olivia hoped that the pithy saying was true and that it would mean it really was close to dawn. She glanced over to the east, trying to will the sun over the horizon, but had no luck.
Brock tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. Without his usual loud tunes filling the car, the silence was obvious. Olivia had the feeling he wanted to ask her something and she waited for him to come out with it.
“What stopped you from sleeping? Is everything alright?”
Olivia almost told him about her dream. She almost told him that she wasn’t sure she knew her mother as well as she thought she did. But she just shook her head with a quiet smile.
“Just one of those nights. You know I’m not a good sleeper.”
Brock nodded, his eyes full of sympathy. “I know. I don’t think I’ll ever understand it, though. My head hits my pillow and I’m out like a light. Aren’t you tired all the time?”
Olivia almost laughed. She’d grown so used to the tiredness that she couldn’t remember what it was like to feel alert anymore. But instead, she just shrugged again. She didn’t want to admit how hard she was finding it. A new case brought new challenges every time, but with her mother at the back of her mind too, she felt even more overwhelmed than usual. She knew she’d feel better if they could get something solid from their day of investigation, at least.
“I’ll be alright. Nothing a coffee can’t fix.”
“Hear, hear,” Brock said, lifting his own cup in a toast. “At least this is better than the swill you drink back home.”
By the time Rachel pulled into the car park of the police station, the first peeks of sunlight were only barely beginning to lighten the dark sky, but the lot was already filled with cars.
“I guess they’ve got a lot of people on the case,” Brock commented as they headed inside the building. “It’s going to be a busy day.”
Sure enough, from the moment they entered the building, it was clear that they weren’t the only people interested in getting to the bottom of the case. People were bustling around everywhere, chattering in low voices that resulted in a sort of hum emanating through the station. Olivia felt uneasy. She knew that high-profile cases often had a lot of helping hands. She also knew that even the extra help often didn’t help get the job done any faster. She was sure they were dealing with someone who had killed before, someone who knew exactly what they were doing. If that was the case, then no matter how many of Beacon Hill’s finest were on the job, it was unlikely they’d catch the killer quickly.
Olivia stuck her head up above the crowd to find Rachel, but couldn’t see her in the hustle and bustle.
“There,” pointed Brock to a corner, catching Rachel’s eye and following her back to her office. She looked even wearier than when they’d left the swimming pool, but she looked determined, ready for anything. Olivia knew another workaholic when she saw one, after all.
They followed Rachel through the busy corridors, squeezing past the other officers. It felt a little hard to breathe in the cramped building. Still, it felt better than being alone on the dark streets of the town. And at least she was about to get some answers.
Rachel held open a door for Olivia and Brock and they headed into her office. She was already sifting in her bag for a file to show them.
“They’re still doing some work on the body, so we can go and take a look later. For now, I’ve got photographs from the scene,” Rachel started. She looked pale as she took the photographs out of the wallet and Olivia quickly took them off her hands. She didn’t feel great about looking at pictures of a dead body either, but she’d seen enough in her time not to be completely revulsed. Plus, she had to admit, it was better than seeing it up close.
Olivia took out the first photograph. It was of the body just after it had been removed from the pool, a bird’s eye view of the whole corpse.
“As you can see, the body was in rough shape. The water washed away most of the trace evidence, and the body was so bloated that we couldn’t do much analysis. But we did our best. If you turn to the next photograph…”
Olivia took out the next picture, which showed the palms of the victim’s hands. Both of his hands were ballooned in size, and each had a large slit down the middle. The skin was red and shiny like it was a fresh cut. Olivia frowned.
“Okay… so that’s an odd place to injure someone. Why would someone make slits on both the palms?”
“Blood pacts.”
Both Rachel and Olivia turned to stare at Brock as he spoke. He shrugged.
“What? Too far-fetched? Come on. We’re dealing with something out of the ordinary here. The killer went to great lengths to make a point with this murder. Everything points to some kind of sacrifice or weird voodoo kind of thing. We did some digging, Rachel. We read that Beacon Hill is a pretty superstitious place?”
Rachel sighed. “Yes. Unfortunately, a lot of people here get very caught up in that kind of thing. Some people just indulge in it for fun. We have a weird ghostbusters group who take over the community center every first Thursday, and there are a few women who live on the outskirts of the town… they call themselves witches, but it’s all harmless. It’s not all broomsticks and black cats, it’s more like celebrating the seasons, herbal healing, that kind of thing. They’re not disturbing anyone else. A lot of people around here believe in something or another.”
“There you go then. We’ve got a crime scene covered in weird symbols, and the killing itself seems like some kind of ritual or sacrifice, right? Why is a blood pact out of the question?”
“But aren’t blood pacts something usually done voluntarily?” Olivia pointed out. “Like, a promise of some sort? Why would the victim want to make a promise to the person who killed them?”
“Maybe it wasn’t a promise to the killer. Maybe they were both involved in some kind of cult sacrifice or something.”
“You mean, the victim might have volunteered to be sacrificed?” Rachel raised an eyebrow.
Brock shrugged. “Who knows why people do what they do? We’re not clued up on this kind of stuff. And let’s be honest, I think a lot of people make this kind of thing up as they go along. Maybe the killer is making up their own rules to live by. And that could be why the symbols don’t make sense to us, or can’t be researched. Maybe they’re something new. Something special for this purpose alone.”
Olivia scratched her chin. “I don’t know. No matter what people get themselves into, I don’t imagine that someone would voluntarily do a blood pact with their killer.”
“Unless they want to die,” Brock said darkly.
Olivia shuddered. She couldn’t imagine anyone being deluded enough to offer themselves up for a strange sacrifice. But Brock did make a good point. If the victim was involved in blood pacts and the like, perhaps there was more to the victim’s story that they didn’t know. She didn’t even want to imagine what kind of person was willing to die the way the victim had, especially with all of the horrific dismemberment that had happened.
“Okay, what else is of interest?”
Rachel picked up several more photographs and handed them to Brock to sift through. “You’ll see from the photographs that not only were the eyes, nose, and ears removed, but also the tongue. They also skinned the fingertips of one of the hands, but the other was left untouched. We’re not sure why. Perhaps the killer was pushed for time. But we’re not really sure why they did any of those things.”
“Sight… smell… hearing… taste… touch,” Olivia murmured. She looked up at Brock. “The killer was focusing on the senses. On removing them from the victim. But again, why?”
Brock didn’t seem to have an answer for that question. He grappled for a suggestion but seemed to come up blank.
“I’m not sure. I don’t really understand what sensory deprivation adds if you’re killing someone anyway. But again, maybe that was part of whatever cult ritual this was about. Do we know if it was done after death or before?”
“Before,” Rachel said quietly. Olivia felt sick to her stomach, but at least it made sense. It meant the mutilation served some other purpose. That perhaps it meant more than just being something the killer did afterward because they were bored.
“Final cause of death was drowning,” she continued. “There was a lot of water in the lungs, so the victim was still alive when he went in the water. There’s no sign of any stab wounds, but he lost so much blood during the mutilation process he would have bled out within minutes. Plus, the blood was spilled first on the tiles, and at the edge of the pool. The mutilation was done first.”
Olivia nodded. She recalled the clouds of scarlet blood floating in the water and shuddered. The poor guy never stood a chance.
“Was the victim identified as the pool cleaner?” Olivia asked, declining to look at the photographs that Brock was trying to show her. She’d seen plenty already.
“Yes,” Rachel confirmed. “His wife identified the body yesterday evening. His name was Walter Cadwell. He was fifty-six this month. He had been in the same job for the past twenty-three years and apparently loved it. No criminal record to speak of. He was a churchgoer. Very devout Christian. He was a nice man, always volunteering and helping people out. He was kind of a pillar of good deeds. I know this will be a blow to his church community.”
“Interesting,” Olivia mused. “Do you have any evidence that he might be interested in the paranormal?”
“I’m not sure. I can try and find out. But I don’t think he’s a member of the ghostbusters society or anything.”
“Maybe the fact that he is a devout Christian could be it,” Olivia went on. “Maybe the killer doesn’t like to traditional approach to God and religion, so he’s targeting those who disagree with his ideology.”
“Could be,” Brock nodded. “Or maybe he’s a witch?”
Olivia smiled a little. “Well, looks like we’ve got a lot of little leads to explore. I might check out these little pockets of paranormal lovers. Seems like that might be an interesting place to start. We also need to find out exactly who has received the leaflets from last night. I think the person delivering them was being selective about which houses received them. It could be a sign of where they might strike next.”
“Okay. There’s going to be a press conference later to address the concerns of the public. I’ll bring it up there,” Rachel suggested. Olivia nodded.
“Yes, that’s a good idea. We’ve got plenty to be looking into. But first, Rachel, get some rest. I’ll call you if there are any developments.”
“Thank you,” Rachel said with a smile. “Anything you need, you’re welcome to any of our resources. I’ll have the full case file sent to you, and feel free to ask any of my officers for anything.”
The three of them left the office together. As Rachel headed for the door, Olivia took another look at the photographs in her hand.
“This case… there’s something big going on here,” Olivia said, shaking her head. She stared at the photograph of the palm of the victim’s hand. What was she missing?
All of a sudden, Rachel came rushing back down the corridor, her face flushed. There was panic in her eyes as she approached Olivia and Brock.
“There’s been another murder,” she whispered. “I just got the call through now. Same MO, but this time, the victim was found drowned in his bathtub at home.
Olivia and Brock exchanged a glance. It wasn’t often that a killer struck again so quickly, and right under their noses. Olivia’s heart was racing as she took a deep breath.
“I think I’m going to need more coffee to deal with this.”





 
It had been a long day for Olivia even before the sun had fully risen in the sky. But the most important thing about Olivia Knight was that she was good at running on empty. She wasn’t going to allow her early morning to stop her from taking a crack at the case.
But even the determination of Olivia Knight couldn’t make evidence appear where it didn’t exist. While the police were processing the second crime scene, gathering evidence that would hopefully match the first one, she spent the morning with Brock going over the database with a fine-toothed comb in search of similar cases. But her search was in vain. There were plenty of unsolved murders to look through, but none with a similar MO, aside from the second murder. It was a pretty distinctive style, she’d admit.
What baffled Olivia most about the second killing was that it was so soon after not only the first killing, but her sighting of the hooded delivery person. How had they had time to deliver those creepy leaflets all over town and then commit a gory, brutal, detailed murder without being caught? The thought of it all made Olivia’s chest tighten. It made her feel like they couldn’t possibly be dealing with just one person. She was almost certain that they were dealing with something much bigger, and that made her job even more difficult.
And then there was the whole business with the leaflets that Olivia saw the hooded figure delivering. She had been sure that she’d find something out about the killer from the deliveries, but when Rachel compiled a list of the people who had received the letters, it did nothing to help Olivia form a theory. Judging by the recipients, there was no pattern based on race or gender, neighborhood, socioeconomic status, or any other discernable metric. And given that she knew nothing about the populace of Beacon Hill, she didn’t even know where to begin in trying to find a pattern.
“Maybe we shouldn’t be looking at who received the leaflets,” Brock suggested. “Maybe we should be looking at who didn’t.”
“Well, there were definitely fewer people who didn’t get leaflets, that’s for sure,” Olivia agreed. “And if the leaflets were delivered to specific people because they’re deemed in need of penance, then that makes a lot of sense. Perhaps those who didn’t receive letters are in the good books of the killer. But the problem is, I think I disturbed the delivery route. So there are a whole bunch of people who didn’t get leaflets at all in their part of town. It’s going to make it harder to establish a pattern.”
“Then we’ll just have to work with the areas we know received letters. I think there must be something in this, right? Why deliver to some people but not others? There’s got to be a purpose to it all.”
After contacting Rachel for the profiles of those who hadn’t received the leaflets, Olivia and Brock prepared to head back to his apartment and continue their work over dinner. Olivia wasn’t ready to give up on the day yet, though it felt like they’d been handed more questions than answers. Brock was more than happy to oblige in working a long night, though he had one non-negotiable condition.
“We’re getting Chinese food,” Brock declared as they drove back to Belle Grove. Olivia sighed.
“What is it with you and eating the greasiest, unhealthiest food you can possibly find? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat a vegetable.”
“Hey, there are usually vegetables in my General Tso’s chicken. Deep-fried, sure…”
“Alright, I give up. You’re a lost cause. But I’m pretty sure the nearest Chinese place is the next town over. You’ll be waiting forever for your order.”
“Well, it’s good that we’ll be staying up late then.”
Olivia smiled as she sat in the passenger seat with her head leaning back on the seat. She knew there was no reason she should be relaxing, but something about being in Brock’s presence made her lower her guard ever so slightly. She’d seen a lot of awful things that day, and heard things she never expected to hear in a million years, but she wanted to put murder and horror to the back of her mind for a few minutes and just enjoy Brock’s company. And she had to admit, the thought of having Chinese takeout was making her stomach growl.
When they reached Belle Grove, Brock let her into his apartment right away and left her to her own devices.
“Put on a pot if you want. I got the crappy stuff that you love from the store,” he told her with a grin. “I’m just going to take a quick shower.”
Olivia smiled. She loved how comfortable their friendship had become. It had been a few weeks since Brock was last at her place, but she hadn’t forgotten how easily he made himself at home there. Now, as she sat down in his new apartment, she felt the same. Since moving to Belle Grove, it had been easy to convince herself that she was on her own, and she didn’t have many friends, but she realized that it didn’t really matter. Not when she had a friend as good as Brock.
It was hard to believe he’d actually moved to Belle Grove. There wasn’t much there for anyone. For Olivia, it was a place for her to escape to after her mother had disappeared. What comfort did Brock find in the small town? Olivia wondered how much she’d influenced his move. She thought it was more likely he moved because they worked well together, but it was still nice to believe that she had an influence on his life. She’d been so scared of losing him after he went back to DC, but now that he was back, she knew she’d always have someone backing her up.
In so many ways, they were the perfect partnership. They made a good team because they were so different in their approaches. Olivia tended to think logically and Brock’s ideas were often out of the box. Brock liked to dive in headfirst and Olivia liked to think before she acted. They were equally good at encouraging each other’s good ideas and discouraging their terrible ones. It was a good working relationship to have, and Olivia certainly didn’t want to do anything to ruin it. Now that he was back, she’d ensure he never had a reason to want to leave again.
Brock returned ten minutes later with wet hair, wearing gray sweatpants and a slightly damp t-shirt. Olivia smirked.
“What?” he asked. Olivia nodded at him.
“So this is Brock in his natural habitat? Sweatpants before seven P.M? Hair like a hedgehog?”
Brock tutted at her. “You forget, I’ve seen you with bedhead plenty of times. I’m in the comfort of my own home. Leave me alone.”
“Alright, Sonic,” Olivia teased. Brock grinned as he flopped down on the sofa beside her.
“Watch it, or I’ll conveniently forget to order anything for you,” Brock warned. He was radiating heat fresh from the steamy shower. In the cozy apartment, Olivia could almost forget that they were there to discuss a serial killer.
“What do you want?” Brock asked. Olivia shrugged.
“I don’t mind. I like everything.”
“Tofu?”
“Ugh, no.”
Brock grinned. “So not everything then?”
“Anything but tofu, for real. I don’t mind.”
“Alright, but don’t come crying when you’ve got all your least favorite dishes in front of you and you’re forced to starve for the night,” Brock warned with a grin. Olivia rolled her eyes at him, but sank back into the sofa, feeling more relaxed than she had in some time. She needed this. A night with a friend to enjoy.
She hated to admit it, but loneliness had swallowed her up in his absence. Her friends in the city always felt so far away, even if it was only an hour’s drive. Now, she was starting to remember how good it felt to be with someone, to enjoy their company, to not have a care in the world. She watched Brock open up a food app and he began adding food to the order, muttering to himself as he did. Olivia took the time to watch him, just enjoying watching him in his natural habitat. She felt like a fly on the wall, seeing into a typical night of Brock’s life. It was nice to be invited to be a part of it.
The thing was, everyone she’d been close to in her life was gone. Veronica, dead and buried. Her mother, missing without a trace. Her father, traveling in the military. The few friends she had were back in Washington, getting on with their lives without her.
And then there was Brock. A man she’d only known a few weeks, but she’d been through so much with him. She’d solved cases with him, shared her home with him, spent what felt like a thousand hours driving around with him. She’d told him things she’d kept pent up for years. She’d peeled back his layers and learned about him too, but there was still so much mystery about him to keep her intrigued. She felt different when she was around him. Like she was a more exciting person—funnier, brighter, better in his presence. He brought out a side to her that only he seemed to know. Put simply, things were easier with him around. Easy wasn’t a word in Olivia’s vocabulary. At least not until she met him.
“Okay, I ordered the entire menu,” Brock announced with a completely straight face. “I think we’re going to need sustenance for a few days, don’t you? This might be the last chance we get to sit down and eat.”
“You’re not wrong. This thing is crazy. I’ve never known a killer to strike twice within twenty-four hours.”
“First time for everything,” Brock commented with a sigh, sinking back into the seat even more. “We’re going to need to be on our toes, Olivia. Maybe we’ll be able to find a pattern of where the killer is heading and who they’re targeting. What do we know so far?”
“Both victims have been submerged in water,” Olivia started. “What do we make of that? If you were a killer, what reason would you have to do that?”
“To destroy evidence, perhaps,” Brock said thoughtfully. “Water decomposes skin cells after a few days, and it would have washed away any fingertips or trace evidence. But if we’re looking at this from another point of view… killers like these are always looking to place meaning into their killings, right? They want us to look at the symbols they placed, the way they mutilated the body…and take something from it. So what does water mean symbolically?”
“Purity? Cleanliness? A baptism?”
Brock’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “Yes, that makes total sense! Bathe the body in water, give it a fresh start. Or wash away their sins—that would make sense with the message. ‘I am your penance.’ If it is connected to the pamphlets that all fits.”
“So the killer thinks they have the authority of some God or religion to do that,” Olivia noted. “Maybe they believe they’re doing some righteous task by relieving people of their sins.”
“Which could support the idea that our victims wanted it to happen. Maybe they went to the killer seeking forgiveness.”
Olivia chewed her lip. “Except Walter Cadwell was a devout Christian.”
“Maybe he lost his way with God a little,” Brock shrugged. “It happens to a lot of people. They do something bad and they think it’s unforgivable. Or they stop believing that there’s anything their God can do for them. Maybe he went looking for a new God.”
“Maybe,” Olivia acknowledged, but she wasn’t convinced. Brock was thinking outside of the box for sure, but she didn’t believe that a man like Walter had any business messing with the type of people who had a killing streak in them. His wife had said that he was a happy man. He was content with his life, with his work, with his family. He didn’t sound like a man who was desperately seeking to be purified of sin in the form of a brutal murder.
“What about the second victim? Erik Benson?” Olivia brought up. “We haven’t found any indication that he was a member of any church.”
“That’s true,” Brock admitted. “Could poke all sorts of holes in that angle. But until the police get all that evidence processed we can’t start putting together a profile. Rachel said it probably won’t be ready until the morning. They’re a little shorthanded tonight so the officers can catch up on sleep after staying up all last night.”
“What if the killer strikes again in that time?” Olivia asked.
Brock looked at her like he wanted to have something to answer to that, some way of assuaging her very real worry, but he closed his mouth. “Maybe we should put off this kind of talk until after we’ve eaten,” he offered with a warm smile like they hadn’t just been discussing murder. “It doesn’t really set the mood, huh?”
Olivia cocked her head to the side. “The mood? What kind of mood are you trying to set, Brock?”
He shrugged with a grin. “I don’t know… a chill one? A comfortable one? Maybe one where we’re not talking about human sacrifice while I’m trying to eat my lo mein?”
Olivia was about to say something in retort when she felt her phone buzzing for the second time that day. She glanced at Brock in horror.
“Not another one. Right? Not so soon? How are they moving so fast?”
But when she took out her phone, she was relieved to see that it wasn’t Rachel Collins calling to inform her of another death. It was her old friend, Emily, from the DC office. Olivia hadn’t heard much from her since she moved to Belle Grove, but that was as much her fault as it was Emily’s. They’d both been so busy with work. Working for the Bureau often left little room for socializing.
“Do you mind if I take this quickly?” Olivia asked. “It’s an old friend.”
“Sure,” Brock said with an easy smile. “Want a beer?”
“Sure.”
Brock got up to move to the fridge while Olivia answered the call. She wasn’t the best at talking on the phone, but she put on her brightest phone voice.
“Hey, stranger. How are you?”
“Olivia, are you sitting down?” Emily asked her. Olivia frowned. She could practically hear the tremor in her friend’s voice.
“Are you alright, Emily? Is Sam okay?”
“Yes, we’re both fine. It’s not about us. I think this news might shock you a little.”
Olivia couldn’t understand what Emily could possibly have to tell her, but she curled her feet underneath herself, trying to make herself comfortable for whatever news was about to hit her.
“Okay? what’s going on? You’re freaking me out a little.”
“Well… you know that Sam was assigned to your mom’s case when she disappeared? And of course, there was very little to go off and we had to put it on the back burner?”
“Yes, of course I remember.”
“Olivia, she’s made contact with the FBI.”
An eternity passed in the space of a single moment.
“Y—you’re sure?” she finally stammered.
“We think so. Sam received a cryptic message and he can’t think who else it might be from.”
Olivia tried to speak, but no words came out. She was so shocked at the prospect that her mother might be alive and well that she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She had a million questions. Why had she not been in contact with her? Where was she? Was she safe? All the things Olivia had been fretting about for years were coming up to the surface and her eyes were suddenly swimming with tears.
How could she still be in the dark about all of this?
“Olivia? Are you there? I know this is a lot to take in. I just thought you’d want to know.”
“What—what did the message say?” Olivia managed to ask, her voice trembling as she spoke.
“It’s just three words.”
“What are they?”
“…‘serpent is gone’.”





 
Olivia was too shocked to say a word. She sat in silence, mulling over what her friend had told her. After so many years, after so much speculation and fear, she’d just been told that her mother was possibly alive? Where was she and why? Why had she contacted the FBI but not her own daughter? What had possibly possessed her to stay away for so long without an explanation?
And what did her message mean?
“Serpent is gone,” she whispered. “Serpent is gone.” Olivia racked her brain for any hidden meaning to the message, but couldn’t figure it out.
Brock returned from the kitchen with two beers in his hands, but he frowned when he saw the expression on Olivia’s face.
“You okay?”
Olivia didn’t know how to answer that question. She knew she should be pleased that she had news of her mother, but she wasn’t sure that she was. The revelation had left a bittersweet taste in her mouth. To her, it seemed like her mom was involved in something that Olivia had no knowledge of, something that meant she’d had to disappear at the drop of a hat. But what could that possibly be? And why didn’t she tell her own daughter about it, especially after what happened with Veronica? Did she have no compassion at all?
Olivia rubbed at her temple. She knew she was getting ahead of herself. She still had no idea what had happened. It was still possible she’d been in trouble and had to lay low for a while. Olivia could understand that. But she still felt cheated in some way. She recalled her dream and her suspicions about her being someone she didn’t understand. Now, it felt like everything she’d thought had been confirmed.
“Not really,” Olivia admitted after a long while. “I don’t think I’m okay.”
Brock sat down beside her, placing the beers on the coffee table. “What happened?”
“It’s… it’s my mom.”
Brock’s eyes widened. “Oh, Olivia, I’m so sorry.”
“No, that’s the thing. She’s not dead. At least, we don’t think she is. You know Emily Boyd up in the DC office?”
“Not well, but the name is familiar.”
“She’s my best friend and she just called… she thinks my Mom made contact with the FBI.”
Brock raised his eyebrows in surprise but merely nodded for her to continue.
They received a cryptic message. It just said ‘serpent is gone’. I don’t know what all of that’s about, but if it is her, and she’s been alive this whole time… I just want to know what’s happening. I don’t understand at all.”
Brock chewed his lip. “You said your mom was involved in missionary work?”
Olivia raised her eyebrow with a long sigh. “Allegedly.”
“You think there’s more to it?”
“I think there’s a lot more to it. The more I think about her and the ways she used to act, disappearing on ‘retreats’ all the time, or claiming to be going away for work… something doesn’t add up. I don’t know what I’m missing here, but it feels like I don’t know my own mother at all.”
Olivia flinched a little as she felt Brock’s arm move around her shoulder. She wasn’t used to being touched at all really, but it felt nice for someone to hold her. But it didn’t stop her brain from going haywire at the sudden shock. All she could think about was all of the lies she’d been told over the years. How could she have been so naive?
“I know you have so many questions and not many answers,” Brock told her gently. “But for now, there’s nothing you can do to find out more. Unless she comes back for real, I think you’re just going to be stuck in limbo.”
“As if I wasn’t already,” Olivia muttered. Irritation began to rise inside her, but not with Brock. At her mother. She was starting to feel like she was a stranger to her. Even in the time they’d been apart, Olivia felt like it was impossible to unknow her own mom. But now, it was like she was discovering that her mom had been playing a character for her entire life, and she’d never really known her in the first place. How was she supposed to swallow that?
“I know you must be angry with her. But I also know that you’re scared. Because now, you have hope that she might be okay, and that raises the stakes. It means that if she’s in danger then she might not be out of the woods yet. And of course, you’re angry.”
“That’s one way of putting it,” she huffed caustically.
“I know. I’m sorry,” he said.
Olivia took a deep breath, trying to still her trembling hands. She’d never been so angry and upset at the same time. Not even after Veronica’s death, when it felt like the entire world was against her. Now, she simply felt as though she’d been lied to. Her mind was whirring, unpicking happy memories in her mind and questioning what was real and what wasn’t. She could see her mother’s smile in her mind, but even that seemed fake now.
Did her father know? Was he aware that her mother was up to something that they had no clue about, leading a double life? And if so, then he was just another person who had been lying to her? Olivia felt tears stinging her eyes, but she blinked them back furiously. She’d cried so many tears for her mother over the years She refused to shed another single tear until she knew what was going on.
“Hey,” Brock said softly. “I’m sorry that it’s come to this. I’m sorry that you feel lied to. But we don’t have the full picture yet. Maybe there’s a reason for all of this.”
Olivia sighed and nodded. “I know. I’m jumping to conclusions, I know that. And you’re right. I am scared.”
“I’d be worried if you weren’t,” Brock said. “The best thing you can do now is just get lost in the case. That’s what you usually do, right?”
“I thought you were trying to encourage me to get a better work-life balance.”
“Fair,” he admitted. “But if she’s sending cryptic messages to the Bureau, there just might not be much for you to even do on that end until the people handling her case get a breakthrough.”
“Serpent is gone,” she whispered again. “Serpent is gone…”
“Hey. None of that. Food’s almost here. You can stay here if you like, and then we’ll head out first thing in the morning with a fresh mind and find some answers. What do you think?”
Olivia didn’t have the strength to do anything but nod. She knew she wouldn’t sleep a wink that night, now knowing that her mother might be somewhere out there, doing something she had no clue about. What’s her deal? Olivia asked herself. Is she undercover? Is she intelligence? Is there something obvious I’ve missed?
But no answers came to her. She felt like she was on a boat in the middle of the ocean, all alone with no idea of which direction to turn to get back to land. She’d always relied on her mother through her whole life, and it had felt like a piece of her died when she’d gone missing. She was the sturdy land to which Olivia moored herself when times got hard. But now, she had no place to anchor herself, and the waves were getting choppier.
It was only a matter of time before she finally capsized.





 
Olivia managed a few hours of sleep in Brock’s bed while he slept on the sofa. She felt a little better after her sleep, but there was a dull ache at the back of her head. She got up at six A.M. and started up the coffee pot as quietly as she could while Brock slept. She took the mug back to bed with her and tried not to think about the phone call from the day before. Instead, she forced her brainpower to work on the case. What would the killer’s next move be? They were still waiting for evidence from the second crime scene, so they needed to occupy their time elsewhere.
Olivia’s agitation was making her feel restless. If her mom was out there, making risky choices and getting herself into trouble, then what was stopping Olivia from doing the same? After all, she had nothing left to lose. Now she could take bold steps and move forward.
She heard Brock get up to make a coffee and she headed back into the kitchen. He smiled sleepily at her, his hair ruffled.
“Hey. Did you sleep much?”
“A little. You?”
“A little.”
Olivia gave him a small smile. He picked up his mug of coffee and narrowed his eyes at her.
“You okay? What’s on your mind?”
Olivia shook her head. “I don’t even want to think about any of it. I just want to get out there and focus on the case.”
“That’s more like it!” he crowed. “Let’s get this show on the road, then.”
“Not looking like that, I hope.” She gestured up to his hair, which was somehow even more unruly than before.
“Always a comment with you,” he griped as he ducked into the bathroom to get ready for the day.
Olivia’s phone buzzed in her pocket and her heart leaped. She wondered whether she might be about to get some more information about her mother’s message, but it was Rachel. Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek, feeling annoyed with herself. Get a grip. Get your head in the game.
“Both sets of evidence are ready for us to compare,” Olivia informed Brock once they were all ready to go. He rubbed his hands together.
“Alright then. Let’s get down to the station and play spot the difference.”
An hour later, they were sitting in the police station, viewing sets of pictures and notes with Rachel looking over their shoulder. Olivia was glad they had an extra set of eyes on hand. She knew it would be useful in making connections between the two scenes. Their minds all worked in different ways, and she was sure that each of them would be able to spot things that the others wouldn’t.
The pictures of the two bodies sat side by side, and there were plenty of accompanying evidence notes to compare as well. Olivia took out her notebook and began studying the two photographs first.
“Okay. Well first, there are the obvious things. For starters, both of our victims are male.”
The pictures of Walter Cadwell and the second victim, Erik Benson, both showed them laid out as they’d been found. Olivia leaned in closer to get a better look, wondering if there was anything they were missing.
“They both were found drowned in water. So that establishes the pattern, right?” Rachel asked.
“And possibly symbolizes cleanliness or purity if we’re looking a bit deeper,” Brock added. Olivia jotted that down to her notes with a nod.
“Yes. And then the wounds are very similar. The removal of the nose, the tongue, eyes, ears, and fingertips. However, the second body’s wounds seemed to be inflicted in more of a rush, hence the messier result. Mr. Benson also lost a lot more blood in the process, but where he was found, in the bathtub, there wasn’t as much attention to detail. The symbols are still present, but the killer skipped the message about penance.”
“Looks like the symbols were a little sloppier this time around,” Olivia observed. “Maybe he was rushed for time.”
“Not to mention that the second killing was so soon after the first,” Brock pointed out. “There was almost no time to plan, to make a big song and dance of it the way they did the first time around.”
“That’s my preliminary theory,” Rachel nodded. She looked over the symbols dripping in blood on the bathroom wall and shuddered. “It’s giving me the heebies.”
“Did you find any meaning to these symbols?” asked Olivia.
“Not yet,” Rachel admitted. “But we’ve been focused on processing the physical evidence that we haven’t had time to research it much.”
“It’s been a dry well on our end, too,” Brock told her. “I still can’t find anything quite like them in any database. But the fact that they’re at each crime scene lends to the theory that the killer maybe created them as a signature.”
Rachel pointed at the two pictures, tapping the hands of both victims. “Both victims sustained injuries to their palms. Deep wounds, I should add.
“Blood pact,” Brock stated. “Has to be.”
“You’re really keen on the blood pact theory, huh?” Olivia asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Well, I do love a good blood pact. But come on. What else would that be about?”
Rachel shrugged. “If we’re talking about symbolism, then maybe it’s something less obvious. Hands can often symbolize generosity or kindness. You know, ‘lend a hand’ and all that. So perhaps the killer saw the blood-letting as a generous act…”
Olivia nodded slowly. “Maybe. It might be a slight stretch, but it’s a good theory. It’s definitely deliberate along with the sensory deprivation. What else might hands symbolize?”
Rachel shrugged. “In any case, I don’t know how much this has helped. We tested all the DNA at the first scene and only came up with the victim’s blood. I’ll bet the same happened here.”
“We can come back to that later,” Brock said, returning his gaze to the pictures. “I wonder if there’s anything else we’re missing in terms of physical resemblances. They’re both very different in stature and facial attributes. What do we make of the fact that they’re both male, though? Is that significant?”
Olivia shrugged. “Maybe? I guess if the victims all turn out to be male then it could mean something. Perhaps the killer hates men. But I’m not sure we have enough to establish a pattern in that regard.”
“Okay, I guess we shouldn’t draw any conclusions there unless the pattern furthers.”
“We should look at the similarities in their lives,” Rachel offered. “I didn’t know either of them personally, but I did interview their families. I made some notes.”
Olivia scanned several of the sheets of notes Rachel had made. Brock scratched his chin as he read some other sets of notes.
“Hmm. That’s interesting.”
“What is?”
“We already knew Erik wasn’t part of a church, but that’s not so notable. A lot of people don’t really actively participate,” he explained. “But according to this interview, he was somewhat of a hardline atheist. Looks like he was active on several websites and social media pages dedicated to atheism.”
“People do that?” Olivia wondered.
“Takes all kinds, I guess. But what does it mean for our theory about sin and penance? Would an atheist want to enter a blood pact to free themselves of their sins?”
“Maybe if he was having doubts in his stance,” Rachel offered. “Maybe some part of him wanted to believe after all.”
“Says here that he was pretty active in charity work, though. Seems like a lot of his free time was spent volunteering at the children’s hospital,” Brock noted. “I guess I’ll admit I don’t see where a blood pact would come in.”
“I don’t know. What if we’ve got this all backward?” Olivia asked. “Maybe the victims weren’t trying to do blood pacts with the killer. Maybe the killer was targeting people with different beliefs than him. One Christian, one atheist…”
“Do you have a synagogue or mosque in town?” Brock asked.
Rachel nodded. “I’ll contact them to keep an eye out for their communities.”
“Maybe we should follow up with them as well,” Olivia looked over to Brock, who nodded. “It’s as good as any theory we’ve got going right now. If this killer believes he can cleanse people of sin somehow, he might be trying to scare people away from other religions or belief systems.”
“That’s a good point,” Rachel nodded. “There are a lot of people who take religions and faith to the extreme. The trouble is… what does our killer believe in?”
“Death is inescapable,” Brock offered dryly. “And that he is the penance.”
“Real helpful,” said Olivia. “Anything else on Erik? He’s around the same age as Walter. I wonder if they knew each other.”
“I’m not sure personal connections between the victims will help us much here,” Rachel admitted. “Most everyone knows everyone here, or at least knows of them. I’m sure they both have at least some mutual friends in common since they live quite close together.”
“Okay, so maybe that’s not helpful for now. And both of them have a clean criminal record, so what matches these people together?”
“Physical proximity? Erik Benson’s home was only three blocks away from the rec center,” Rachel offered.
“That makes me wonder if they’d strike a third time in the area, or if while we’re focusing our attention there he’d hit on the other side of town,” Brock countered.
“No way to know unless we figure out what the common link is,” said Olivia.
Olivia, Rachel, and Brock stared at their notes for a long time, but they couldn’t come up with anything. They quietly compared their lifestyles, their family history, and how long they’d lived in the area. Nothing seemed to connect the pair together. Olivia let out a long sigh of frustration.
“What are we missing? We need to think outside of the box. Put ourselves in a killer’s shoes. Why would I go out and brutally kill two people?”
“Because you hadn’t had your coffee yet?” Brock cracked.
“Very funny.”
“I’m pretty sure people have killed for less. But it takes a lot for a person to go out and do things the way this killer has done. You’ve got to have a strong stomach, for one thing. You’ve got to be physically strong to hold someone down while you’re mutilating them, and emotionally empty to perform such horror while the person is thrashing about and screaming.”
“There is one thing we haven’t considered,” Olivia offered.”
“What’s that?” Rachel asked eagerly. She had seemed a little lost during most of the discussion, but Olivia understood why the prospect of a new lead would excite her. She wanted it all to be over as soon as possible.
“Maybe the killer isn’t working alone. I keep thinking about that. I look at the way this is playing out and it seems like a stretch that someone could do this alone. There was so much detail at the first scene… is it possible that the killer has assistance? And Brock is right about having to hold them down. That’s hard to do if you’re also trying to slice off parts of their body. The victim must be thrashing around, causing all sorts of issues. Crying out for help and trying to escape. So what if there’s someone else there? An accomplice. Someone holding the victim in place while the killer does the dirty work. Maybe covering their mouth too, to stop the screams.”
Olivia looked at Rachel and Brock for their opinions. They still seemed unsure. Olivia continued to add to her point.
“Neither victim was exactly small. Maybe the killer needed help to literally, physically, take them down. They would need to have at least one loyal accomplice to follow all orders. And all the symbols, the mysterious messages… maybe the killer is building up some sort of cult around himself.”
At the word cult, both Brock and Rachel shuddered. But they shared a look as if to admit it made sense.
“I like that line of thinking,” Brock nodded. “Well, I don’t like it, but you know what I mean. But that just makes me wonder if that’s why these two scenes have happened so quickly… and if there’s more to come.”
The three of them shared a worried look.
“I’ve already increased police patrols through town,” Rachel said. “We even have some departments from neighboring towns to help out.”
“That’s good,” Olivia nodded. “Normally I’d suggest calling for volunteers, but until we even have a suspect or any workable profile of this killer, I don’t feel safe putting civilians in harms’ way.”
“Agreed,” added Brock.
“One last thing,” Rachel said, placing a file on the table in front of Olivia. “I was sent the financial records that you asked for. I’m not really sure what you’re looking for.”
“These might be a goldmine,” Olivia told her, opening the file eagerly. “Financial records are like a personality map for a lot of people. The way people spend money indicates a lot. If we look closely, we might find something that connects these two people. But that’ll take some time. I’ll take this home with me and go over it.”
“So the question is, what do we do next?” asked Brock. “Wait for the patrols tonight to report anything unusual?”
“I don’t know that there’s much else we can do,” Olivia told him. “We don’t even know where to focus because we don’t know what links the victims.”
Rachel nodded. “It’ll be all hands on deck tonight. I’ll have the out-of-town volunteers pose undercover. They might be more likely to catch something suspicious happening if the killer doesn’t know they’re cops.”
“That’s good. Thank you, Rachel. I think we’ve got a lot to be working with here. We’ll check in later after looking over these records.”
“Sounds like a plan. I should go and rally the troops. They’ll be pleased to have the overtime,” Rachel said sheepishly before heading out of the room. Brock swept all of the papers up from the desk and grinned.
“I wonder if Beacon Hill has a good diner?”





 
Sipping black coffee and nibbling at some fries, Olivia examined the financial records that Rachel had handed them. While Brock plowed through a burger the size of his head, she found she wasn’t hungry. The only thing she was hungry for was answers.
“You do know we’re allowed to take lunch breaks, right?” Brock asked her through a mouthful. She smiled a little.
“I am aware.”
“Then put the file down and we can talk.”
“No thanks. This is keeping my mind perfectly occupied.”
Brock plucked the file out of Olivia’s hand and she frowned at him as he tucked it into the booth beside him.
“Your work ethic is unhealthy.”
“And yours is non-existent. Come on, Brock. I need this.”
“Exactly. That’s your problem. Other people need oxygen and eight hours of sleep. You need endless coffee and a juicy problem to sink your teeth into.”
Olivia sighed. “It’s not that bad. Besides, I don’t want this to be like last time, always five steps behind while the culprit is out there, getting away with it all because I’m not quick enough.”
“Well, feeling hungry and sleepy and sorry for yourself won’t do you any favors. Here,” he offered, passing her a handful of fries.
Olivia finally relented and took a real bite of her food. She didn’t want to admit that the sustenance was refreshing. She also didn’t want to say out loud that she was feeling rattled by her lack of common sense lately. Her mom sprung to mind once again, forever lurking in the back of her mind. Olivia’s fists clenched. It was easy for her to feel hopeless when it was her job to sort the liars from the truth-tellers, to figure people out, to see through layers of deception. Maybe that was why she was so desperate to solve this case. She wanted to show that she could. And she wanted to do it before anyone else got hurt.
“You’re drifting,” Brock said, bringing Olivia back down to Earth. She pursed her lips and reached over the table to grab the file back.
“This is exactly why I have to keep myself occupied. Besides, I’m getting close to something, I can feel it.”
Olivia continued to look at the bank statements while Brock finished off his burger and began to snaffle some of Olivia’s fries. By the time she hit the jackpot, he was already eyeing up the menu for dessert.
“Brock, I think I found something. Take a look at this.”
Olivia shoved the files across the table, pointing to the two separate account statements. Brock frowned.
“What am I looking at here?”
“Look here,” she pointed, “and here. Every month for the last few years, both of them have recurring transactions of thirteen dollars and thirteen cents, taken out of their accounts on the thirteenth day of the month.”
“Weird,” Brock mused. He leaned in close to the papers and frowned. “But it looks like that might just be a coincidence. It looks like those are to two separate accounts.”
“Huh?” Olivia frowned and looked down again.
“Looks like Walter used to pay an account called Freedom. But Erik’s account pays into an account called The Quake.”
“What could those be? Company names? Websites?”
“Could be,” Brock mused.
“Thirteen dollars and thirteen cents on the thirteenth day. Don’t you think that’s an odd amount to pay someone?”
“Maybe it’s just some quirky subscription fee to whatever the company is. I guess it’s memorable…”
“I wonder if they’re affiliated in some way,” Olivia nodded. “It can’t be a coincidence that both use the same payment method. I also found this: both of them also paid much larger amounts to their respective companies once per year. I’m talking over a thousand dollars.”
“Annual fee?”
She nodded. “Could be. But do you really think a pool cleaner can afford to be paying out that kind of money to some random company?”
Brock shrugged. “I guess it can’t hurt to take a look. I’ll look up Freedom if you want to take The Quake.”
They pulled out their phones and began typing quickly. Searching for “the quake” proved difficult, as Olivia mostly found results relating to earthquakes and weather reports, but she was determined to keep digging. Somehow, she had an inkling that this was no coincidence.
“Aha,” Brock announced. “Got a result for a company called Freedom right here in Beacon Hill… or at least, it was.”
“Was?” Olivia’s ears pricked up. “Let me guess. The company shut down recently.”
“Yes, it did. But it’s not a company. It’s a charity.”
Olivia raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t been expecting that. Brock glanced up at her with a smile.
“Looks like our friend Walter Cadwell really was a generous man. He was giving all that away to a charitable organization.”
“What does the charity say it does? Or did?”
“To be honest, their page is very vague. It says it aids the people of Beacon Hill, but it doesn’t really say how.”
Olivia frowned. There was something fishy about the charity, she was sure of it. An innocent man donated regularly to them, and now he was dead and they had disappeared off the face of the Earth.
“Let me see this website.”
Olivia took Brock’s phone off him and glanced at the screen, scrolling through the site information.
“We are sorry to close our doors to Freedom after so many years of patronage and love from the people of Beacon Hill,” Olivia murmured, reading aloud. “When one door closes, another opens. Never stop spreading love and kindness. Good things will be coming soon.”
“Very wholesome,” Brock commented dryly, but Olivia kept staring at the statement, sure that there was something hidden in those words. The statement seemed innocent enough to anyone reading it, but Olivia knew better than to take it at face value.
“What did you find on The Quake?” Brock asked. Olivia shook her head.
“Nothing yet. Mostly weather reports of actual earthquakes.”
“Hm,” was all Brock said in response. He reached over and grabbed a French fry, chewing it thoughtfully. “Hey, what if—”
But Olivia wasn’t paying attention. She was typing a flurry of words into her phone, struck by a sudden flash of inspiration.
“What are you up to?” he asked, but Olivia merely held one finger up as she combed the search results.
“Here,” she said, her eyes wide and the adrenaline pumping. “I knew it. Take a look.”
She turned her phone to Brock, who frowned to read the words off the screen.
“We are sorry to close our doors at The Quake…” he whispered. “So many years of patronage and love…”
Olivia joined him in unison for the next words without even having to read them off the screen. “’When one door closes, another opens. Never stop spreading love and kindness. Good things will be coming soon.’”
Brock snapped his eyes up to her. “It’s the exact same.”
She nodded as the electric feeling of a case picking up steam began surging through her veins. What did this mean? Were the two organizations connected? What did they possibly have to do with the victims?
And most importantly, why had they both mysteriously shut down so suddenly?





 
The next few days passed in a blur. Olivia, Brock, and Rachel had decided to each follow one lane of investigation: Rachel would pore over the physical evidence to try to find something implicating the killer, Brock would follow up with local religious groups in the area to ask about any suspicious activity targeting their communities, and Olivia would investigate the connection between Freedom and The Quake, two seemingly unrelated organizations from Beacon Hill with far too many coincidences linking them.
She returned to the library, trying to find a paper trail from either organization—an event flyer, a physical address on file, anything, but came up empty. The kindly librarian offered that the names sounded familiar but could only point her to a stack of archived newspapers.
“Your son JJ really out to be grateful,” she told Olivia, who was desperately trying to keep a straight face as she sifted through the ancient stack of papers. “Not many mothers would go to these lengths for a school project.”
Meanwhile, the killer had gone radio silent. Olivia was sure that two kills weren’t enough for them, and she knew they should still be ready for more attacks, fully aware that as soon as they let their guard drop, the killer would strike again. But it was impossible to be everywhere at once. Even as she kept her eye out for trouble, even as she spent sleepless days and nights working the case, she knew that the killer was watching their every move, looking for weak spots in their defense, looking for ways to slip by unnoticed and claim their next kill.
The town was on edge. A new feeling had descended upon Beacon Hill. The friendly faces and neighborly smiles had been replaced by shuttered curtains and furtive glances. Parents ushered their children home quickly from the school playgrounds and the town square became a ghost town.
Rachel had held another press conference after finding the second victim to try to calm the public’s fears, but somehow, that had only added to the panic. The phones were ringing off the hook at the police station with “concerned citizens” and “troubled neighbors” offering unsolicited advice and theories about their very own neighbors. Rachel had to exasperatingly explain several times that no, just because someone had fallen behind on pruning their shrubbery or arrived a few minutes late to a virtual PTA meeting didn’t mean they were the killer.
“I just know they’re watching us and laughing,” Olivia said moodily as she and Brock sat in Belle Grove’s local diner. Fortunately, their hometown was not consumed with the paranoia currently overwhelming Beacon Hill. She poked at her plate, not feeling hungry. She never seemed to have the stomach for food when she was stressed. All she could feel was a painful twisting in her stomach.
“The killer?”
Olivia nodded. “I feel like they’re just watching us fumble around in the dark, laughing at our attempts as Beacon Hill descends into chaos. But there’s almost nothing to go on.”
“Olivia?”
“Yes?”
“You’re going to drive yourself crazy.”
Olivia sipped her milkshake. “Who says I haven’t already?”
“Very funny. Look, it’s Saturday tomorrow. Why don’t you take a day off?”
“I don’t need a day off. In fact, I need an extra day in the week so I can work more hours.”
“Olivia, when we got here you were so tired that you tried to sip your milkshake and missed the straw. I know you haven’t been sleeping again.”
“It’s too important, Brock. Lives are at risk.”
“Your life will be at risk if you slip up and start making mistakes, Olivia. We’ve got enough backup out here that it’s not going to harm anything if you take one day off.”
Olivia sighed. Brock was right, as he often was. She knew deep down that she needed a day to process everything, to sleep in, to do something other than study pictures of murder victims. She rubbed at her temple.
“Alright. I’ll take tomorrow off. But only the daytime. I’m coming on patrol in the night. I heard the rotations are getting a bit thin.”
Brock rolled his eyes. “You drive a hard bargain. But it’s better than nothing so I’ll take it. Maybe you should meet up with your friends from DC if they’ve got the time.”
Olivia knew exactly what Brock was implying. He was not so subtly trying to encourage her to talk to Sam and Emily about her mom’s case. It was the last thing she wanted to do, but she had to admit, her curiosity was getting the better of her. She also hadn’t seen them in some time, and she missed them. They were some of the few people who understood everything she’d been through, and she hated to think she’d been neglecting them.
“Okay, point taken. I’ll message them and see if they’re free. But if not, I’m spending the whole day re-reading Jane Eyre.”
Brock tsked. “Again? You really are the biggest nerd I know, Olivia. But whatever floats your boat.”
Later that evening, while Olivia was forcing herself to neglect her case files in favor of a terrible horror movie on TV, she got a text back from Emily, confirming that both she and Sam would come to Belle Grove for the day. She felt a twist of nerves in her stomach. She hadn’t had many visitors since she’d moved out of the city, and she wasn’t sure what her friends would make of her new home. She sometimes worried that they’d try and coax her back to the city, but the more time she spent in her reclusive little cabin, the more it began to feel like home to her. Cities were the homes of all her nightmares. Her sister died in Seattle, and her mother had gone missing from DC.
But in her cabin, Olivia felt like she was safe, out of the way, ignored by the rest of the world. As she went to bed for the night, her mind, for the first time in too long, felt at rest. She didn’t picture the horrific symbols burning into her brain like bright neon lights. She didn’t see the mutilated faces, the removed tongues or eyeballs. She didn’t imagine the warm splatter of blood as the knife glinted in the darkness.
And for the first time in too long, she slept.

Olivia woke up feeling much better. She even hummed to herself in the shower. She had an hour or so to kill before she met her friends at the diner, but she felt too restless to read. She took a walk through the forest, relishing the sounds of birds already cheerfully greeting the day and feeling invigorated in the cool morning air. She headed into town not sparing a single thought or worry about the case, knowing that Brock was more than capable of handling things.
The only worry on her mind was how the meeting with her friends might go. Would they see changes in her since they’d been apart? Would they be hurt that she’d disappeared from their lives for so long? Would they be upset if she wanted to talk about her mom despite the fact they hadn’t seen each other in so long?
She knew her friends better than that. She knew they wouldn’t hold those things against her. They were the most supportive people she’d ever known, and she knew they’d be more than willing to tell her anything that might help ease her mind about her mom. Olivia hated that she’d become that friend, the one who always had drama, the one who always brought a whole suitcase of baggage along with her, but Sam and Emily never once complained. Olivia was certain that they’d all fall back in together easily, even if she was nervous about doing so.
She arrived at the diner early and sat twiddling her thumbs, wishing she had brought something to distract herself. She knew that Sam, who was driving both himself and Emily over to Belle Grove, was always late, so it made her early arrival seem even more of a faux pas.
It was half an hour before she saw Sam’s face peering in through the diner window, his nose pressed up against the glass. His floppy hair was half-covering his eyes and he was squinting to see if Olivia was inside. She waved him over and he grinned, throwing open the door and running to hug her. Olivia closed her eyes as he wrapped his arms around her in a huge bear hug. It was so good to see him that it felt like a huge weight had been lifted off her chest. When she pulled away, Emily was standing behind him, smiling in her reserved manner. Olivia felt a bit emotional as she pulled her best friend in for a hug too. She hated that she’d let it be so long between them seeing each other.
“Gosh, it’s so good to see you!” Emily gushed, holding Olivia tight. “It feels like a lifetime since we saw you.”
“I know,” Olivia whispered, her voice cracking a little. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry!” Sam told her gently. “Life gets busy, right? We’re here now. Come on, let’s order some food. What’s good here? I’m starving.”
Sam chattered away non-stop for the next ten minutes while Olivia and Emily quietly smiled and nodded along. It felt like old times to Olivia. Sam was always the chatty one, while Olivia and Emily both shared a quietness that had bonded them ever since high school. They had been lucky enough—and deliberate enough—to maintain their connection through college, the Academy, and even both being stationed in the DC Bureau office. These few months they hadn’t seen each other might have been the longest they’d ever spent apart. They kept exchanging silent glances at one another, smiling as they silently communicated that Sam’s constant chatter was funny to them both. They all ordered food and then Sam clapped his hands together, rubbing them like he was about to get down to business.
“Right. I want to know everything. How is it here? Different from the city?”
“It’s quiet,” Olivia admitted. “Probably because I’m so used to your constant chatting.”
“Hey, I can’t help being full of interesting things to say,” Sam protested with a smile. “What about work? Is it different working from here?”
Olivia nodded slowly. “It is. I thought there would be so much less to deal with, but then that kidnapping case landed right on my doorstep, and that was pretty intense. But now, I’m working a case in Beacon Hill and coming back here each night. It feels like a safe haven. I feel like I can escape a little.”
“Then why do you still have those big bags under your eyes, hmm?” Sam asked, pointing at the dark circles on her face. He raised an eyebrow, looking like a disapproving parent. “Are you not sleeping? Someone keeping you up late at night?”
“Nothing so romantic,” Olivia replied. “It’s just stress. You know how I get. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
“Your mom?” Emily asked gently. Olivia swallowed and nodded.
“She’s definitely crossed my mind a few times.”
“I’m sorry,” Emily said, putting her hand over Olivia’s. “I just wish I knew wherever she went. But now we know that she went somewhere, at least. It had to be for something important.”
“More important than her family?” Olivia asked, feeling snippy all of a sudden. She knew it wasn’t Emily’s fault, and she had no intention of shooting the messenger, but she couldn’t help letting some of her anger slip through. She took a deep breath. “The thing is, maybe it would’ve been easier to handle if Veronica was still alive. Maybe if she hadn’t been killed then my mom going missing would’ve been a little easier to bear. But then again, how else was I supposed to feel? Was I supposed to just get on with my life and never think about where she was or what happened to her? I don’t think my reaction was unjustified, was it?”
“Of course not,” Emily assured her. “I’m mad at her too. You deserve way better than how she treated you.”
Olivia leaned back in her seat, trying to steady her breathing. Emily had never made a secret of her own frustration with Olivia’s mother’s disappearance. Olivia had tried to prepare for this conversation, but at the moment it was already overwhelming her.
“I just don’t understand. Even if she couldn’t tell me where she was going, why couldn’t she say that she had to leave? If she had any shred of warning that she’d have to be gone for so long, then why couldn’t she just warn me? This family has fallen apart ever since Veronica died. And this just feels like the last straw. I feel so betrayed by her.”
Neither Sam nor Emily seemed to know what to say. They just stared at Olivia with sympathy evident in their eyes. Olivia felt pathetic. She was a grown woman and she was complaining like a child who missed their mommy. But the fact was, angry as she was, she did. She missed her so much. She missed being able to pick up the phone and tell her about her day. She missed driving home to see her, to cook dinner with her, to watch old home movies on the sofa they’d had since she was a teenager.
Olivia closed her eyes and she could see her mom smiling, hear her laugh echoing around her head, smell the rose-scented perfume that she’d always worn. Those memories were so good, but they hurt so much now. After so many good times, how had she been forced to taint those memories with so much pain?
“We’ll never understand what you’re going through,” Sam said. “You’ve had more hard times than most, Olivia. I hope that when she does make her way back, you won’t be too harsh on her.”
“Why not?” Olivia said coldly, her eyes snapping open. “I don’t owe her anything after what she’s put me through.”
That had always been Sam’s position. But that was the kind of person he was. He was like a golden retriever, always content to give people the benefit of the doubt even if that doubt was well-earned. Olivia felt like they were the angel and devil on her shoulder, always bickering.
Emily nudged him with her elbow to get him to shut up and he choked back the rest of his words. “In either case,” she said as if to provide definitive authority on the matter, “what’s important is your feelings are valid. And we’ll both be behind you, no matter what.”
“For now, I can’t even think about it without being so mad that I want to punch a hole through the wall,” Olivia admitted. Sam raised his eyebrow.
“Whoa. Maybe small-town living really has changed you.”
“Exactly. I’m not myself right now, and that’s on her. This is going to sound crazy, but it was easier not knowing anything. Ignorance is bliss and all that. After so long, I guess I just assumed that I’d never see her again. And I’d sort of managed to come to terms with that. But this… this just raises so many questions and I still don’t have any of the answers I’m looking for.”
“But when she comes back, she’ll be able to answer those for you,” Sam pushed. “You’ll be able to get all these feelings off your chest, and you’ll finally start to heal from it. She’s still your mom, after all.”
Olivia sighed. They didn’t understand at all. They didn’t understand how it felt to discover that everything you knew about a person was a lie. Olivia felt like someone had rifled through her memories and changed them to seem like paradise, adjusted them so she saw the past through rose-colored glasses. But then when she thought harder, the memories seemed to lose their color until they were black and white. It felt impossible to comprehend that the present was so different from the past—and now, she couldn’t trust anything she remembered.
“Maybe,” Olivia murmured. “Or maybe she’ll just have to find a way to earn my trust back. Maybe it’s on her to find a way to make me forgive her. After all, she’s the one who created the fallout. She destroyed my life when she disappeared. I shouldn’t have to be the one who has to pick up the pieces of this mess when she made it.”
Emily nodded in understanding and rubbed her thumb over Olivia’s knuckle once again. Olivia was grateful for the gesture, but only she knew how hard life had been. Only she knew how much the betrayal hurt. Only she knew how it felt to be abandoned, and she hoped her friends never had to feel the way she did then.
The waitress came over with their food and Olivia took a deep breath, knowing that she wasn’t going to say another word about the matter. She just wanted to enjoy an afternoon with her friends. She fixed a smile on her face as the waitress placed her burger in front of her.
“This looks amazing,” she said cheerily, even if she felt like breaking down and crying. But Sam and Emily saw what she was trying to do and they too fixed a smile on their faces.
“I can’t wait to polish off all your leftovers,” Sam teased Emily before snatching a fry from her plate. She slapped away his hand.
“Hey! We talked about this! You have to wait until I’ve already started!”
“Oh, come on. You know you’ll take three bites and then have to unbutton your jeans. You have the stomach of a hamster.”
“You won’t have a stomach to work with if you try to steal my food again,” Emily threatened, and Olivia burst out laughing. Tiny Emily with her mousy hair and glasses wasn’t exactly a threatening girl. But the laughter felt good, and it felt real
She knew her friends didn’t understand what she was going through, but one thing they did know was exactly how to make her feel better. She relaxed a little as she listened to Emily and Sam bickering, eating her meal slowly, but managed more mouthfuls than she had for weeks. The knot in her stomach loosened a little and she knew that seeing her friends was the only cure for what she was going through. Even Brock couldn’t make her feel this much better. By the time the meal was over, she was laughing so hard that her stomach hurt for an entirely different reason.
That afternoon, she took her friends around the town, showing them the few landmarks that Belle Grove had to offer. She’d been nervous about showing her friends her new home—defensive, almost, because she wanted them to approve. But they loved it anyway. They seemed to find the whole place charming, and when people smiled at Olivia on the street, she saw her friends exchanging a look. It was a good look, the kind that said they thought she was finally where she belonged.
And Olivia felt that way too.
They all meandered through the forest back to her little cabin, where Olivia had promised them some nice cold beers in the fridge. For the first time in forever, as they sipped drinks and chatted, Olivia could convince herself that she was a normal person with a normal life. She laughed harder than she had in a long time, making up for lost time with her friends and trying to forget the rest.
And then her phone rang.





 
“Brock?” Olivia asked as she snatched up the phone. “Is everything okay?”
“Not really,” Brock replied in a low voice. “They’ve found another set of bodies.”
Olivia’s heart froze. “…Bodies? More than one?”
“Yes. And this definitely feels like a personal attack this time. The victims are twins. Two young women. Both were mutilated, same as before, and dumped in the river.”
Olivia shuddered. She’d been expecting more bodies to show up, but two at once? She hadn’t been expecting that at all. She took a deep breath.
“Okay. Where are you? I’m coming to meet you.”
“Olivia, it’s okay. It’s your day off. Stay with your friends and I’ll update you later.”
“You know I can’t now. This changes things entirely. Where are you?”
Brock sighed. “I’m heading to the river to talk to the police. I’ll share my location with you. See you soon.”
Olivia ended the call and turned to see her two friends staring at her. She swallowed.
“I have to leave. They just found two more bodies connected to the case we’re working on. I’m sorry to cut our day short.”
“It’s okay,” Emily nodded, putting her beer bottle on the kitchen counter. “We know how it is. Duty calls. But don’t be a stranger, okay? You should come and see us back home when you have some time.”
“Agreed,” Sam added. “And I’ll obviously keep you in the loop if anything happens in connection to your mom’s case. She’s going to come home, I’m sure of it.”
“Thank you so much. Both of you. It’s been so good to see you both today.”
Olivia pulled both of them in for a long hug. She felt a lump in her throat. Not just because the news of the case had rattled her, but because the news had burst her bubble. She’d been having such a good time with her friends, and it had been cut short. But as she pulled away from them both and they smiled at her, she knew she’d always have them to fall back on. They were the best friends she could ask for.
“We’ll see you soon, okay?” Sam told her, putting an arm around Emily’s shoulder. “Come on, Ems. Let’s see if we can make it back to the car without getting lost.”
Olivia saw her friends out of the house and then quickly gathered her things and drove off to the location where Brock was headed, following the GPS signal on her phone. She wound the window down, feeling anxiety building in her chest. She felt guilty for letting her guard down, putting her personal matters ahead of the case. Maybe if she’d been on the ball, these two women wouldn’t have been killed. She’d known that the killer would strike again no matter what, but she could’ve at least been there to try and stop them. Now she’d have to live with the fact that she put a good night’s sleep ahead of someone’s life.
She shook the thoughts out of her head. She needed to stop that. Beating herself up for being a human being, for having needs of her own. Hell, she probably felt more guilty about the death of the twins than the killer did. She gritted her teeth and kept driving. She wasn’t going to drive herself crazy over it anymore. She owed herself that.
It was mid-afternoon by the time she got to the location where the bodies had been found. She parked her car up next to Brock’s and made her way down to the riverbank, walking carefully to keep from slipping on the muddy embankment. Police tape was already up surrounding the area, but unlike at the rec center, no reporters were clamoring to catch a glimpse of the scene. It seemed they’d managed to keep the scene quiet for at least a little while, which was a good thing. The absolute last thing Olivia wanted was for the panic already engulfing the community to spill over.
Brock was standing with Rachel at the edge of the police tape and the two of them were talking in low voices, both looking worn down. Olivia knew the feeling well. The case was really starting to gain pressure now. When Brock heard Olivia coming, he moved away and strode toward her, his eyebrows furrowed together.
“You really don’t have to be here. You should’ve been able to enjoy your afternoon off—”
“It’s okay, that doesn’t matter now. I should’ve been here from the start,” Olivia cut him off. She glanced past Brock and saw the two body bags on the grass being closed off. She felt nauseous at the sight and turned her head toward the river. “Are we definitely dealing with the same killer?”
“Body of water. Removed facial features. Cut on the palm,” Brock listed off.
“What about the symbols?” Olivia asked.
“Not on the scene. We think they were killed last night upriver and their bodies only washed up here. They’ve been identified already as Sadie and Sierra Wheeler by their mother. When they didn’t return home last night, she called the police. There aren’t many sets of identical twins in town anyway, so it was pretty obvious it was them the moment they were found. This will be a heavy blow. They were well-liked.”
“How old were they?” Olivia asked.
“Twenty-three.”
Olivia gasped. So young, and to be struck down in their prime. She remembered where she’d been at twenty-three. Her family had been together then, even as she and her sister had taken their first tentative steps into adulthood.
“That’s horrible,” she finally managed. Rachel nodded.
“I’m already having a hard time keeping things under control. This… this is going to turn town upside down.”
“We need to work fast then. Before the suburban rumor mill gets started.”
They set to work taking photos and processing the scene to add to their growing collection of evidence. But just as before, the water had washed away all trace evidence, and they had no idea where the original murder scene was. Rachel sent a few officers up the riverbank to see if they could spot anything, but it could be anywhere within the next few miles.
Olivia strode up the embankment once again. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was desperate to get away from the bodies. It made her feel even sicker than the previous two cases, somehow. Why would someone want to kill two young women? And how did they manage to get away with killing two people at once?
Brock unlocked his car and opened the passenger seat for Olivia, who sat down but left the door open. She needed as much air in the car as possible. She immediately got out her case notes and began to scan over them once again, looking for similarities in all the cases. She felt like her mind was moving at a million miles an hour, her heart flailing in an attempt to keep up. She began to mutter to herself.
“Killings not based on gender… both male and female victims now… all of the victims have lived in the area for a long time… but not all of them have religious affiliations…” Olivia looked up at Brock as he sat beside her behind the wheel. “Do we know whether Sierra and Sadie were religious?”
“Look at this,” Brock offered, pulling up a picture on his phone. “I thought this seemed relevant.”
Olivia squinted to the small screen as he swiped back and forth between two photos. “Is that… a pentagram? Did these girls have matching Satanic symbol tattoos?”
“A pentacle,” he clarified. “You can tell by the circle around the star. I found out the difference when searching for the killer’s symbols. They’re not Satanic. It’s a symbol commonly used by witches and pagans.”
“You mean to tell me the Wheeler twins, darlings of the community, were actually witches?” Olivia raised an eyebrow.
Brock shrugged. “Rachel did say they exist here. And we both read about how superstitious this town is.”
Olivia pulled out her own phone and called up a search on the sisters. Fortunately, being young and popular, they had quite an online presence to comb through. One result in particular caught her eye and she clicked on the page.
“Sage and Spirit Boutique,” she read aloud. “Selling herbal remedies, potions, and wellness products for the modern witch.”
Just below the text was a photo of the two sisters beaming bright, looking for all the world like a pair of influencers posing on Instagram. They were beautiful. They certainly didn’t look like any witch Olivia had ever heard of. But as Brock had said, it takes all kinds.
“Okay. So each of our victims so far has had some sort of different spiritual tradition. Christian, atheist, witch. That could follow our theory. Have you seen anything come up from other communities in the area?”
Brock shook his head. “I spoke to a rabbi, an imam, a Unitarian minister, even a Buddhist monk. Told them to keep eyes out, but they said all has been quiet in their communities.”
“But certainly that can’t be the answer, can it? Just someone attacking others for their beliefs? There’s got to be some sort of bigger picture.”
Brock didn’t respond, seeming not to have anything to add. Olivia scanned her notes in frustration. It couldn’t be a dead end. She couldn’t cope if they met a dead end again. She recalled how it made her feel during their last case when every lead ended with a brick wall. They needed more.
“Do we know where they were killed?”
“Not yet. That’s part of the problem. The twins were found here because their bodies got stuck in the shallower waters, but they likely traveled a distance before they ended up here. The killer must have done this in a wide-open space this time. They’re getting bolder. Upping the stakes to try to get our attention”
“Well, I hope they’re happy. They’ve really got my attention now,” Olivia muttered irritably. She couldn’t shake the anger she felt at not being able to scrounge up a suspect yet. She took a deep breath. “I think one good thing has come from this.”
“What’s that?”
“This almost certainly confirms my theory about the killer not working alone. There were two of them. They’d outnumber the killer. How would one killer hold them both down to mutilate them without running or fighting back?”
Brock nodded slowly. “That makes sense. We’ll have to search for the scene to see if we can find any more evidence. Maybe even signs of a struggle in the grass or dirt. What gets me is that the police have been focusing on bodies of water… so how are they getting away with it?”
Olivia shook her head. “I have no idea. This is all madness. But I think if we stop thinking that we’re looking for just one person, that might help. Perhaps we’re being too closed off. This killer might be predictable in the way they kill, but I don’t know if the spiritual angle is enough to predict why these particular victims were chosen. If there’s more than one person involved, then maybe that’s influencing the choice of victims. Maybe they take turns to choose. Like some sick playground game.”
Brock shuddered. “I don’t even want to think about that.”
As they were talking, Olivia spotted Rachel approaching the car. She got out to greet her out of respect. She knew the police chief must be having a rough time, trying to dig her precious town out of the hole that was being dug for it. She tried to smile at Olivia, but her smile was half-hearted.
“Hey. I’ve come to ask for a favor,” she started with a sigh. “I’m having trouble covering the whole town with the staff I have, and I’m trying to make sure nothing goes awry today while we’re processing the bodies. I want eyes everywhere, but it’s proving kind of impossible. And then there’s another thing… despite all the recent panic and paranoia, there’s a festival taking place in an abandoned park on the other side of town today. I’ve tried to shut it down, told everyone it’s not safe, but I can’t enforce a curfew in the day as well.”
“A festival?” Brock raised an eyebrow. “At a time like this?”
“Believe me, I know. But would you mind heading to the park and keeping an eye on things there? I know you’re so busy, but I would just feel better if someone was there to keep an eye on it. You can take your work there and just make sure nothing crazy is going down.”
Rachel reached in her pocket and pulled out a crumpled flyer, handing it to Olivia. Olivia examined the page curiously. The last thing she wanted to do in the midst of a horrific murdering spree was to patrol an event, but maybe it would give her a chance to see a little more of Beacon Hill’s community.
“What’s the festival for?”
Rachel shrugged. “It’s like I told you before… some of the residents in this town like to get up to some strange stuff. This festival is an annual affair for some of the more unusual groups in town. Used to happen back even when I was a kid. This is one of a few big events where all the hippies or ghostbusters club or different groups seem to come together. I don’t buy it, but I know it’s important to a lot of residents here.”
Olivia nodded. Now she had another reason to go to the event. If it was out of the ordinary, she was interested. Anything that might give them a lead, after all.
“We’d be glad to check it out. Maybe we can get a feel for the community while we’re there, try to dig around for a suspect,” Olivia mused. Rachel sighed in relief.
“That’s great. Thanks so much, Olivia. I owe you one. Call me if there’s anything of interest?”
“Of course.”
Rachel scurried off to her car and Olivia watched her with sad eyes. The poor woman had a lot on her plate. But now, so did she. She got back in the car and handed the flyer to Brock, who frowned at it.
“Really? We’re supposed to take the day lounging around at a weirdo festival with a killer on the loose?”
“I know it doesn’t seem ideal, but I think this could be of interest,” Olivia insisted. “Look,” she pointed. “What do you see that stands out?”
She pointed at the bottom of the flyer. A long list of names was printed on it that might be the names of vendors or artists or musical acts, Olivia couldn’t tell. Brock frowned, moving the flyer in every direction to try and find meaning in it.
“Hold on,” he said. “Sage and Spirits Boutique was supposed to be there?”
“Mmm-hmmm,” Olivia confirmed. “And I wonder who stands to benefit from their absence at this festival.”
Brock sighed. “Just when I think I’ve got a good lead, you seem to find something to blow it wide open. How do you do it?”
“Who knows?” Olivia offered. “Maybe I’m a witch, too.”





 
Olivia wasn’t sure what she had expected from the festival, but it wasn’t what she found when she and Brock pulled up fifteen minutes later. The park, which had clearly seen better days, was covered in brightly covered tents and people milling barefoot through the muddy field. Every person in attendance was dressed brightly, some of them even wearing strange robes that made them look like wizards or medieval cosplayers. Brock groaned as they got out of the car.
“Are they for real?” he moaned. “There’s a serial killer on the loose and all they want to do is prance around in cloaks and pretend like everything is fine?”
“Sounds like human nature to me,” Olivia countered. “Anyway, it’s safer than being alone right now. The killer would have to be pretty bold to strike here in broad daylight, right? And if they do, we’ll be ready for them.”
Olivia closed the car door and made her way into the park. Her feet sunk into the squishy mud as she walked, almost making her slip a few times. She shook her head in dismay. If they did have to chase someone down, she hoped she wouldn’t fall flat on her face.
No one at the festival seemed to be concerned about serial killers, though. In fact, it seemed like they didn’t have a care in the world. She watched the festival unfolding around her. There were people ordering food at the various colored tents, people dancing to tinny music, groups of women gathered to talk to one another as they sipped herbal teas. Small booths were lined up in neat rows with people selling all manner of handmade soaps, locally sourced honey, wood-carved home decor, unique little trinkets, and all sorts of interesting curiosities.
Olivia smiled a little as she looked around her. It was nice to see a sense of community in the town, to see people smiling through all the chaos instead of pointing fingers and whispering in paranoia. For once, Beacon Hill didn’t feel so taut with fear that it was about to snap. It felt like a normal town—well, as normal as a town can be with a random festival frequented by the local outsiders.
“I’ve got mud coming up to my knees,” Brock complained as he appeared behind Olivia. “It’s like going through combat training all over again.”
“Then you must feel right at home, right?” Olivia teased gently, watching Brock scowl. “Come on, let’s take a look around. I’m interested to know what happened to the Wheeler sisters’ booth.”
Olivia led the way and Brock followed, muttering complaints to himself the whole way. Olivia wove through the guests toward the rows of stands, looking left at right at the signs above the booths. Some of the food smelled absolutely incredible, but she pressed on.
“There,” she pointed, to the sign that read Sage and Spirit Boutique in the same font as it had on the website. Underneath the sign was a table set out with various small bottles, dried sprigs of herbs, an assortment of crystals and stones in various shapes and sizes, and even a few stacks of tarot card sets for sale.
Behind the table was a young woman, probably a college kid, wearing a wide-brimmed hat. She was alternating between fiddling with the incense burner and worriedly poking at her phone.
“Hello,” Brock called over as they approached. The girl looked up from her phone and plastered on a big smile for them and began her sales spiel.
“Hi, welcome to Sage and Spirit, accessories for the modern witch. We have…”
“Sorry, we’re not interested in buying anything right now,” Olivia interrupted gently. “We’d actually like to talk to you.”
“Me?” She checked her phone again for a split second, her brow creased in worry, before returning her attention to them. “What’s going on?”
“We’re actually with the FBI,” Olivia said as they badged her. “Special Agents Olivia Knight and Brock Tanner.”
The girl gasped. “FBI? Are we in trouble? I swear, we don’t do anything illegal—”
“That’s not what this is about,” Brock assured her gently. “Can we ask your name?”
“Lily,” she said. “Lily Reid. I work here at the shop for Sadie and Sierra.”
“Thank you, Lily,” said Olivia. She took a breath and put on her kindest face. “Unfortunately, we have some terrible news for you. Sadie and Sierra Wheeler were found dead today.”
Lily’s mouth dropped open in shock. She began breathing heavily and tears welled up in her eyes. She dropped her phone to the ground, not caring that it got slathered in mud. She snatched a crystal and a couple of herbs from the table and held them firmly in her hands, whispering frantically under her breath.
Brock raised an eyebrow over at Olivia but said nothing. Olivia shot him a look in response as if to say that this was her tradition and they should respect it.
After a minute or so, Lily wiped the tears from her face and seemed to at least get her breathing steady. She placed the stuff back on the table and used it to steady herself.
“I thought—I thought they were just busy, so that’s why they weren’t responding today but… they’re—they’re really gone?”
Brock and Olivia nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry,” Olivia told her.
“Wh-what happened?”
“That’s what we’re here to figure out,” Brock said. “We saw that they had a booth here today. Do you happen to know if she had any enemies? Anyone who would benefit from taking their slot here at the festival or a competitor?”
“Are you saying she was murdered?” Lily sputtered, setting off another round of panic. Olivia’s heart broke for the poor girl. She had obviously been close to the victims.
“We believe so,” she confirmed. She didn’t want to get into the gory details, not when this girl already seemed so on edge. “We found their bodies on the river.”
“Oh, Goddess…” she whispered, her hands clasped over her mouth. “I—I don’t know. They were always so nice. They’d never hurt a fly.”
“They’d never hex anyone or curse them?” Brock raised an eyebrow.
Lily shook her head. “That’s against our creed. ‘An ye harm none, do what ye will’. We take that very seriously. Whatever good or ill action you take will… will return to you threefold.”
“Do you think the sisters did anything that could amount to that?” Olivia asked. “A third of murder?”
But Lily merely shook her head and sobbed.
“Hey, what’s going on?” came a voice from behind them. Olivia and Brock turned to see a middle-aged man in glasses and a short-sleeved checkered shirt approaching them. She nodded to Brock to take the lead in comforting the girl and turned away to speak to the newcomer.
“Hello there,” she started. “I’m Olivia Knight with the FBI. We’re just following up on a case.”
He whistled. “FBI? Gosh. You don’t see that much ‘round these parts. The name’s Doug Puckett.”
“Do you mind if I ask you some questions, Mr. Puckett?”
“What about?”
“About one of the other vendors for the festival.”
Doug Puckett slid his eyes from her to the sign above the Sage and Spirit booth, and then back to her. “The Wheeler girls? Why, I’ve known them since my youngest was in middle school. Are they in trouble?”
Olivia looked around to make sure nobody was listening in. The last thing she wanted was to cause panic in the one part of town that seemed unaffected by it. “Why don’t we talk in a more secure spot?” she asked.
“My booth’s right here,” he pointed to the very next booth. Olivia looked over at the sign. It was decorated with various depictions of ghosts and ghouls, each crossed out with a stylized X over them.
“Oh, you’re in the ghostbusters club.”
“President speaking,” he beamed. “And we’re not ghostbusters. We’re paranormal investigators.”
Doug led Olivia over to the booth, which was festooned with expensive-looking equipment like radios, night-vision goggles, low-light cameras, and other various pieces of equipment that she couldn’t even guess the purpose of. Three other men were behind the booth, sitting back and watching them idly. One of them was about Doug’s age, but the other two were much younger.
“This is Gary,” Doug pointed to the older man. Gary gave her a nod. “Ron, and over there we’ve got Steven.”
“Nice to meet you all,” Olivia said. “I’m Agent Knight with the FBI.”
That set off the men’s attention, and they perked up. “FBI?” frowned Steven. “We haven’t done anything, have we?”
Olivia was starting to feel like the paranoia maybe had settled into this part of town as well, even during the festival.
“No, this doesn’t have anything to do with you. I wanted to ask about the Wheeler sisters.”
“Couple o’ bitches,” Ron grumbled under his breath.
“Excuse me?” Olivia snapped, incensed at his casual cruelty.
“Couple o’… witches,” he sneered. “What kind of trouble did they get into this time? Woke up on the wrong side of karma?”
“Probably had one of their little spells backfire on ‘em,” cackled Gary.
Doug’s face darkened. “Cut it out, guys. They’re just kids.”
“You don’t know them,” Ron said. He turned his gaze over to Olivia. “Let’s just say that all is not what meets the eye when it comes to the Wheeler sisters.”
Olivia watched the bickering play out with a careful eye, not wanting to drop the bombshell revelation unless she had to. She made a mental note to look into Ron and see what history he may have had with Sadie or Sierra. They seemed to be about the same age, so it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that they’d gone to school together. He was tall with broad shoulders, and he had a pair of sunglasses perched on his forehead above his black hair. He was dressed smartly, in a button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing a few tattoos on his forearm.
“How do you know them?” she asked.
“Used to date Sierra,” Ron huffed. “Back in school. This was before they got into all the witchy stuff. I’d thought things were going well. We were supposed to go to prom together. We were even talking about what we’d do after graduation. But then Sadie started getting into that stupid stuff, and sure enough, Sierra followed suit. It always felt like I was dating both of them—but not in a good way. Like I couldn’t even get any time with Sierra for myself. Her sister was always there.”
Olivia nodded. “Why did you break up?” She still kept the news on the back of her tongue, waiting to see how he would react when he found out the ultimate fate of his ex-girlfriend.
“Like I said, we were supposed to go to prom together. I had a tux and everything. But come the fateful night, I go to pick her up, and she’s nowhere to be found. She stood me up all night. I was a laughingstock.”
“Where was she?” Olivia asked.
“I confronted her about it later and she apologized, but she went on about how that night was actually some stupid important ritual for her witch tradition. She said she stayed up with her sister all night doing rituals and summoning spirits. It was the night… What was the name of it again?”
“Walpurgisnacht,” offered Steven. “The Night of the Witches in many European countries.”
“That night,” Ron nodded. “Needless to say, we didn’t work out after that.”
“And have you kept up with the twins since?”
He scrunched his face. “I know now they’ve got some big shop with all their crap,” he grumbled.
Olivia looked back over at the Sage and Spirit booth, where Brock was nodding and jotting down notes as Lily spoke.
“What about the rest of you?” she asked. “Any history with the girls?”
“I mean, I went to school with them too, but I didn’t really know them outside of school,” chimed in Steven. “What is this all about anyway? Are they in trouble?”
“I’m sorry to tell you that both Sadie and Sierra were found murdered this morning,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on Ron to see his reaction.
His eyes went wide and he gasped. “What?” he demanded, standing up so suddenly the chair he’d been in clattered to the ground. His eyes flashed with rage.
“Oh, gosh,” whispered Doug. “Oh, no.”
She nodded. “Where were you last night, Ron?”
“You think I did this?” he sputtered.
“A spurned lover, clear bitterness… I have to say, there’s a motive,” she doubled down. But even as she said it, it didn’t feel right to her. All the pieces seemed to fit, but even if Ron had killed the sisters, how would it explain the other killings? If this had been a personal vendetta against his ex, why wait until now to kill her? And what did Walter Cadwell and Erik Benson have to do with it?
“That was five years ago,” he protested, his voice hot with anger. “I swear I had nothing to do with it.”
“Do you have any proof to back that up?”
He looked back and forth at the others, who were all regarding him suspiciously. Olivia noticed how tense his shoulders were, how he seemed to react so physically to even the mildest suggestion that he was involved. It wasn’t lost on her that the vast majority of killers of women were by their intimate partners, or of those who had once been intimate with them.
“Yeah. Yeah, I do,” he nodded. “Look.”
He reached over into a bag and fished out a camera and some equipment, hooking it all up to a laptop that he opened in front of Olivia.
“We were on a ghost hunt last night at the old cemetery,” he explained as he called up a program and hit play. The footage was dark and blurry, having been filmed in night vision, but sure enough, Ron’s face was completely visible, along with about a dozen others who apparently made up the paranormal hunting club. He pressed fast-forward and the entire night proceeded on screen.
Olivia watched as the sun went down and the moon rose. The club was investigating each gravestone and tomb, holding up radios and devices to the air, and pacing back and forth in search of ghosts. Ron himself was never off-screen for more than a few seconds at a time—nowhere near enough time to pop off, drive all the way up to the river, and commit such a horrific murder.
“We were there all night,” said Doug. “I can send you the video files.”
“Ron was with us the whole time,” added Steven.
Gary, the older man who hadn’t had anything to say except for that snide comment from earlier, merely gave a grunt.
“Thank you. I’d like those files,” Olivia said. She handed Ron her card and gave a nod to the others. “I’ll be in touch.”
She whirled on her heel and stepped off, leaving the men in stunned silence.





 
Olivia headed back over to the Sage and Spirit booth to find Brock still taking notes and talking to Lily.
“How was that?” he asked quietly, his head turned so the girl couldn’t hear them.
“Got one lead,” she told him. “Turns out one of the boys over there, a Ron, used to date one of the victims. And to hear him tell it, it ended… quite badly.”
Both his eyebrows shot up. “Interesting.”
“But he’s got an alibi,” she sighed. “He was with that paranormal investigation club all night in the graveyard. I even saw the video footage.”
“You mean to tell me you’re taking the word of a ghostbuster over a witch?”
“Funny.”
“Well, I actually have something for you as well,” he told her. He turned back to Lily, who was busy taking down her wares and packing them away. Another pang of sympathy shot through Olivia’s heart.
“Lily, do you mind showing me the documents again?”
She sniffled and nodded, holding out a tablet for Brock to take. He called up a file and scrolled with his finger as Olivia looked on curiously.
“So I had a flash of inspiration,” he started. “These are the financial records for Sage and Spirit Boutique over the last year. Notice anything familiar?”
Olivia squinted. Between the various descriptions of objects sold, inventory, and taxes paid, a familiar number shot out at her.
“Thirteen dollars and thirteen cents. On the thirteenth day,” she whispered. “How does this keep coming up?”
“Yep. But this time it’s to a group called Sigils.”
“Did you look into that?”
“Already tried. Couldn’t find anything online yet, but it wouldn’t surprise me to find if they, too, were based in Beacon Hill. Lily here doesn’t know anything about it. Thank you,” he told her as he handed the tablet back.
She nodded and gave a sniffle.
“Once again, we’re sorry for your loss,” Olivia said.
“Promise me one thing,” Lily said, looking up at Olivia with watery eyes. “Promise me you’ll find whoever did this.”
“We’ll try our best,” Olivia said and handed her a card. “Here’s my card. Please contact us if you need anything.”
“May they suffer threefold,” Lily whispered darkly.
Brock gave Olivia a questioning look again, but she grabbed him by the arm and they left the Sage and Spirit stall to rejoin the rest of the crowd.
“Suffer threefold?” Brock finally mentioned. “They murdered someone so they’d be… murdered three times?”
“I don’t know if that’s how it works.”
They observed the crowd for a while. Brock got himself a corn dog and munched idly, lost in thought. They rounded a corner around a massive tent in the center of the festival, and Olivia noticed a sign above it in the shape of a strange symbol. It didn’t quite look like any of the other symbols they’d been researching, but something about it seemed odd to her.
“What do you think that could be?” she pointed.
“I don’t know. It looks like a squiggle to me.”
“Not a snake, maybe?”
“Could be,” he admitted. “If I squint. But also, that could just be one of those loopy Instagram fonts.”
She didn’t want to admit that snakes seemed to be a recurring theme in her life at that moment. Her mother’s message about the serpent…what did it mean? And now this, emblazoned high up on the main tent at a strange festival.
Olivia approached the entrance stand to ask what was inside. The man at the stall gave a nod toward it.
“Guided meditation workshop. You should check it out. He looks like he has a lot of tension in his body,” the man said, nodding toward Brock. Brock folded his arms.
“I have just the right amount of tension in my body, thank you. You are aware there’s a killer on the loose?”
The vendor shrugged. “I’m just telling you what I see. Trust me. Cyrus will have you feeling so relaxed that you’ll forget all your troubles.”
“I highly doubt that,” Brock muttered as he followed Olivia toward the tent. “Who are these people? Do they have no sense at all?”
“Maybe they’ve just found the perfect place to forget it all,” Olivia offered. She had to admit, she almost wished she could join them. How nice would it be to forget everything and just relax? No responsibilities, nothing holding you back. It sounded perfect. She’d always had trouble relaxing. Perhaps this Cyrus really could do something for them—under better circumstances, of course.
As they approached the tent, she could hear a soothing voice from within, softly extolling people to breathe in, breathe out, relax their shoulders, and feel the energy flowing through them. A series of candles were lit around the edge, giving the whole place a warm glow. Olivia almost didn’t want to disturb them, but she was curious, so she peeped her head inside.
A few dozen people sat inside the tent, with their eyes closed and legs crossed, in perfect stillness. At the front of the group, a handsome young man sat facing the crowd, his eyes also closed and a smile playing on his lips. There was a boy-next-door vibe to him with his floppy brown hair and his fair skin. He was wearing all black cotton, an outfit that made Olivia think of a spa specialist. There was something gentle about his presence, like he was soothing everyone there just by being around them. He took in a deep breath through his nose.
“As we end this meditation session, let us all think of something we are grateful for,” he said gently, though the entire tent heard him speak. “I am thankful for each and every one of you here today. I am grateful that we can all meditate together and find our peace as a collective. Let’s allow all of this good energy to flow through our bodies, to fill us with joy, to find our inner peace…”
Olivia let out a breath in unison with the entire tent, and for a second, she felt it. She felt whatever calmness those people in the tent had found. Even amid all the worry and confusion, with all the frustration she felt at how complex this case had become, the worries seemed to lift from her body for a moment. It had been far too long since she’d taken a moment to simply breathe.
“Damn, he’s good,” Brock muttered to her.
As the session ended, Olivia and Brock waited on the outskirts, watching Cyrus talking to each individual on their way out of the tent. Olivia thought he was almost too good to be true. He was so kind, so gentle that she felt like it must just be part of his meditative persona. But if it was fake, it was at least completely convincing. with warm, genuine smiles.
“What do you think?” Brock asked.
“Seems like a nice guy,” Olivia whispered.
It took several minutes for the rest of the group to filter out of the tent. Cyrus was clearly a popular man. But Olivia was patient, and when the last person left, leaving Cyrus alone with Olivia and Brock, she stepped forward to make herself known. Cyrus smiled softly and she returned the favor.
“We have some fresh faces in the tent today, I see,” Cyrus said as a form of greeting them. His voice was calm and pleasant. “It’s wonderful to meet you both. My name is Cyrus Lockwood. What brings you to my festival today?”
“Yeah, about that. Kind of a strange time to host it, right? With a killer on the loose?” Brock prodded with a raised eyebrow. It seemed to Olivia that Cyrus’ charm had worn off him quite quickly. Cyrus smiled at him, putting a hand on Brock’s beefy arm.
“There is no better time for this day,” Cyrus replied gently. “We need community more than ever now. In turbulent times such as these, we must always remember to be grateful. Our true strength is our togetherness. When we are alone… that is when we’re truly vulnerable.”
Olivia hated to admit it, but there was a ring of truth to his words, and he knew it. Not just in a metaphorical sense, either: the killer was targeting people who had no one to come to their aid. They were targeting people who didn’t have a protective barrier to save them. Perhaps the festival wasn’t such a bad thing.
“What my partner means to say is that we’ve come to the festival during unusual times,” Olivia said to Cyrus, holding out her hand for him to shake. “I’m Olivia Knight and this is Brock Tanner. We’re with the FBI.”
Cyrus frowned. “Has something happened?”
“We’re just following up on a case,” Brock told him, declining to elaborate further.
“Does it involve any members of my community?” he frowned.
“That all depends. Who’s in your community?”
Cyrus nodded. “Ah, I see. Why don’t I show you around a little? I can tell you about what I do.”
Olivia nodded and followed him out of the tent. Brock looked less than impressed, but he followed anyway. As they headed back into the hustle and bustle of the festival, Cyrus held out his arms to the crowd.
“Beacon Hill is a wonderful place, don’t you think?” he asked.
“It’s definitely not the city,” Olivia said. “I’m surprised, actually. I was expecting at first for this to just be some cookie-cutter suburb, but this is a side of town that I wasn’t expecting.”
“These are my people,” he told her, as he gestured to the milling crowd. “The outsiders, the weirdos, the ones who don’t care so much about the rules of society. Many people don’t quite understand, but we don’t really need them to. We are first and foremost a community. And on days like today, we like to come together as a community for love and healing.”
“Who puts on the festival?” Brock chimed in.
“A number of local organizations sponsor it, including my own. It’s been a tradition for decades. My parents actually helped found it, and now that they’re gone, well… part of me feels like I’m honoring their memory by keeping the tradition going, even in dark days like these.”
“Seems like these days are particularly dark.”
Cyrus nodded as if to acknowledge the truth. “The community is hurting. But we can’t live in fear. We can’t allow a monster to rip us apart; otherwise, we’d be no better than the rest of Beacon Hill with all their fear and panic. We must stand together, and together, we’ll endure.”
Olivia nodded. She could see why his practice was so popular. His words had a soothing quality to them. She wanted to know more about the symbol above the tent.
“Would you mind telling me more about that symbol?” she asked, pointing up to the sign. “What does it represent?”
Cyrus’ smile didn’t move an inch. “Tell me what you see, Olivia. It is art, after all. What is your interpretation?”
Olivia pressed her lips together. She was frustrated, knowing he’d managed to redirect her so he didn’t have to answer himself. He was laying on the spiritual-guru vibe a little thick, in her opinion. But she wasn’t here for enlightenment. She was here for answers.
“I see a snake.”
Cyrus’ eyebrow shot up, but again, he didn’t seem surprised by what she’d said at all. “Ah, a snake. Snakes represent so much. They are very interesting creatures. Beautiful, and so often misunderstood. Many of us see them and we fear them, but they are so much more than objects of fear. They are unique, unlike any other creature in the world. And of course, they shed their skin every so often, reborn into a new one. Isn’t that amazing?”
Olivia didn’t respond, mulling over what he’d said in her head. She could see how a snake might represent Cyrus’s practice. Wasn’t meditation a way of renewing yourself, bettering yourself? Shedding your skin to become a new version of you?
Cyrus took in a deep breath of air, smiling to himself. “The day is young,” he said softly. “I have so much I want to do before it’s over. Did you have anything else for me, Agents?”
“No,” Olivia said a little tightly. She knew a man avoiding questions when she saw one. He’d clearly identified her and Brock as outsiders, and maybe he felt threatened by that.
“I hope your case goes well, then. Please feel free to reach out if you have any pressing questions.”
“Thanks.”
He headed off toward a group of others. As soon as he was out of earshot, Brock let out a sigh. “Weirdo is right.”
Olivia shrugged. “He’s just one of those New Age types. I think they’re all like that.”
They continued to walk around for a while, sampling some of the food, talking to some of the guests, and keeping an eye on the proceedings. Olivia was frustrated. She’d made some promising connections but still felt no closer to solving the case. They’d received a few texts from Rachel about the investigation, but nothing groundbreaking—they were still looking for the scene of the Wheeler sisters’ murder.
She felt like she was missing a single puzzle piece, the one thing that would help her finally see the big picture. And until they had that, all they could do was follow what leads they had in front of them.





 
As the afternoon dragged on and the festival began to die down a little, Olivia and Brock sat on an old bench and kept one eye on the festival, the other on their notes.
A bit of commotion from one corner of the park reached their ears, and Olivia perked up to watch it. She saw Lily, the girl from the Wheeler sisters’ shop, tearfully approaching them, her bags in her hand like she meant to pack it all up and leave.
“What’s going on?” Olivia frowned, but Lily shook her head.
“I have to get out of here. I’m sorry. I can’t be here anymore.”
She pushed past them and headed back to her car. Brock looked back to where she’d come from to see the source of the trouble.
“Would you look at that,” he commented. Olivia followed his gaze to see Ron, the boy she’d spoken to at the paranormal tent, engaged in a heated argument with an unfamiliar face.
They got up and headed toward the two men. As they approached, Olivia noticed that the man currently yelling at Ron was about the same age as him. He was shorter, his light hair close-cropped to the top of his head, and he wore a black t-shirt that seemed loose on his wiry body.
“—and none of this would have happened if you—” he was in the middle of shouting, his finger pointing right at Ron’s nose, but Brock stepped between them before it could come to blows.
“Boys, boys, what’s going on?” he frowned, flashing his badge and putting on his best disappointed-older-brother voice. It helped that he hulked over both of them.
Both of them backed up. Ron caught sight of Olivia and scoffed again, averting his eyes and kicking the dirt in frustration.
“Good to see you again, Ron,” she said. “Mind explaining what this is about?”
He sighed. “It’s just this jerk, Amos. He’s always coming up and trying to start crap with me.”
“Really? Seems to me you’ve got a few inches and fifty pounds of muscle on him,” Brock commented.
“What is this about?” Olivia asked, turning to the shorter man. She didn’t miss the anger in his eyes that seemed to match Ron’s.
“Well, I wouldn’t have to come over here and start anything if this idiot would just leave us alone. And now he thinks he can get away with—”
“I told you, I didn’t do it!”
That set off another round of shouting.
“Back up,” Brock demanded forcefully, causing both boys to fall silent. “Start from the beginning. You first, Amos.”
A fire simmered in Amos’s eyes, like twin daggers of rage that he aimed directly at Ron for a moment, before turning to Brock and Olivia.
“He killed Sadie. I know he did.”
“You knew Sadie?” Olivia asked, both eyebrows raised in surprise. It seemed the murder of the twins had cast a direct blow right into the heart of the community. Her stomach roiled again when thinking about them. They were so young. They had so much life ahead of them. And to be so cruelly snuffed out… it only made her that much more determined to get to the bottom of this case.
“We were… talking,” he admitted, casting his eyes down to the ground as if embarrassed. “It wasn’t anything serious yet, but she liked me. I know she did. And I…” his voice trailed off and he fought to keep his lip from trembling. The rage in his eyes faltered and became not just pain, but genuine anguish.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Olivia said, for what felt like the hundredth time that day.
“I know she liked me,” he whispered. “I thought we could have been…”
“Well, I didn’t do it,” griped Ron. “I don’t know who did.”
“We are working on finding the culprit,” Brock snapped. “If either of you has any actual evidence to help us with it, that would be appreciated. But none of this is going to solve anything.”
“Sorry,” Ron mumbled.
Olivia placed a hand on Amos’s shoulder. “Where were you last night, Amos?”
He wiped a tear from his cheek and looked away. “I was at home.”
“And where do you live? Was anyone with you?” she pressed.
“I—”
But his sentence was interrupted by a bloodcurdling scream echoing in the evening air.
“What was that?” Brock gasped.
Olivia whipped her head around to the direction it had come from. The festival had started to quiet down, and the few people that were left all turned their heads curiously in that direction, but she saw nothing out of the usual. She scanned the trees on the opposite side of the park, intently looking for where it had come from.
And on the very edge, she saw a figure. A figure that sent a shiver down her spine.
They were wearing a dark cloak, the hood pulled up over their head like an omen of death. The worst part about it, somehow, was the fact that they were watching Olivia and Brock, standing perfectly still. Olivia felt sick. A memory flashed in her mind: this was what the hooded figure from the other night had looked like. They hadn’t been wearing a hoodie at all, but a cloak. And now the figure was back.
Was this the killer?
She looked back to the two young men, her eyes darting back and forth between them and the figure, and then made her decision.
“We’ll contact you,” she said, and then she broke into a run.
She didn’t have to look back to know that Brock was hot on her heels. She knew that it was never normal to see a hooded figure at the edge of the woods, but with the case to consider as well, it was definitely a bad sign. Was it possible that the killer was exactly in reaching distance if she could reach them in time?
But the cloaked figure wasn’t waiting around to be caught. They were already hightailing it through the forest. Olivia’s feet pounded hard against the ground and she pushed her body to the limit, running as fast as she could, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. The cloaked figure had a considerable head start. They were only halfway across the park and there was a lot of ground still to cover.
Brock and Olivia came crashing through the trees to find that the cloaked figure was long gone. Brock gasped for air.
“Which way? Which way should we go?”
But they both knew they were far too late. The bright sun of the afternoon had given way to dusk, and in the encroaching darkness, even the shadows seemed to flicker and move. Olivia felt like she was trapped in a hall of mirrors, forever chasing the phantom of movement from the corner of her eye, but each time she turned her head, it turned out to be an illusion. Olivia cursed under her breath. She felt so frustrated that she was about to turn on her heel and leave.
And that was when she saw the body.
Her heart stopped. Lying on the ground among the trees was a young woman. She was almost completely still, but as Olivia ran to her, she saw that her chest was still rising and falling, if only a little.
“Brock! Brock, there’s a woman here, still alive! Call an ambulance!”
Olivia checked the woman for wounds. She seemed to have been hit on the side of her head. Blood trailed down heavily from the side of her head and bruises formed all over her pale cheeks. She didn’t appear to have any other injuries, and she certainly hadn’t been mutilated like the other victims, but she was in horrible shape. Olivia whipped a cloth from her pocket and dabbed it on her head to try to stop the bleeding, but she knew if an ambulance didn’t get there soon, the woman would die all the same. Olivia could feel it.
“Hold on,” Olivia whispered. “We’re getting help for you. Just hold a little longer.”
The woman’s chest rose and fell enough to make Olivia feel like she might be okay, but even as Brock announced that the ambulance was on the way, she feared the worst. Olivia didn’t want anyone else to die. She didn’t want anyone else to suffer. If only she’d been fast enough, alert enough to know what was going on right beneath her nose…
“This isn’t your fault,” Brock told her. “We couldn’t have known. We’ve had eyes here all day. Whoever did this knew what they were doing…”
“And then they taunted us,” Olivia growled. “They stood at the edge of the woods and waited for us to see them. They knew exactly what they were doing. They’ll pay when I finally get my hands on them.”
As the sound of sirens in the distance appeared, Olivia took a deep breath. She hoped the young woman would be able to pull through. And then something occurred to her.
If she survived, they’d have their first possible witness.





 
“Well, it’s clear we have a serial killer on our hands. And if the person you saw in the cloak is the same one involved in the killings, then we’re closer than we were before,” Rachel said.
Olivia thought she was being very positive considering she and Brock had just told her another woman had nearly been killed. Olivia had been told that the woman, still unidentified so far, was in a coma and being treated at the local hospital. She was hopeful that the woman might pull through, but she found no cause for celebration.
“I don’t feel any closer at all,” Brock muttered, rubbing his forehead. “In fact, I feel further from answers than I ever have.”
“Well, perhaps I can help out there,” Rachel said. “I’ve got something to show you… come on.”
Rachel led Brock and Olivia through the police station to her office. Olivia felt like she’d aged five years in the last few hours, exhausted by everything they’d seen. She hoped that whatever Rachel had found was good.
Rachel seemed confident, at least. She sat behind her desk and called up the case file for the murder of the Wheeler sisters.
“We found the scene of the crime just a bit ago,” she explained. “My officers are still processing it, but look.”
She turned her computer screen toward Olivia and Brock, confirming the worst of what they’d feared. Traced into the dirt were the telltale symbols that had seemed to haunt Olivia’s dreams for days.
And just like the first murder, the message was sprawled out. In the pictures, some of the edges of the letters seemed to have been affected by the wind, but it was clear enough:
“Death is inescapable. I am your penance,” Brock whispered.
“Same as before,” Olivia noted. “The symbols, the message… do we have any idea what it could mean?”
Rachel shook her head. “I haven’t gotten any closer to deciphering it either.”
“What about those flyers?” Brock asked. “If our hooded person is the killer, it must be connected somehow.”
“We asked around at local print shops, but nobody in the area had any memory of someone coming in to order those. They could’ve just been printed off at someone’s home printer,” Rachel said. “But take a look at this.”
She called up a couple more pictures of the scene and pointed at what looked like just an unremarkable photo of the dirt.
Brock frowned and looked closer. “What am I looking at here?”
“Footprints,” Olivia told him. Rachel nodded.
“Right. This is a secluded space with not many visitors, so these are fresh.” She cycled through several photographs, each with a slightly different footprint and an evidence marker showing it.
“Seriously? Footprints? What is this, a Sherlock Holmes book?” Brock cracked.
Rachel shook her head. “We probably can’t match their shoe prints or anything. But that’s not what I’m interested in. We can see the girls’ footprints here, and it looks like we definitely had multiple assailants, as shown here.” She went back and forth between the two photos to illustrate her point.
Brock looked over at Olivia. “Looks like your theory was right. We may have multiple suspects after all.”
Olivia’s heart sank. She had known logically that of course there had to be more than one assailant, but part of her had been hoping that it wasn’t true. She’d been hoping that there was only one monster capable of such horrific violence. But now they were forced to contend with the thought that even if they took down one, there would be more to find.
“How many do you think there are?” she asked.
“Five,” Rachel told her. “We’ve identified five distinct patterns.”
Olivia leaned back against the wall, taking it all in. Five assailants. She had expected more to take down two girls, but clearly, five had been sufficient. Five people willing to partake was bad enough, though. There were five people just walking around Beacon Hill, waiting for their next chance to strike. Why? What in the world could make them want to do such a thing?
“Did you find anything else of interest on the scene?” Brock asked Rachel. “Anything that might help to identify the killers?”
Rachel chewed her lip. “I’m not sure, really. I mean, they followed the pattern we’re used to. The removal of the tongue, the nose, eyes, ears, fingertips… they made quick work of it, as well. Like they were used to it. I guess it’s getting to the point now where it comes to them like second nature. But I still have no idea who we’re dealing with, or why they’re doing what they’re doing. I’m still struggling to sense the motive, too. All of the victims seem so different…”
Olivia’s chest felt heavy. It made it hard to breathe. She really needed to rest more than anything, but she doubted she’d get much sleep that night. Not when they now knew the threat was beyond just one person. They had at least five people to fear. It was like they were trying to wipe out the whole population.
“I think we’ve done what we can for today,” Brock said gently, sensing Olivia’s discomfort. “We’ve got a lot to think about. We should revisit this bright and early tomorrow, don’t you think?”
“Yes, I think that’s for the best,” Rachel said. “Thanks for coming in. I’ll see you both in the morning. I’m just going to finish up here.”
Brock and Olivia left Rachel in her office, returning in silence to the car. Olivia didn’t want to say it with Rachel around, but their job had just become twice as hard. They weren’t taking down a person anymore.
They were taking down a movement.
“Everyone is going to be talking about this,” Brock said as he drove them home. “The papers are going to create hysteria.”
“I don’t know about that,” Olivia said moodily. “Those people at the festival didn’t seem too concerned. I guess people believe they’re untouchable. Or maybe they think no one has a reason to want to kill them…”
“Maybe that’s the problem,” Brock murmured. “Maybe this isn’t as personal a killing as we think it is.”
Olivia nodded. It was certainly beginning to seem that way. What did the victims have in common? Not much at all. There were a few threads that they’d been tugging for days, but Olivia was starting to believe that none of them were connected.
Her thoughts wandered to Ron, Amos, Cyrus, and all the others they’d spoken to that day. There was certainly motive for some of them—but even then, only for the Wheeler sisters. How did the first two victims fit into the pattern? What possible motive could Ron have had for killing them, even without his alibi? And Amos was of such small stature that he certainly would have needed help to hold down and murder anyone, but again, what motive was there for it? How did the different spiritual practices of each group matter? And for that matter, what was the connection between these various groups that had been taking small amounts from each victim? Olivia had hoped to find some sort of connection at the festival, but in all the commotion she hadn’t been able to make any solid connections.
And then her thoughts turned toward the victim currently in the hospital now. Olivia could only hope she’d make it through. How did she fit into all this?
“We can only hope that tomorrow is better,” Brock said quietly.
“I’ve got everything crossed,” Olivia whispered.





 
From the edge of her vision, a group of five people approached, all of them wearing long black cloaks and hoods masking their faces. They were sexless, unrecognizable as individuals in the way they walked together. Their footsteps even seemed in sync. They proceeded in slow, deliberate movements from the woods out to the river.
Sadie and Sierra were laughing. They were merely sitting out at the river, relaxing as sisters do. They had their backs to the group and didn’t seem to notice them approaching. They continued laughing together, joined at the hip.
Olivia ran forward, her heart racing, desperate to warn them, but no sound came out.
The group descended upon them like a dark cloud. She felt like she was watching a horror movie right before her eyes. She tried to shout, to tell the girls to run, but it was like her mouth had been glued shut. She leaped forward to fight off the attackers, but her arms and legs moved like they’d been slathered in molasses. Her body was moving in slow motion, even as the scene before her proceeded at full speed.
Two of the group grabbed Sierra, and another two grabbed Sadie. They roughly clapped hands over their mouths and pulled their limbs aside so they couldn’t escape. Silently, they fought against their assailants, but to no avail.
She tried to shut her eyes, but they remained open. She had no choice but to watch in horror as the girls were wrestled to the ground. Then, she saw the fifth person brandishing a sharp knife, ready to get to work.
The person with the knife stood for a moment, looking down at Sierra. It was almost as though they were savoring the moment, relishing the fear and terror on her innocent face. Olivia felt a lump in her throat. What had she done to deserve such a fate, if anything at all? It was unthinkable.
Sierra let out a horrible shriek—and was then stopped short as blood spurted from her mouth. Olivia thought she might vomit. She turned away from the spectacle only to see Sadie there, blood streaming down her neck as the knife plunged into her again and again.
Olivia couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t avert her eyes. All she could do was watch as the four accomplices cruelly tossed the bodies into the river and set to work drawing the symbols in blood in the dirt.
They began to chant, as one voice: “Death is inescapable! I am your penance!”
The sound became a roar as five voices melded into one.
And then the one with the knife turned toward her. They raised the knife above their head, still dripping with the blood of those poor girls.
Olivia let out a scream.

She awoke with a start, her heart pounding and her breath coming in short, quick bursts. She closed her eyes again and forced the nightmare out of her vision, trying to steady her breath. She remembered the meditation techniques that Cyrus Lockwood had demonstrated for the group and focused on letting the tension out of herself. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.
It took a minute or two, but she finally got her heart rate under control and was able to open her eyes again. She glanced at the clock to see that it was six-thirty A.M. and she groaned. At least she’d slept through the night. But there was no way she’d be able to return to sleep now.
With Brock still sleeping on her sofa, she made coffee and tried to get her head around everything she’d seen the day before. The person in the cloak in the forest… if they were the killer, they’d been very busy. But they’d been alone near the park when they’d attacked the young woman, not with a group of maybe five others. Were they the brains behind the whole operation? Were they the one brandishing the knife, carving out people’s faces, and then leaving them to drown?
Brock joined Olivia in the kitchen, silently pouring himself some coffee from the pot. He didn’t seem his usual chipper self, and Olivia couldn’t blame him. The whole case was so dark and moving way too fast for her liking. If they didn’t catch the killer soon, they would leave Beacon Hill in tatters.
“Today will be better,” Olivia promised Brock. He nodded.
“I know. It’s just this case… it’s a lot. It gets me thinking about old cases. Times when I’ve failed. I don’t want that to happen here.”
Olivia frowned. She didn’t catch Brock talking about the past often. In fact, he remained firmly in the present most of the time. He hadn’t spoken much about his life before Belle Grove, before Olivia met him. The version of him that she knew was the one she saw in front of her and nothing else. He knew every nook and cranny of her tale, but what did she really know of his?
“What does it remind you of?” Olivia asked. He shook his head.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“You’re always telling me to be open,” Olivia pressed. “You don’t talk much about things before we met.”
“I save all of that for my therapist,” Brock said with a weary smile. “Besides, what is there to talk about? We all have our demons from past cases. There’s no need to dredge up the past all the time.”
“That’s basically all I do.”
Brock laughed it off. “Oh, you know what I mean. Some people like to talk about these things. I prefer to leave them where they belong. In the past.”
Olivia felt a surge of frustration move through her. She wasn’t sure why it bothered her so much. Part of what she liked most about Brock was the fact that he was easygoing, the complete opposite of her. But how could she know him properly if he wouldn’t let her? She felt like there was darkness buried in Brock’s past. Perhaps he wasn’t willing to talk about it, but she wanted to dig deeper, to see who he really was. Why did he have to make it so hard for her to do so?
She didn’t have any time to push it further, because her phone started buzzing with a call. It was a local number, and she knew it must be to do with the case. She glared at Brock.
“To be continued,” she warned him as she picked up the call. “Agent Knight speaking.”
“Agent…” a male voice said on the other end of the line. He sounded old, worn down, afraid. “I was given your number by Chief Collins. I believe I may have information for you about the case you’re working on.”
Olivia’s hopes shot up all of a sudden. Was it possible that they finally had a lead? She wanted to believe it wasn’t too good to be true. “Of course, sir. We are more than happy to come and speak with you. Can you tell us where we can find you?”
“Come to the Sunrise Ridge Center, just outside of Beacon Hill. We’ll be waiting for you. My name is Father Adler, I’m the director of the center. I will be the one to greet you when you arrive. And please come as soon as you can. I believe this information could be vital to your investigation.”
As the call ended, Olivia looked at Brock in excitement. He perked up a little at the sight of her expression.
“Is it good news?”
“I think so,” Olivia said. “We need to go to a place called the Sunrise Ridge Center. The director there thinks he has some information for us.”
“Then no time to waste. Let’s get there.”
They hit the road ten minutes later, barely awake and barely prepared for the day, but the buzz of some possible good news was enough to propel them toward their destination. Olivia almost forgot about their earlier conversation, putting Brock and his past into the back of her mind. She’d revisit it after the case, she promised herself. In the meantime, personal matters had no place in the forefront of her mind. Not her mother, not her friends, not anything.
Especially if she was about to catch a killer.
The Sunrise Ridge Center was a sight to behold. It was about a half hour’s drive out of town, surrounded by endless fields of corn and wheat in each direction, down a long dirt road and guarded by a large iron gate. The building itself looked like a massive dormitory, at least three or four stories high, and it was surrounded by a few stables, barns, and an extensive garden. The surrounding fields were full of sheep and horses grazing peacefully. They approached the courtyard to see groups of teenagers, mostly boys, engaged in various chores. Some were tending to the garden, some were feeding the animals, some were sweeping up the barn and tending to the house, overseen by adults wearing brown cloaks.
“Apparently this place is a center for troubled youth,” Brock explained as they parked and got out of the car. “They have some sort of program to keep kids out of trouble and teach them life skills.”
They approached the courtyard and caught sight of a balding man waiting outside of the front door, his face pale as though he’d seen a ghost and his hands tightly wrung in worry. He wore a brown cloak just like the other adults, almost like a monk.
Olivia wondered what horrors he’d encountered that made him think he had information. As awful as it might be, she intended to find out.
“Welcome, Agent Knight. Thank you for coming so quickly,” the man greeted them. “I’m Father Adler.”
“Hello, Father. This is my partner, Brock Tanner. We’re glad you called us.”
“I’m glad too. The burden of my suspicions is becoming heavy. Please, come inside. We have a lot to talk about.”
Olivia followed the man inside the huge brick building, feeling her heart beating hard in her chest. She felt like she was on the edge of a big discovery, and it excited her as much as it scared her.
They walked through several long, cold corridors, passing other teenagers tending to the housework as they went. Father Adler seemed jittery as he moved through the building, almost jumping at every sight. He ushered Olivia and Brock into a room guarded by a heavy wooden door, and they followed without question.
The room itself was cold, though not unwelcoming. The ceilings were tall and the exposed brick seemed old. Olivia felt like she was inside a castle of sorts.
In the middle of the room was a large wooden table surrounded by chairs. Father Adler took a seat and gestured for the others to do the same.
“I thought it was best for us to talk here alone,” Father Adler explained. “I know that some of my brothers here wouldn’t approve of me telling me what I’m about to share with you.”
“Why wouldn’t they?” Brock asked.
He sighed and tilted his head back and forth as if trying to figure out how best to word it. “Our guests here… well, frankly, many of them have a hard time. They come from broken families, they have horrible pasts, and unfortunately, too often that means they lash out against a world that doesn’t have any sympathy for them. They find themselves in the thrall of crime, or drugs, or trouble in school. Our job here is to take those troubled children under our wing. To give them the tools and resources to make meaningful changes in their lives and in this community. And we’ve had a lot of success in that.”
“But…” Olivia intuited.
Father Adler nodded. “But, unfortunately, not all of our guests find the lives they’ve been aspiring for while here at the Center. They are not failures, they are not lost… we believe in giving everyone second chances. Or third, fourth, fifth chances, if necessary. Too many of these young ones don’t have any family to turn to. They don’t have anyone to accept them. So we must do that.”
“That’s very noble,” Olivia said.
“Because of their backgrounds, our guests must know that we are a safe place. Even if we suspect them to have committed a crime, we cannot report them unless it happens with our direct knowledge. It is against our creed. But this…”
“Tell us what’s on your mind, and we will take care of the rest. No one needs to know that you spoke with us,” Olivia said gently. It seemed to ease Father Adler and he took a deep breath.
“Alright. As I mentioned, we sometimes have those who walk away from life here. As teenagers, we are entrusted with their care, but when they turn eighteen, we have no legal way of stopping them. They are always welcome to return, but unfortunately, not everyone finds their way back to us. There was one young man in particular, who left us some three years ago, that I have always thought about in his absence. He was brilliant. If he only applied himself, he could do great things for this community. For the world, maybe. I truly believe that.”
Olivia held her breath. She felt optimistic, but she had learned on the job never to raise her hopes too high. You never knew what might change in a moment.
“Tell us about him.”
“I took him under my direct tutelage. He was an orphan, but he was so capable. He had a way of viewing things, a perspective, that I’d never seen before. He excelled academically, he could reason circles around the brothers, and he moved through life like he had purpose. I was so proud of him. But there was a dark side to him as well. He was burdened with dark thoughts, and none of us could coax them out of him for good. He kept returning to thoughts of… well, death. I never saw anything directly, but the other brothers became suspicious of him. They claimed he was starting to manipulate his peers, to form gangs and groups designed to curry his favor. I had a hard time believing this, but I confronted him on it one day and he never denied it. He left on his own accord that night and never came back.”
“You think this man might be involved in the killings?” Brock asked. Father Adler pressed his lips together.
“I have my suspicions, and not without cause. Soon after he left, evidence came to light that he’d been influencing some of our younger guests. And that he’d even…” he took a deep breath. “He’d killed some of the sheep that we keep on the grounds. Tortured them cruelly, for no reason but for sport.”
Olivia and Brock let out a gasp.
“Some part of me knew he had the capability to do terrible things, though I never wanted to believe that of him. The signs were always there… but I can’t deny it anymore. And when I heard about a man in a cloak being involved in the killings… well, I admit, I thought of him. I thought perhaps he was trying to tarnish our good name. To mock us one final time. Wearing the cloak my brothers wear in these halls to do those terrible things.”
Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t considered that the robes might be those of a former monk. She had been too caught up in seeing signs of demons, of death, that it hadn’t crossed her mind. She leaned forward.
“We’re going to need something more solid than this if we’re going to get him for the killings,” she said. “Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything at all? Even if it seems insignificant, it might be a pathway toward evidence.”
Father Adler said nothing, looking visibly upset. Brock caught on to it and frowned at him.
“What aren’t you telling us, Father?”
Olivia could see the older man trembling. She knew then that he’d seen something that he found hard to speak of, something he didn’t want to talk about.
“It’s okay,” Olivia told him gently. “If you can tell us something about this man, you might save many, many lives. Wouldn’t you want that?”
Father Adler bowed his head and nodded slowly. Olivia could see that it was tearing him apart, talking ill of someone he once considered family. But she also knew that the sooner he spoke, the sooner the burden would be off his shoulders. The sooner he spoke, the more deaths they could prevent.
“He came to me… maybe a month ago,” Father Adler whispered. “He was out of sorts. He had this wild look in his eyes. He had walked through a storm to get to us. I could see that he had been suffering greatly since I last saw him. His face was sunken, his teeth rotting away. He was sick in the head, you understand? He hadn’t gotten the help he needed and it had taken a toll. So I wanted to help him. I wanted to welcome him back, to show him the path back to God. But all he wanted was to try and… convert me.”
“Convert you?” Olivia raised an eyebrow in concern. Father Adler looked truly afraid when he met her eyes.
“A lot of what he was saying didn’t make much sense. He kept referring to an ancient deity, one who would bring destruction and death to Earth. He said he’d found the one true god, and that he finally understood his purpose. His body was wrecked, but his voice was clearer than I’d ever heard it before. It was as if he had been taken over by some terrifying spirit. But what disturbed me the most were the words he said to me… and only now do I know that they would become his signature phrase.”
Olivia held her breath. She knew exactly what those words were, but she needed to hear them from Father Adler’s mouth. The final piece of the puzzle. Father Adler was trembling as he repeated the dark words.
“Death is inescapable… I am your penance.”
Olivia let out a breath. This was it. This was exactly what they needed to pin everything on the killer. Finally, they might have a handle on the case.
“Thank you, Father. You’ve given us what we really need,” Olivia said. Her heart was filled with genuine relief and respect for the man—and utter heartbreak at the turmoil of emotions he must be going through. They were going to get the killer. They were really going to get him.
Of course, there was more to it. They still needed solid proof, and they still needed to catch the other cronies, but they were close. Olivia knew it.
“We just need one more thing,” Brock said. “You need to give us his name.”
Father Adler took a deep breath. There were tears in his eyes. He didn’t want to give up his former protege. Olivia and Brock waited as patiently as they could for the man to work up the courage to tell them. He swallowed.
“His name… his name is Finlay Clarke. I have his old address here. I’m not sure if he’s still there, but that’s the place to start.”
His hands shook as he wrote down the address. Olivia felt impatient, desperate to go and get to Finlay before it was too late, but she waited while Father Adler wrote. He handed the note to her directly.
“Please… please treat him with as much kindness as you can muster,” he said gently. “He’s done terrible things, walked the wrong path, but please… don’t hurt him. He was like a son to me.”
“We have no choice but to take him in, Father,” Olivia said gently. “We have got to put a stop to this before he strikes again. Whatever it takes.”
Father Adler nodded, covering his mouth to try and mask his tears. Olivia wished they could stay and offer him some comfort, but they had a job to do. A killer to hunt down. As she stood up, she put a hand on Father Adler’s shoulder.
“Thank you so much. You might have saved a lot of lives today. I will be in touch once we’ve taken him in.”
With that, she and Brock were running back the way they came, back to the car. Olivia fumbled in her pocket for her phone to call Rachel. There was no time to waste.
“Hello?” Rachel asked as she picked up the call. Olivia was a little breathless.
“We think we have the killer. A man called Finlay Clarke. I’m about to send you his last known address. We need backup. Who knows who else is holed up there.”
“Okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can with a team. This is good news.”
“Let’s hope,” Olivia said before hanging up the call. As Brock drove them to the address, she forwarded it to Rachel and then tried her best to prepare herself for what might lie ahead. She checked her gun over, hoping she wouldn’t be forced to use it. If Finlay was willing to come quietly, they could avoid violence. That was what she wanted. Even after everything Finlay had allegedly done, he was clearly a disturbed man who never got the help he needed. Olivia didn’t want to kill anyone that day.
Not even a killer.





 
The sky seemed to darken as they drove, even though it was morning. It was like it knew what they were about to face. Olivia gripped her gun close to her and steeled herself mentally for whatever they might face. Who knew what Finlay might have in store for them. Olivia glanced at Brock and saw he was watching her too from the corner of his eye.
“You okay?” he asked. “It’s nerve-wracking, right?”
She nodded. “I just want this over with.”
“Me too. Let’s hope we’re about to close this.”
Finlay Clarke’s address loomed closer. Olivia concentrated on her breathing, feeling better with Rachel and her team on the way. She wondered whether the other people who had been present at the murders might also be onsite. She hoped so. She hoped she could catch them all in one go. They could give the people of Beacon Hill their lives back.
They turned into the street at the same time as Rachel’s car parked up outside the property. In moments, Olivia, Brock, Rachel, and the four other officers advanced on the house, holding their breaths and their guns at the ready. Olivia noticed that all of the curtains to the house were closed, so she had no idea whether Finlay was even home. Perhaps he’d sensed them coming and run for the hills. But as she moved toward the front door, she realized it was open, just a crack.
Bingo.
“I’ll lead the way,” Olivia whispered. “Rachel, if your team could look upstairs in case he’s hiding, we’ll take the bottom floor. The door’s open, so it looks like he might be prepared for us getting here. He might be armed. Everyone prepared?”
Everyone nodded and Olivia felt her heart pounding. This was it. This was really it. They were so close to victory she could almost taste it.
She looked left, then right, and then approached the front door cautiously. The officers fanned out, checking each window for movement.
“This is the FBI!” she called out. “We have you surrounded. Come out now with your hands up!”
There was no response.
“This is your final warning! Come out now or we’ll enter the premises!”
The only sound was of crickets somewhere in the distance.
Olivia took a breath and stepped toward the door, aiming her gun with steady hands. She raised her leg and kicked it open forcefully, and she darted inside—to be greeted by an empty house.
The home looked relatively normal. It was clean and tidy, though mostly bare. All the lights were off. She stepped cautiously through the entrance hall and into the adjoining living room. The others piled into the house, moving quickly and quietly. As Rachel’s team looked upstairs, Olivia led Brock and Rachel through the floorplan of the bottom floor, clearing each room. Kitchen, bathroom, office area. There was no sign that anyone had been in the house for some time, but otherwise, there was little out of the ordinary in the house.
Olivia glanced out of the window and saw that the back garden had a large shed sitting at the bottom of it. Her heart skipped a beat. Where better for a killer to hide the darker side of their life, to bury away all of their demons? No guest ever goes to a house and heads into the shed… suddenly, she was sure of it. Finlay was in there, and maybe it was where he kept some of his darkest secrets.
“Outside,” Olivia whispered to Brock and Rachel. They nodded in agreement and flanked her as she slowly unlocked the back door, hoping not to make too much noise. They had announced their presence and come in quickly, but there was still the possibility that the killer in the shed—if he was in the shed—would not sense their presence until it was too late.
Each step toward the garden shed felt like walking a mile. Olivia could feel fear getting the better of her. She didn’t want to come face to face with a killing maniac, but she had no choice. She had to be the one to end it all.
She could hear something inside the shed. Moaning of some sort. It sounded like a wounded animal. She aimed her gun, preparing herself for whatever she might find as she came to a stop outside the shed. She took one deep breath, checked Rachel and Brock were ready to cover her, and then flung open the door.
And inside, she saw right into the eye of hell.
She almost recoiled, horrified. On the floor in the middle of the shed was who she assumed was Finlay, crouched over. He was the source of the moaning, but as he looked up at her, he smiled with bloodied teeth, crimson lips. On the walls around him were the very same symbols that they’d seen in the crime scenes, the very same ones that had haunted her nightmares, the ones so peculiar and chilling that Olivia could never mistake them. They were painted in blood, but the surprising thing was that they seemed to be fresh.
And Finlay was the one bleeding.
“Stay where you are, Finlay,” Olivia said, aiming her gun straight at his head. “We know what you did. Is there anyone else here?”
Finlay let out a strange moan, somewhere between a chortle and a cough. Blood bubbled at his lips. Olivia watched in horror as he made a snipping motion with his fingers close to his mouth. And then, she saw the pair of scissors on the floor, coated in blood. With a bloodied smile, Finlay opened the palm of his other hand to show Olivia something.
To show her what was left of his tongue.
Olivia couldn’t understand what she was seeing. The killer was in the process of mutilating himself? Did he regret the endless cycle of death? Was he planning to end it all himself, to do to himself what he’d done to his victims? She didn’t understand, but she never would now. He’d cut out his own tongue. He’d never be able to tell them what had happened.
And maybe that was exactly the point.
Olivia took a step back in disgust. Finlay knew his guilt, but he was too much of a coward to ever say it aloud. Still, she had almost everything she needed to get him locked up forever.
“This man needs medical care,” she stated calmly. “Let’s see what we can do for him… and then we can see about getting him a cell.”
Olivia didn’t take her eyes off him for a second as Finlay rocked himself on the ground in a pool of his own blood. Olivia knew she was looking directly at a madman, and she felt cold to her core. But she also had the distinct feeling that if Finlay was prepared for their arrival, then that meant he had a tip from someone else. And if that was the case, then the case was far from over. Finlay’s network of cruelty was still out there, maybe still plotting to kill. She had cut one head off the snake by capturing him, but she was sure another head would soon grow in its place.
“Olivia, look,” Brock called over to her.
On the wall was another message written in blood. But it was not the same as at the other crime scenes.
“Avenge me, brothers,” she whispered.
She could already feel their victory slipping through her fingers.





 
Finlay Clarke was going away for the rest of his life. That much was clear to Olivia as she searched the shed and found his bloodstained cloak, coated in blood that she was sure would reveal to be of the victims after a DNA test. She also discovered some photographs from the pool killing on Finlay’s phone after a deep dive, placing him on the scene.
But Olivia wasn’t satisfied. Because even though she’d caught one member of the group involved in the killings, she knew there were at least four others out there waiting to be caught. Perhaps they were still plotting to kill, figuring out their next victim. They were safe in the knowledge that Finlay wouldn’t talk, and the police had no further leads on the accomplices. In some ways, it was like Olivia was back to square one.
There was still so much Olivia couldn’t understand. She knew, just by the height of Finlay, that he wasn’t the person who had delivered letters around the town. He also hadn’t been confirmed to be present on every crime scene, only the first. Olivia wasn’t even sure if he’d been there when the twins were killed, despite all the evidence they’d managed to collect from the scene. Could he have been the person she saw at the park, the one who left behind the victim still recovering from a coma? It was torture, knowing there were still so many blind spots in the case.
And then there was all of the stuff that Finlay would never tell them. The ancient religion that Father Adler mentioned, possibly his motive for the whole thing. It seemed to make sense to Olivia that he was driven by something like that, given the strange symbols and the town’s history of unusual beliefs, but she still didn’t know exactly what the religion was or where it had come from. Was their theory about the other religious traditions being punished being confirmed?
Or was it another dead end?
“Cheer up, Olivia. This is a win,” Brock told her as they headed to the diner to get a cup of coffee. “I know it’s not the neat little conclusion we wanted, but it’s something. We’re better off than we were yesterday.”
“I know, I know. And I’m glad we caught him. He’s clearly responsible for at least some of this. But I just get the feeling that he’s a pawn in all of this. That we’re missing something big.”
“Well, Rome wasn’t built in a day. And a murderous group of psychopaths can’t be caught in a day, either. They’re smart. That’s something we’re not really giving them credit for. Finlay might have gotten sloppy, but the others? They’re meticulous in their approach. We’re going to have to outsmart them.”
“Right. Easier said than done.”
“You’re the smartest person I know, Olivia. Have some faith.”
Olivia’s mouth twitched into a smile. Brock nudged her arm gently.
“There she is.”
Five minutes later, with two coffees in front of them, Olivia and Brock scoured a list of the events that had happened since the case started, trying to match Finlay to each of them.
“Okay, so we have him at the rec center, but not necessarily at the killings of Erik Benson or the twins. We don’t have any evidence to suggest he was the one delivering those flyers over on Rosedale Street. We think it might have been him at the festival the other day because of the cloak, but we don’t have any evidence to back it up. And since Finlay has no means to tell us the truth, we might be at a dead end there.”
“He could write down a confession,” Brock offered, but Olivia shook her head.
“He won’t. If this is motivated by a deep, religious conviction, there’s nothing we can do to coax it out of him. He’s a true believer. We could try, but I get the feeling he’d rather die for his beliefs than give up his companions.”
“You may be right there,” he admitted.
“If only Jenny would wake up, we could ask her about it,” Olivia sighed. The woman in the coma had been identified by one of her friends as Jenny Haber, a local girl who had clearly been in the wrong place at the wrong time. They hadn’t managed to make any connection between her and the other victims. Nobody knew her religious affiliations, and she seemingly had no bank records detailing mysterious monthly charges like the others did. There seemed to be no reason for her to end up half dead near an abandoned park, her head bludgeoned by something heavy.
“I’m not sure it is a match, anyway. If he was trying to kill Jenny, then why didn’t he do all the weird stuff that went on at the other scenes?” Brock pondered. “And another thing—why didn’t he finish the job? It doesn’t seem like them to leave a victim alive, even if they’re severely injured.”
“I don’t know. Perhaps he was rushed for time? Or perhaps he just wanted to prove what he was capable of. You remember the way he stood there, watching us… it was like he wanted us to know he was there. I’m convinced it must be him. How many people do we know who walk around in cloaks, looking like the Grim Reaper?”
Brock hummed in agreement, taking a sip of coffee. And just like that, they were lost again. Nothing was adding up the way that Olivia had hoped. She wanted solid answers, but they were evading her once again.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she immediately took out her phone. It was Rachel.
“Hey,” she said as she picked up. “Everything okay?”
“There was an attempt on Jenny Haber’s life in the early hours of this morning,” Rachel said quickly. Olivia’s heart skipped several beats. Finlay was barely locked in his cell and they were already dealing with the killers again?
“Is she okay?”
“She’s okay. Several nurses on duty caught someone sneaking into her room with a knife. They sounded an alarm and before the man could act, he ran for it. It sounds like we got a lucky escape this time. I’ve placed several officers at the hospital to keep an eye out for trouble, and we’ve moved her to a more secure room, but my ranks are already spread thin. This is bad, Olivia. This definitely doesn’t end with Finlay Clarke, that much is obvious now. Someone is scared of Jenny talking, of giving them away. We need to get her testimony, and fast.”
“Agreed. Let’s just hope she wakes up soon, and that she remembers something from the scene. Is there anything we can do?”
Rachel sighed. “Keep doing what you’re doing, I guess. You got the first one. You’ll get the rest, I know it. It’s just… it’s all happening so fast.”
“I know. It’s worrying, for sure. But we’ll get there. We’ll figure it out.”
“Thanks, Olivia. I’ll talk to you later.”
As they ended the call, Brock peered at Olivia in concern. She sighed.
“Someone tried to sneak into Jenny’s room and kill her.”
“God, these people don’t mess around, do they? We’ve barely had time to have a full eight hours of sleep and they’re back to it again? These people need a hobby.”
Olivia shook her head. “This is madness. They’re moving so fast. This is what makes me think there are more than just five of them. It feels like a whole unit of people working together. I don’t want to believe that. The thought scares me, to be honest. But it seems like the most likely explanation.”
Olivia took out a tattered old book from her purse and put it on the table. Brock peered at it in confusion.
“What’s that?”
“Maybe nothing,” Olivia told him. “I found it in Finlay’s weird little killer’s shrine. Don’t worry, I already lifted prints. I thought maybe it was a journal, but if it is, it’s in some strange code. I tried to make some sense of it last night, but tiredness got the better of me. Maybe there’s something in here we can use. If it is a journal, then maybe everything we need to know about the killings is in here somewhere.”
Brock opened the book tentatively, flicking through a few pages. His frown deepened.
“Well, you weren’t joking. I think some of it is in English, but the writing is so sloppy that I can’t tell what it says. And then the rest… well, I have no idea about the rest. You think maybe this might help unlock those weird symbols at the scene?”
“I did think about handing it over to a specialist at the Bureau, but I wanted to check it out first. I feel like there’s something in here that’s just staring us in the face. Something obvious. Maybe we just have to be as literal as possible. Let’s look at the symbols and write down what we think they mean.”
“Alright, but this guy was no artist. I mean, what is that meant to be? A camel?”
“Maybe. Write it down. Perhaps it’s some kind of riddle. He seems like the sort of person who would do something as maddening as make up his own secret code that no one else can understand, right? Let’s be creative here. See what we come up with.”
But even creative thinking couldn’t make sense of the code in the book. Olivia and Brock pored over the book for several hours, forcing themselves to see images in the symbols and jotting down the words that came to mind. But by the time they were done, all they had was a bunch of words that seemingly had no connection to one another.
“I don’t want to be a pessimist, Olivia, but I don’t see how a cradle relates to a crocodile. Or a foot to the sun.”
Olivia sighed in frustration. “Me neither. I was just really hoping we could glean something from this before we hand it over to Quantico. It feels like this is the one thing we have to cling on to right now.”
Brock echoed her sigh with one of his own. “Well, we gave it our best shot. I’ll call for someone to come and collect it.”
As Brock went outside to make the call, Olivia sighed and stared at the pages once again until they blurred before her eyes. She was so frustrated that she wanted to tear the whole thing to shreds.
“What were you trying to tell us, Finlay?” she murmured. “What madness have you unleashed on these pages?”
Olivia’s phone buzzed again on the table, and she saw that it was Rachel again. More bad news, she supposed. She picked up the call.
“Hey.”
“Hey. Good news. Jenny just woke up.”





 
The familiar rush of adrenaline flooded Olivia’s veins as she walked through the pristine hospital corridors. She didn’t want to get her hopes up again after the disappointment of Finlay’s capture, but they finally had a witness. Someone had tried to kill Jenny Haber in cold blood, and Olivia was determined to find out who it was.
When she entered Jenny’s hospital room, she was sitting up in bed, looking even paler than when Olivia had found her half-dead. The bandage covering the wound on her head was stained red with blood, and the bruises all over her face were aggressively purple, but to Olivia’s relief, Jenny appeared to be okay. She was lying back in her bed, drinking cold water from a straw out of a clear plastic bottle.
Jenny’s eyes fell upon Olivia and Brock. Even through the bruises, her eyes perked up.
“Are you the people who saved me? The ones who got me help?”
“We found you, yes. We’re glad to see you’re okay,” Brock said gently. Jenny’s eyes filled with tears.
“I thought… I thought I was going to die.”
“That’s not going to happen any time soon,” Olivia assured her, taking a seat on one of the chairs beside the bed. “But we’ve got a problem on our hands. I’m sure you’ve heard about the killings going on around town. We think you might be the victim of the same people who killed four other citizens of Beacon Hill. We’re FBI agents and we’re hoping to find something solid to help us get to the bottom of this. So anything you can tell us about the night you were attacked… it would be very helpful to us.”
Jenny scrunched her eyes closed. “I don’t want to think about it. I never want to think about that night ever again.”
“We understand,” Brock told her, sitting on the other side of the bed. “But this is important. I’m sure you can understand that. You might be able to help us catch a group of killers. You are the only witness we have to any of the crimes so far. We’re trying to stop them before they strike again, and we need your help.”
“As soon as you’ve told us everything you know, you never have to speak about what happened ever again,” Olivia promised her. Jenny swallowed.
“Okay. Okay, I can do this. But just once. I can’t talk about it again. It might end me.”
Olivia nodded, waiting for Jenny to talk in her own time. Jenny took a deep breath and it looked like a considerable effort for her frail body.
“So… I guess it started when I met someone as I was walking home from Shabbat one morning. I never did get his name, but as I was coming out of a service a couple weeks ago, he started chatting to me. He wanted to know about my work for our synagogue’s charity organization, and he seemed really interested in me. So he convinced me that I should go with him to some kind of meeting, saying we had a lot in common. He gave me an address to meet at and said he’d see me there, but he wasn’t there.”
“What did this man look like?” Brock asked, taking out his notepad to write down some details. Jenny flinched, her eyes squinting a little.
“It’s… it’s hazy. I’m sorry, I think the blow to my head has made it difficult to remember some things. It’s like everything’s shrouded in this… fog.”
“That’s okay. We can come back to that if you remember more,” Olivia said. “So what happened when you went to this meeting? And where was it, can you remember?”
Jenny chewed her lip. “The meeting seemed… okay. Everyone there was friendly, but I quickly realized that the people there were trying to convert me somehow. Trying to convince me to turn away from Judaism. But it wasn’t Christianity. It was something else.”
“To a new religion?” Olivia asked curiously. She recalled Father Adler telling them about Finlay’s strange religion and wondered if this was their path toward the truth.
Jenny nodded.
“They had ideas of their own, ideas of their own God, but a lot of it didn’t really make any sense and I ended up switching off. I knew it wasn’t for me, and I thought it didn’t matter to my life, you know? I saw no point in listening, so I don’t know how much I can tell you about it, honestly.”
“Why did you stay?”
“They had food there,” she shrugged. “I’m a student. I can’t exactly be picky when a place offers free food. But the whole thing just didn’t feel right. So after the meeting, I just grabbed my bag, one slice of pizza, and left. I had nothing keeping me there.”
“So… so you think you angered someone at the organization by snubbing their faith?”
Jenny shook her head. “No, it wasn’t that. I don’t think they have a very high success rate at recruiting. There were maybe four or five others like me there, people who were being ‘recruited’, but I doubt they managed to turn anyone to their beliefs. I guess they must be used to it. It was what happened after that terrified me…”
Jenny took a deep breath, tears pricking her eyes. Olivia patted her arm gently.
“It’s okay. You’re safe here.”
Jenny nodded, composing herself. She took another deep breath.
“I… when I got home, I realized I’d taken the wrong bag. It was the same backpack as mine, but it didn’t have my stuff in it. It was late, but I didn’t want someone to be without their things—the bag had some personal items in it, and I thought the owner might miss it. And I needed my stuff back for school. So my first thought was to go back to the place of the meeting. I drove over there and arrived at eleven thirty-three. I distinctly remember looking at the clock in my car, so I know that was the time.”
“That’s really good, Jenny. That might be useful,” Brock nodded, as he jotted it down.
“There were still lights on in the house where the meeting was held,” Jenny whispered. “It’s on the edge of town, so there weren’t many other houses in the area. I remember feeling… well, I felt a bit weird. It was so dark and I was about to head into a stranger’s house late at night. It took me a while to get up the courage to approach the house. But when I did, I saw something through the window.”
Jenny swallowed; her eyes glazed over as though she was reliving the moment again. “I saw, through the window, there was a woman. She was sitting on the same chair I’d been sitting on earlier that evening. An old, wooden rocking chair. Except… except… she wasn’t just sitting there. She was tied to it. I—I think she was dead already.”
Olivia’s ears pricked up. So there was someone else who had fallen victim to the strange goings-on in the town. A victim they didn’t know about yet. Who was the woman? Why was she dead, tied to a chair in the home of someone claiming to be from a religious organization?
“Did you recognize the woman?”
Jenny shook her head, biting her lip to stop the tears from falling. “I’d never seen her before. She wasn’t at the meeting earlier that night. But I’ll never forget her face. She had blonde hair, a long bob. Her eyes were closed, but she had this beauty mark on her cheek that made her look so glamorous. She was this beautiful woman, but I could see there was no life inside her. I don’t know how she died, I couldn’t see any injuries on her body. Not until afterward.”
“Afterward?” Brock asked in alarm. Jenny’s lip was trembling.
“There were these… people. I don’t know who they were. Maybe they were the people from the meeting, I’m not sure. They were wearing long black robes with a red serpent embroidered on the back of them.”
“Serpents?” Olivia repeated. She had known there was some significance to snakes all along. It seemed that life kept turning her back toward them. The snake symbol on the festival tent, the message from her mother… what did it all mean?
“Yeah, red snakes. I remember thinking it was so strange that they were all wearing the same thing. Like, who does that? They were so creepy. Their hoods were covering their faces and they were chanting… chanting awful things, things that didn’t sound like any language I’ve ever heard. And then they kept saying something else too…”
“Death is inescapable. I am your penance,” Olivia whispered. Jenny’s eyes widened.
“Yes. That was exactly it. God, just hearing it again… I feel sick.” The girl squeezed her eyes shut. “They wouldn’t stop saying it. And I just stood there. I was frozen. I didn’t know what to do. They had their backs to me and I just kept watching them through that window. I didn’t think they’d… I—I—didn’t think they’d start to… mutilate her.”
Olivia’s stomach churned in discomfort. She knew how the rest of the event would unfold without Jenny saying a word. She knew if they ever found the body of that poor woman that she would have half of her face removed, her fingertips sliced off, and her palms split open. Jenny was openly crying now, but she tried to rush on through her tears.
“They cut her face. I watched them do it. I didn’t know what else to do. I wanted to leave, but—but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. And the worst part was, she couldn’t fight back. She was just limp while they did it. Unable to save herself. She was already gone, but it was so horrible. I couldn’t see who the people were in the window but they definitely had one leader. The others… they watched, and they chanted, and they enjoyed it all. And I don’t know how to explain it, but I felt like I was one of them. Because I was there when I shouldn’t be, but I was seeing everything through the same lens as they were. I had a front-row seat. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to get that image from my head. And yet, I still couldn’t look away…”
“There was nothing you could’ve done for her. She was already gone,” Olivia soothed her. Jenny whimpered, wiping her face on her sleeve.
“I told myself that. I did. And then I thought… I thought, there’s something I can do. I can get justice for this woman. So I tried to call the cops, but my phone couldn’t connect the call. I was scared. It suddenly became evident to me that if I was caught outside the house, I’d end up like her. So I panicked. I tried to run back to my car, but I tripped on a plant pot outside the house. I made a lot of noise, and… well, they heard me, of course. I was dazed. I felt like I was moving in slow motion. I tried to get to my feet, but my legs were like jelly. And when the door to the house opened, I saw death staring me in the eyes. I thought maybe I deserved to die for watching it happen.”
Olivia listened to Jenny babbling in concern. The girl seemed to be allowing her anxiety to get the better of her, but Olivia could do nothing but provide a sympathetic ear. They had to find out what had happened.
“I managed to get up and I ran to the car. Someone was chasing me. One of the cloaked figures,” Jenny continued, her breathing labored. “I got to the car, but I… I couldn’t open the door and they grabbed me for a moment. It was all a blur. I don’t know how I got away. It was like these survival instincts just took over me and I managed to get inside the car. I drove away as fast as I could. I knew… I knew that I’d defied death. I knew I had to go straight to the police. So that’s what I did.”
“You spoke to the Beacon Hill PD?” Brock asked, glancing at Olivia. She was confused too. Why was it that they hadn’t been informed of Jenny’s story before? Why were they only just hearing about it now?
“Yes,” Jenny said, her tone suddenly cold. “But I didn’t have much luck with them.”
“Is that so?” Brock asked, folding his arms. “What happened?”
“Well, I told them my story. Granted, I was a little hysterical… I’m not exactly sure what I told them. But they weren’t convinced, clearly, because they sent me away.”
Olivia knew there must be something that Jenny was leaving out of the story, whether deliberately or not. After the blow to the head she’d received, it was natural if she didn’t remember all of the details.
“Jenny, I have to ask… is there a reason that they would dismiss your story? Have you had run-ins with the police before?”
Jenny hung her head, chewing the inside of her cheek. “I knew this would come up. Yes, I have. There have been several… incidents.”
“Would you mind sharing those with us?”
Jenny sniffed. “I… over the years, I’ve been in some trouble before. I’ve been down to the station more than once and made false statements. Not on purpose, I swear. You see, I’m schizophrenic. Before I was diagnosed, before I got the meds I needed to level me out, I used to see and hear things that I was certain were true, but of course, the police didn’t take me seriously after some of my prior statements. I know what they think of me in this town. I’m the crazy Jewish girl who sees things that aren’t there. And all of a sudden, I show up at the police station in the middle of the night with a wild story about an evil cult and a dead woman tied to a chair… of course they didn’t believe me.”
Olivia exhaled, sitting back in her chair. It was a lot to take in. It seemed their very first possible witness was an unreliable narrator. That was the last thing she needed.
But Jenny’s face was distraught as she grabbed Olivia’s hand.
“I swear, my story is true. Why else would they come back to finish me off?” she insisted. “Why else would that man in the cloak hunt me down and do this?” She gestured up to her bloodied face. Olivia nodded.
“You saw me on the edge of the park. I went there to go to the festival. I wanted to warn my friend Lauren. I found out that she also went to one of those meetings. I wanted to warn her that something wasn’t right, that there were people up to bad things behind the scenes. But before I could get to her, I was grabbed and knocked down. I swear, I didn’t make it up. They saw me and they wanted to silence me.”
“She’s got a point,” Brock told Olivia. “Unless the story was true, what other reason would someone have to hurt her? And we saw the cloaked figure with our own eyes. How could she make that up when she’s just woken up from a coma?”
Olivia nodded. She felt cruel for dismissing Jenny so quickly after she’d admitted her schizophrenia, but Olivia knew they had to be sure before they trusted her. They could only with facts, not fiction.
“So the police never investigated your claims?”
“That’s just it. They did, briefly. They told me that they’d been to the house and found it completely clean. There was no sign of blood or a dead body. There was no rocking chair to be found anywhere. And my bag, which I never got back… that was gone too.”
“What about the bag you took by mistake?”
“I… I think I dropped it when I was getting away. I lost track of it at some point. But you believe me, right?”
Olivia didn’t want to answer that question. She was angry that the police hadn’t done a proper investigation, but she knew that they were already dealing with bigger issues. A seemingly false claim from a young woman who could’ve made up the story based on what she’d seen in the papers? That wasn’t something to be taken seriously.
And yet, Olivia didn’t want to believe she was lying or confused. She wanted to believe her story was true.
“Maybe… maybe I am crazy,” Jenny whispered to herself. “Maybe I made it all up. I don’t know. I feel so fuzzy right now. Like none of this is real. Can you get a doctor for me? I don’t feel so good.”
“Sure we can,” Brock said, getting to his feet. He put a hand on Jenny’s shoulder. “But don’t say that about yourself. We believe you. You’ve been a big help. Thank you for your honesty, Jenny.”
“Before we go, do you have the address of this house?” Olivia asked cautiously. “I think I want to go and check it out myself.”
Jenny nodded enthusiastically, looking grateful that she wasn’t being dismissed yet again. Olivia handed her a notebook and pen, watching Jenny struggle to write the address down coherently. Her shaky handwriting was barely legible, but she was sure she’d figure it out. Beacon Hill wasn’t a big place. If Jenny’s story was true, then the house wasn’t exactly going to be hidden away.
The killer couldn’t hide either.
Olivia and Brock walked out of the room side by side. Brock sighed.
“Poor girl. What a mess. We really need to bring this up with Rachel. It’s not acceptable how she was treated.”
“I know. It wouldn’t surprise me that a small-town cop like this would dismiss her story, though. They’re in the middle of a horrible case and someone who has fed them false information in the past tried to get involved? I can’t blame them for not taking it very far, especially if they found the scene to be clean, but that doesn’t excuse that whoever took her statement apparently never brought it up to Rachel or to us.”
Brock nodded. “We should take a look at that house ourselves, see what we can find.”
Olivia felt her phone vibrating in her pocket and took it out. It was Rachel. Olivia picked up the call.
“Hey, Olivia. How did it go with Jenny?”
“She had some interesting things to tell us,” Olivia told her, trying to keep it vague. She didn’t want to talk about Jenny’s accusations against the police right then. She had bigger fish to fry. “How’re things going on your end?”
“Not so hot. We’ve got trouble.”
Olivia took a deep breath. “Okay. What happened now?”
“Finlay Clarke was found dead in his cell. He killed himself.”





 
“This is my least favorite part of any case,” Brock grumbled as he sifted through a bunch of financial records. “If I wanted to become an accountant then I wouldn’t have joined the Bureau, would I?”
Olivia smirked as she examined the paper in her hand. She, on the other hand, didn’t mind this kind of work. They were searching through Finlay Clarke’s financial records, looking for anything strange that might help them in the case. Now that he was dead, the best they could hope for was a breakthrough in the things he’d left behind. She found the work to be easy, but also rewarding. There was no creative thought needed when trawling someone’s bank account, looking for patterns and logic. It allowed her to take a step back from all the madness for a while.
“You can leave it to me if you want. You can find something else to do.”
“Nah. Then who would keep you entertained? Besides, this is so boring that it might actually send me to sleep. Then I might actually get some shut-eye.”
Olivia offered Brock a sympathetic smile. She knew that he was usually out like a light the second his head hit the pillow, but she sensed that, like her, he was struggling to nod off with a serial killer on the loose. It was impossible not to feel uneasy, especially since they thought they’d caught the killer for a brief moment.
And loose end after loose end seemed to be following them around. After scouting out the address that Jenny had sent them to, they found nothing but an empty house covered in dust, with no trace of blood or gore anywhere on the property. The house was allegedly still owned by the family of a man who had been dead for three years, but none of them had been in Beacon Hill for years. In other words, the house had been abandoned, but it was clear to Olivia that someone had been using it for their own means.
They hadn’t gotten very far in trying to identify who the woman Jenny saw in the house might be, either. They’d been trawling missing persons reports for hours, looking for a woman with blonde hair and a beauty mark, but none of the descriptions matched anyone who had been reported missing in the area. Olivia thought there were only two likely explanations. Either the woman was a close friend of the killers before her death, and they were the only people likely to report her missing.
Or Jenny had lied to them.
But there was something that Olivia couldn’t help coming back to as she looked through Finlay’s bank statements. The same monthly transaction cropped up again and again, the same as Freedom or The Quake or Sigils. But this time, there were two differences: first, the organization this time around was called Tenth. And second, not only had Finlay made payments to Tenth on several occasions, but he had also received payouts from Freedom several times—in the amount of thirteen hundred and thirteen dollars.
Olivia couldn’t understand it. What was the significance of the number that seemed to crop up in several groups that seemed somehow to be connected?
“We need to get to the bottom of this thing with all these payments,” Olivia said to Brock. “Freedom. The Quake. Sigils. Tenth. They’ve got to be connected. I want to know exactly what the deal with each of these organizations is, seeing as we can’t seem to find a crumb of information online. They seem to be charities helping the people of this area, but I can’t seem to find anything about them.”
Brock nodded. “What if we tried the library?”
The kindly librarian greeted them warmly and asked how little JJ was doing on his project as they entered the building.
“He’s doing great, isn’t he dear?” Brock asked with a sly smile. Olivia rolled her eyes.
“We’re actually here for the newspaper archive,” she told the woman.
The librarian nodded and led the way. Once she bustled off back to the front counter, they set to work spreading out the stack of papers and hunting for any evidence of a charity event, fundraiser… anything that could prove the existence of any of these organizations.
Olivia got out her phone and searched for Freedom once again. All that was left of the website was the message they had read before about shutting their doors, but she wondered if they could narrow down their search by finding the date of any events the group may have put on.
The only results she could find were vague and several years out of date, but she noticed an old blog that mentioned the group’s monthly fundraisers.
“Try a paper that would have reported on something happening on the thirteenth of the month. So not that day, but the next morning,” she offered.
Brock shuffled through his stack and then picked one up. “October fourteenth of last year,” he stated. He flicked through it briefly and then pointed at an article buried in the Local section. “Here.”
Finally, they had confirmation of the group’s existence. The article itself was merely a blurb stating that the monthly event had raised money for local groups but didn’t go into much detail or state anything else about them.
“Well, it’s a start.”
Olivia grabbed another paper, this one several years old, and found a similar blurb. It was much the same as the first article they’d found, but her heart picked up when she realized something: this time, there were pictures.
“Brock, come here,” she said, scanning the pictures intently. People were smiling and laughing at some dinner event, shaking hands, and speaking on stage, but there was no one she recognized, and no captions to explain who they might be.
And then she saw him.
“Is that… is that Cyrus Lockwood?”
She had flipped the page to another photograph, that all of the major donors to the charity. Front and center stood a slightly younger Cyrus, with a pair of adults who Olivia thought must be his parents, given their resemblance. Brock had crossed the table to get a look at the image on her phone.
“That’s him, no doubt. So Cyrus Lockwood is involved in Freedom.”
“Do you remember what he said at the festival? His parents helped found it with the help of several local organizations,” Olivia told him. “We already know Freedom is somehow connected to the Quake. And I would bet Sigils and Tenth are also connected.”
Brock nodded. “But what do they really do?” he pondered. “Why have so many different names for the same organization?”
“Money laundering?” Olivia offered. Brock sighed.
“You think Cyrus Lockwood seems the type?”
“I don’t know,” Olivia murmured. “But I do know that we have to find out what these people are up to. They seem to be everywhere, it’s too much of a coincidence. But before we speak to him, I want to chase up Cyrus’ financial records. I suspect they’ll be very telling.”
A few hours later, with all the ammunition Olivia needed, they headed into Beacon Hill to speak with Cyrus Lockwood. Olivia’s jaw was tense as Brock drove them to his home address. She had thought at first that he was just some hokey yoga instructor, but now that they’d found him, it was like his veneer of peace and tranquility had been stripped away. The things they’d found in their deep dive made Olivia think that something not so innocent was going on behind the scenes, and Olivia felt sure that Cyrus would have the answers to her many questions.
Olivia was a little surprised when they pulled up in front of Cyrus’ house. It was a beautiful three-story house in the nicest part of town. Every house on the row was neat and tidy, perfectly kept in the pristine ideal of the American dream. Olivia had expected something a little more hippie-ish from Cyrus, but as they approached the house, she saw through the window that the house was full of people milling around, talking, playing instruments, and laughing. It looked less like a house inside and more like a community center, there were that many people. Brock checked his watch.
“A party? At four in the afternoon?”
Olivia shrugged. “Maybe rich people don’t have anything better to do. Especially when they’re living off very charitable donations.”
“Let’s give Cyrus a chance to explain himself first, yeah? We’re questioning him, not accusing,” Brock reminded her.
“I’d rather accuse him,” Olivia grumbled as she knocked on the door. She wasn’t in the mood to play nice, especially because she knew she’d have a hard time getting straight answers out of a sly fox like Cyrus.
When the door opened, it wasn’t Cyrus on the other side, but rather a young woman with very flushed cheeks. She grinned at them.
“Are you here to join us?” she asked. Brock folded his arms.
“Actually, we’re here to see Cyrus Lockwood. Could you find him for us?”
The woman shrugged and then turned around and called out for Cyrus. Around her, the party continued to flow. People were dancing and laughing, and the place was beautifully decorated with tasteful décor and lit candles to mask the stench of alcohol. No one there seemed concerned at the appearance of two FBI agents, and Olivia wondered just how much substances were being consumed among the partiers—legal or otherwise.
It was several minutes later when Cyrus eventually appeared. He had a steadier air to him than the other guests, his eyes crystal clear as he smiled at them.
“Hello again. Agents Knight and Tanner, right? I never forget a face. Welcome to my home. Can I get either of you a drink?”
“It’s a little early for the hard stuff, isn’t it?” Brock asked. Cyrus shrugged with a smile.
“Well, there’s a curfew, right? Sundown is the new midnight. But I suspect you’re not here for a drink in any case, are you? Come upstairs. We’ll go to my office.”
Olivia didn’t want to go anywhere with Cyrus in the middle of his weird party, but she knew she had no choice. She followed him up the stairs, stepping over and past several people sitting on them, drinking something with a strong smell like nail varnish. Cyrus didn’t seem fazed by the fact there were so many people in his house, and he greeted each of them as he passed them. Brock and Olivia exchanged a look. They were both clearly thinking about the fact that Cyrus had a lot of fans. It wasn’t going to be easy to take him down for any illegal activity he might be up to with such a strong shield of friends in the town.
Cyrus ushered the pair of them into his office and shut the door. A stunning, ornate oak desk was pushed against the window with a view of the neighborhood, and there were several plush chairs next to tall bookcases. It was the kind of home office Olivia had always dreamed of having, and another twist of the knife in her stomach as she glared at Cyrus. He was getting away with stealing from charity funds and living a life of luxury. It made her anger almost bubble over.
“So. You two are searching for a killer. Should I be offended that you’ve shown up on my doorstep?” Cyrus started with an easy smile. Olivia gritted her teeth. He was really pushing her to the edge.
“You tell us,” Brock said, raising an eyebrow. “We’ve been doing a little investigating into the charity, Freedom. It seems that some of the victims have affiliation with the group.”
“Well, it’s a local charity,” Cyrus said dismissively. “It’s a small town. Is that so unusual?”
“Perhaps you could let us finish before you begin your defense,” Olivia growled. Cyrus looked mildly amused by her response.
“Alright then. Continue.”
“Not only did we discover links to the victims, but also to one of the killers that we captured. Perhaps you heard about him in the paper?”
“Yes, of course. I knew Finlay. I met him a few times. I guess you could say we run in similar circles. But honestly, we were never close. It was a shock to hear what he’d done,” Cyrus said with ease, his face unreadable. He didn’t seem particularly upset by the mention of the killer, and if he knew he was dead, he didn’t say anything. Olivia folded his arms.
“Perhaps you might be able to explain to us why he received a large sum of money from Freedom, considering you and your parents before you have been involved with them for a long, long time.”
Olivia was hoping that Cyrus might be a little rattled by the reveal of what they knew, but Cyrus simply smiled.
“Well, as an ambassador for the charity, I can tell you exactly why I received a payout. My family has always done charity work in Beacon Hill, and I’ve been involved a long time myself as well. We help people out when they need it.”
“What kind of work?” Brock asked.
“Oh, this and that. Our work was never just one thing. We didn’t fit a mold of requirements. Whatever was needed in the community, we made it happen. Of course, that was before we closed our doors for good.”
“Yes… only shortly after the first death, right? One of your regular charitable donors died. Did that bankrupt you?” Olivia asked innocently. Cyrus showed a flicker of irritation on his face for the first time, but it was soon replaced by his usual smile.
“Not at all. Freedom had run its course. I’ve found myself too busy to keep up with the time it demands of me, and since my parents died, I just haven’t been able to keep up. They were retired and had all the time in the world to devote to it. I don’t have that luxury.”
“I see you’re very busy. Partying at midday in the middle of the week,” Olivia said coldly. She couldn’t help herself. She didn’t trust him. She didn’t think his explanation really covered anything. They had no evidence of how Cyrus spent the money he received from the charity and she was almost certain that it benefited absolutely no one but himself. She also burned to ask about the connection to The Quake and the other organizations but kept that in her back pocket.
“Times are hard, Agent Knight. I wanted to gather my friends together. These people in this house are the reason that Freedom even existed. These people relied on it. And now, I want them to know that they can still rely on me in different ways.”
Olivia bit the inside of her cheek. She knew the real reason they were all there. They were his defense system. If she went around and spoke to every person in the house, she was sure that each and every person there would tell her what a good man Cyrus was and how much he’d done for them. It would make her theories about him stealing from charity go dead in the water.
“Maybe you could provide us with some expense reports,” Brock said to Cyrus. “To show where those payouts were spent.”
Cyrus smiled at him graciously. “Of course. I think I can whip something up for you if you can give me a few days?”
“Sure. We look forward to hearing just what you have for us.”
“And you won’t stay for a drink?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Alright then. Well, a pleasure as always. You can see yourselves out when you’re ready. Goodbye, Agents. I hope you got what you came for,” Cyrus said in a voice so gentle, yet so full of callousness. As he left the room, Olivia had the urge to go after him, to demand more from him, but Brock was already heading out. She followed him, feeling frustrated as they made their way out to the car.”
“That’s it?” she demanded. “We’re leaving it there?”
“Olivia, what do you want me to do? We’re investigating a series of murders. Even if we can prove that he’s been stealing from the charity, what else does it prove?”
“There’s something not right with him. Why all the mystery? Why did it shut down so suddenly? Why the strange payouts and the weird numbers? And he said it himself, he runs in the same circles as a convicted killer. What if all of this is about the weird religion that Finlay Clarke was a part of? I don’t trust him.”
“I don’t either. I don’t disagree with you one bit. But we’ve got nothing. We have to leave this for now, Olivia. At least until we have more.”
Olivia was full of anger and frustration, but she got in the car anyway. He was right, of course, and she couldn’t do anything further until she had more knowledge. But as they left Cyrus’s house behind, Olivia promised herself that she’d keep a close eye on him from there on out.





 
It was past midnight. Olivia and Brock were rifling through their notes, looking deeper at some of the finances of the charity and trying to dig up connections between the various names for the group that Olivia was now convinced were all affiliated. They’d already established that most of the victims had donated at some point, but Olivia was interested in where the money went. Cyrus still hadn’t provided them with any real expense reports, just a few very general receipts, so she still had no evidence of where the money was going. So far, she had no idea what the money was actually used for. It only made her more uncertain about the whole thing.
And there was another strange thing: each payment followed a pattern, always including the number thirteen in some manner.
“Don’t you think it’s a little weird that these thirteens keep cropping up?” Olivia asked, running her finger down the page. “All of the payments are like that. Thirteen is an unlucky number, right? Does that mean something? And that’s a lot of money being thrown around. How are they affording this?”
“Well, seems like they’ve got the whole town wrapped around their finger, doesn’t it? It’s like everyone is pouring their money into the pot.”
“I guess so. And look, I know that Cyrus had some evidence of where the charity’s money was going, but he didn’t address anything about the money that’s going overseas. Look, there’s a payment here to England. How is that helping the community?”
Beside her, Brock’s phone began to ring. She frowned as she looked at the number. It wasn’t a saved number or one that she recognized. But there was something that made the number particularly noticeable.
“A little late, isn’t it?” he said. “And it’s calling from England.”
“Pick it up. It might be important.”
Brock nodded before scooping his phone off the sofa and accepting the call on speaker.
“Agent Tanner speaking,” Brock started, his voice uncertain. The person on the other end took a deep breath.
“Are you alone?”
Brock frowned. “Uh, that’s not creepy at all. Who is this?”
“I’m sorry,” the man said quickly. “I realize that wasn’t a good way to introduce myself. I got your number from my old friend, Rachel Collins. I’m speaking to the FBI, right? I was hoping to talk to you about… something sensitive.”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a look with one another. Brock paused a minute before he formulated his response. “Yes, this is Agent Brock Tanner speaking. What do you have on your mind?”
“Are you alone?”
Brock glanced at Olivia again, wavering over his answer. “My partner is with me currently.”
“Okay, that’s fine. No one else?”
“No one else.”
“Good,” he paused. “I’d prefer to remain anonymous for the purpose of this call. Is that okay?”
“Whatever makes you feel comfortable, sir.”
“Okay, then I guess I’ll just tell you why I’m calling you.” The man cleared his throat on the other end of the line. Olivia could tell how anxious the man was and wondered what kind of important information he was holding.
“I know about the case you’re working on. I still keep up with local news from Beacon Hill and I saw about those horrible murders. I immediately got into contact with Rachel about it. It kind of encouraged me to come forward with my story. I don’t know whether any of the things I’m going to tell you will be useful, but I knew I had to try. The truth is, I moved overseas a few years ago because… well, to put it plainly, I escaped to get away from the strange things going on in Beacon Hill.”
Olivia’s ears perked up and she immediately glanced at Brock in excitement. He tried to remain composed, but Olivia could see that he too was intrigued about what the man was going to tell them.
“Would you like to tell us more about that?”
“Yes. Years ago. I… I was in a bad place in my life. My wife left me and took a lot of what I had in our divorce settlement. She got custody of our kid and moved to Ohio. I was really going through it. And that was when I was recruited.”
“Recruited?”
“Yeah. I was sitting alone in a cafe one day and… well, this man just came and sat down with me and we got talking. He said he could sense my pain. He could tell that I needed a helping hand, someone to talk to, a community. And then he told me about the meetings of his group. He was really nice and friendly. He listened to what I had to say, and I thought he took it to heart. And his charisma was through the roof. I only spent a few hours with him, but I left that cafe feeling like we were best friends. It changed me. I wanted to be around him more. I wanted to feel more of his positive energy. So I decided that I’d go to his meeting and see what it was all about. I figured I had nothing to lose. And that’s when my affiliation with Freedom began.”
“Freedom? The local charity?” Brock asked. Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. The call had come at the perfect time. If this man could tell them something useful, they might be able to pin some of the killings on the so-called charity.
“This man… was it Cyrus Lockwood? I understand that he currently helps to run the charity,” Olivia said.
The man took a deep breath. “No, his father. Curtis. Cyrus was still young at the time. It was years ago. And the thing is, it was better before his father stepped down. Curtis was a truly exceptional man. When I went to that first meeting, I felt like I was being welcomed into a new family. It gave me the same feeling I had on my wedding day. It felt like a fresh start. Being part of the group was the best thing that had ever happened to me. I made a lot of friends. I met new women. I got to have the fun I’d missed out on by marrying young. I met other people who were like me. Broken. Alone. And then we all got to be alone together. I shouldn’t really admit this… but even after everything changed, I never regretted being a part of it all. It was the best few years of my life.”
“Can you tell us anything about what Freedom stood for? What they worked toward?” Brock asked. “To be honest, the details have been hazy to us since we started investigating them.”
“I think that’s the way they like to keep it. The details were always vague to me too. I’m not saying that we didn’t do any good in the community… we did a lot of work like litter picking, community gardening, the like. That’s partly why the charity has always had so much support, even from those who aren’t directly supported by them. I’ll admit, they helped me a lot. I didn’t have much money after the divorce, and they treated me like family. They helped me out with my finances. They were good people. But things started to sour later on.”
“What changed?” Brock asked, leaning eagerly into the phone. The man on the other end sighed deeply.
“Everything. Everything changed. It was around the time that Cyrus’ parents died in that awful fire…”
“Fire?” Olivia pushed. This was the first she’d heard of how they’d died. When Cyrus mentioned they were gone, she assumed they just died of natural causes. But a fire? That was something of interest, to be sure.
“Well, it was just awful. There was a fire in their home. It changed a lot because they often housed people there out of the goodness of their hearts. But the house burned to the ground. And I think it hurt Cyrus a lot too. He was of course grieving. He took over the charity, but things weren’t the same. He stopped putting in the effort. All those community projects we were working on got pushed aside. He still helped some members of the community, but anyone could see that it wasn’t his priority anymore. When he took over, the entire atmosphere of family changed. He asked me to step into a leadership role, but then I found out something that, for the first time, gave me doubts about the whole thing.”
“What did you find?”
The man took a deep breath. “I found that Freedom was not the only charity doing this work connected to the family. There were others, ones that the Lockwoods had kept secret from us, that we’d never known were connected.”
“The Quake?” Olivia asked. “Sigils? Tenth?”
“Yes. Yes, those sound familiar. And there were more than that besides. I realized that what I had thought was a wonderful community was really a small part of something much larger. It felt like we’d been used. Manipulated beyond our control. And Cyrus started to act increasingly… erratic. He stopped caring so much about the community and started caring more about enriching himself. And though I never saw anything happen, the mood changed. I started to feel… unsafe. I felt like I couldn’t trust the new version of the group.”
“Why not?” Brock asked quietly. There was a short silence on the other end of the line, and then the man sniffled.
“Cyrus started to talk about not just helping people, but about more high-minded ideals. There had always been somewhat of a spiritual component, even when Curtis was involved, but not like this. We always had meditation. Mindfulness. Thankfulness for what we had. But Cyrus turned it into something almost… something like a religious conviction. Purpose. Salvation. Penance. He became obsessed with penance. It became all he talked about. Finding penance.”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a look. This was what they’d been looking for. Somehow the connection to religion that Father Adler and Jenny had mentioned, along with the link to the charity groups. It was all coming together.
“You felt he was dangerous?”
“I don’t know. But I felt like he could do anything he wanted. It was hard for me to stay. It was like I was denying it in front of my own eyes. But it was all I had. A lot of my friends stopped coming to the meetings, and all of their problems seemed to return. They had nothing to hold onto anymore. I had friends who were six or seven years sober who ran straight back to the bottle to cope. A friend of mine killed himself. It was awful because I could see exactly what was happening. Cyrus took this thing we’d built together and shattered the illusion. He pushed us all to our limits and made it into something we didn’t understand or recognize anymore. Some of the more committed members began following his every word. Like they were taking his orders. Like if he asked them to kill themselves, they would.”
“Is that when you decided to leave?”
“Yes. I didn’t say goodbye to anyone at all. I just left one day after one of the meetings. I left a lot of my stuff behind. I wanted to keep in contact with my friends, to make sure they were all okay, but I knew I couldn’t risk that if I wanted to hide away. It was too much. I came to England, and ever since, I’ve been too scared to come back.”
Olivia took a moment to process everything that he’d told them. It was a lot to digest. He was clearly traumatized by his experiences, but the fact that he’d called them meant something. She cleared her throat.
“I have a question.”
“Okay.”
“These things that are happening now. All these murders. Did you call us because you think Cyrus might be involved?”
The man took a deep breath on the other end of the line and Olivia held hers. His voice was shaky when he replied.
“I saw the news and he was the first person that sprung to mind. I don’t know why. I don’t recognize any of those symbols. But when I heard about that message written in blood, I felt like I had to say something.”
Olivia sank back into the sofa, feeling a mixture of emotions. Relief because they finally had a solid lead for what was truly behind it all. Fear because Cyrus Lockwood seemed even more powerful than she’d first thought. Anger because even such a detailed testimony didn’t connect him to any crime. They had to find evidence first. She felt closer to answers than she ever had been before, but still so far away.
And could they be sure they could trust this anonymous tip in the first place? That question burned at the back of her brain as well. What if someone was pinning all this on Cyrus to frame him?
“One last question,” Brock asked. “Since you left, have you received any strange payouts from Freedom? Say… thirteen hundred and thirteen dollars?”
“And thirteen cents,” the man whispered. “How do you know that?”
“We’ve been looking into the financial records of the company. We’ve seen a lot of money being sent overseas, including to England.”
“I don’t want their money,” the man insisted. “I really don’t. They send me payouts sometimes, always on the thirteenth of the month if it happens. I think they’re trying to remind me that I’ve always been in debt to them and that I always will be. I’m too scared to send their money back in case they can trace me, so I just pay it to charities in England. The thought of keeping their money makes me feel sick.”
“You’re not in trouble,” Olivia told him gently. “We’re just curious about why these payouts are being made. That was very useful. Is there some significance to the number?”
“One, three, one three, one three… I can’t remember the exact significance, but I know it has bad undertones. I think it’s meant to signify a bad omen. But I got out before I learned too much about that. I’m not sure how much more I can help you.”
“You’ve been really helpful,” Brock told the man. “Thank you so much for calling us. Don’t hesitate to reach out again if you think of anything else.”
“I hope I can be useful. And honestly… I hope it is him. I hope you get him for it. And I hope he gets put away for a long time.”
With that, the man ended the call. Brock let out a lungful of air, clearly overwhelmed by everything they’d heard.
“Well, that was interesting, for sure. I guess you were right, Olivia. There’s something strange going on underneath the surface of this town. We can’t give up on this lead now.”





 
Olivia and Brock spent the next morning at the diner, writing up notes about the phone call from the night before. Olivia kept thinking back to the conversation, hoping for a moment of an epiphany, but nothing came to her. She was fully aware that the mysterious caller had given them everything he could, and that some of the information was useful, but all it amounted to was charity fraud, not murder. She needed something tangible, something real—and the clock was working against her.
“At least there wasn’t another murder last night,” Brock piped, seemingly reading her thoughts. “I guess they must have slowed down a bit. They must be aware that everyone is looking out for them now.”
“And the curfew won’t help matters for them,” Olivia pointed out. The entire town had been put on lockdown until the killer was caught, though Olivia wasn’t sure that would deter the mysterious group. They’d managed to get inside someone’s house before, they might be able to do it again.
Olivia looked at the map of the town, taking note of the red circles she’d drawn over each crime scene. She chewed her pen.
“All the murders have still been in a very small area.” She used a different colored pen to mark off some of the other places the investigation had taken them. Cyrus’s house, Finlay’s house, the place where Jenny had witnessed a killing, the festival grounds where she’d been hit. “Do you think it’s significant that it’s all in one tiny area?”
“I’m not sure. I guess it doesn’t seem random. But we still don’t know why any of the victims were chosen. To hear that man tell it, all sorts of people were involved in the charities. But why these four victims?”
“I’m not sure,” Olivia admitted. “Rachel said nothing has been reported out of the usual.”
“Did you ask her about Jenny?”
“Not yet.”
It still disturbed her that Jenny’s story had been completely dismissed by Beacon Hill PD. But with the cavalcade of revelations they’d dealt with in the last few days, she hadn’t had a chance to bring it up.
Olivia felt her phone ringing in her pocket and felt her heart skip a beat. She never seemed to receive calls unless it was bad news. She was half expecting to see Rachel’s name on the screen, reporting to her another murder, but when she saw that it was Sam, she didn’t feel any more relaxed. She glanced at Brock.
“Mind if I take this quickly?”
“Of course not. Go ahead.”
Olivia slid out of the booth and headed toward the door of the diner, accepting the call as she did.
“Hey, Sam. What’s up?”
“Olivia… it’s your mother. She’s here at Headquarters.”
Olivia stopped dead in her tracks and everything stopped with her. It was as though the world had stopped turning, her heart had stopped pumping blood, and the air had become still and unbreathable. She felt her phone slip from her fingers and then, she was falling. Falling endlessly. Her mind was wiped clean by the sensation of losing her grip on reality…
She hit the floor with a thud and was jolted back into the present. She’d fallen a little awkwardly on her arm and it hurt a little, but she was more concerned about the rest of the feelings overwhelming her. Shock. Fear. Anger. Disbelief.
She felt hands helping her sit up. Brock. Her phone was shattered on the ground a few feet away from her, but she could still hear Sam’s voice asking if she was still there. Olivia couldn’t remember ever having fainted before, but then again, she’d never had to deal with her MIA mother reappearing in her life.
“Olivia… Olivia, are you alright?”
Olivia couldn’t speak. She felt like her entire world had shifted from under her feet. She thought she’d never be okay again. Brock scrambled for her phone and spoke to Sam in a low voice. Olivia couldn’t even concentrate on what he was saying, so she just let herself zone out. Someone pressed a glass of water into her hand and she drank it absentmindedly. Anything that kept her from having to think about what she’d been telling herself was no big deal.
She felt Brock helping her up and taking her back to their booth. He sat beside her, his arm around her, staring at her in concern.
“Olivia. Say something. Please.”
But there was nothing to say. Everything had changed again. It had taken Olivia so long to come to terms with the fact that her mom was gone. Now, suddenly, she wasn’t. She was alive. She was absolutely fine, as far as Olivia knew. And she was evidently waiting for Olivia to show up and see her.
“Olivia… I can’t imagine what’s going on in your head right now. But you need to get over to Headquarters. You need to see her.”
“No,” Olivia snapped before she could stop herself. It was like a kneejerk reaction. She just couldn’t face the idea of seeing her mom at that moment. The thought terrified her. Brock’s arm tightened around her.
“You have to. I know it’s a complicated situation, but you have to get answers. She’s been gone for so long—”
“That’s not my fault. It’s not my fault that she chose to leave me.”
“Olivia…”
“I have a case to solve,” she snapped.
“You won’t be able to focus on the case at all with this over your head,” he fired back.
Olivia closed her eyes. She knew Brock was right, as he so often was. She knew she had to see her mom, if only to get the truth about what had happened. But she felt sick. She felt shaken to her core.
She wasn’t ready.
“You’ll be okay,” Brock told her gently. “I’ll stay and work the case. If something comes up I’ll call. Promise. But this is something you have to do. Don’t you think you deserve answers?”
Olivia nodded. She did. She’d spent enough years living in the dark, waiting for clarity, and she deserved to know exactly what was going on. But at the same time, it was easier to stay away. Facing her mom was going to be one of the hardest things she’d ever have to do. She closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths. She knew she could do it. She just had to be brave.
“Are you going to be okay?” Brock asked her. She sniffed and nodded.
“I’ll be okay.”
“Is there someone who can drive you up to DC?”
“I’ll drive myself. It’ll give me a chance to think,” Olivia said. Brock frowned at her.
“No. It’s not safe, you just passed out.” He scratched his chin. “I’ll take you.”
“Brock, no.”
“I’m taking you. I can always work from Headquarters and wait for you. This is too important. Let’s go. We don’t have to talk in the car. Just pretend like I’m your taxi driver.”
Olivia offered him a small smile. “Thank you, Brock. What would I do without you?”
Brock smiled back. “I’m here for you whatever you need, Olivia. Come on. Let’s get you to Headquarters.”
Olivia took a deep breath and got back on her feet. The waitress was watching her not so subtly and Olivia blushed, feeling annoyed with herself for causing a scene. But she also knew that she had every right to be rattled. She didn’t know anyone else in the world who had been through the family turmoil that she had. She thought of Veronica and wondered how she would react if she was alive. Would she be as angry as Olivia was? She thought she probably would be. Of the pair of them, Veronica was always the firecracker and Olivia was a sparkler. The fact that Olivia was so angry probably meant it was good Veronica wasn’t around to go through it all. She’d definitely be even less sympathetic.
But part of the problem was, she wasn’t just angry. She was hurt. She was confused. She didn’t understand anything at all and it made her feel even more frustrated. But at the same time, she loved her mom so much. She was the person she loved most in the world, most likely. And that made it even harder to understand her feelings, to know how to respond to them. On one hand, she was overjoyed that her Mom was okay, ecstatic that she was about to see her alive and well, but all of the good feelings were buried under the bad. How was she supposed to see her when she couldn’t figure out how she could even speak to her?
Olivia got into Brock’s car in a daze. Every second they drove, her anxiety rose. They were getting closer to her mother, to the truth, with every turn of the wheels. She had to open the window to get some fresh air, and as they headed into DC, nausea took over. She was suddenly glad that Brock was with her. When she glanced over at him, he averted his eyes from the road just to smile at her. She felt her eyes fill with tears and she had to look away from him to keep them from spilling. Her emotions were getting the better of her. She really didn’t want to cry in front of her mm. She didn’t even know how she would react when she saw her. Would she unleash her anger, or would she run to her and hold her like she was never going to let go? Would she scream out and give in to the madness she could feel gathering inside her, or would she break down in sobs?
Olivia didn’t like her options. She couldn’t see any of it going well for her. She just wanted to get it over and done with, but at the same time, she hoped that Brock would miss a turn and just keep driving them forward forever. She could run away from her complicated little life and just start over again.
But Brock didn’t miss a turn. And soon enough, they turned into the parking lot of the tall building and she knew she had no choice but to face up to everything.
Brock leaned across from the driver’s seat and pulled Olivia into a hug. “You’re going to be okay,” he whispered to her. “You can do this.”
Olivia nodded against his shoulder, clinging to him like a lifeline. She didn’t want to let go, but eventually, she did. She got out of the car, glad of the fresh air because she felt like she might faint again. She took several deep breaths.
Then she walked into the lion’s den.





 
The elevator was suffocating as Olivia made her way to meet Sam and her mother. She rubbed at her chest, trying to ease the tightness that had knotted there. She couldn’t believe she was about to see her again. It had never occurred to her that this moment would ever happen. Olivia had become so convinced she was gone for good that she’d never thought about what would happen if she came back. Now, she was going to have to face up to it.
As the doors to the elevator opened, Olivia could hear chatter in the large, open room. There were a lot of agents in the room, and they all seemed to be talking over one another. They were crowded around something in the center of the room, and Olivia immediately knew that her mother was in the center of the circle they’d made. She forced herself to step out of the elevator and walk slowly toward them all. No one had noticed her arrival, and she couldn’t see Sam among the commotion.
She reached the edge of the circle of people, but she didn’t want to try and push through. She just stood there, waiting for someone to notice her arrival. She almost hoped that no one would see her, that she’d be able to say she’d tried and then walk out again. But then one of the agents turned and saw her. He seemed to understand who she was because his eyes widened.
“Olivia’s here!” he cried out above the chatter and all of the talking seemed to cease immediately. The only thing Olivia could hear was her heartbeat in her ears. The circle parted to let her through, and finally, after so long, she laid eyes on the person she thought she’d never see again.
Her mom looked different. She supposed that was to be expected after a year of being missing. But she was so noticeably different that Olivia almost didn’t recognize her. She was thin and gaunt like she hadn’t eaten in quite some time. Her green eyes, the ones Olivia had inherited from her, seemed dulled in color, almost murky in appearance. She had always been a relatively tall woman, but her shoulders slumped forward like she was very tired, and somehow it made her look shorter even while she was sitting down. But as soon as she saw Olivia standing there, she rose to her feet and opened her arms wide to hug her.
“Olivia,” her mom whispered. “I’m back.”
Olivia couldn’t move. She was frozen to the spot in shock. When she didn’t make any attempt to move, her mom stepped forward and pulled her into her chest. Olivia didn’t try to stop her, but her arms remained stiff at her side. It wasn’t even an active decision not to hug her, she simply couldn’t move a muscle. She could feel a thousand pairs of eyes on her, waiting for her to react, to seem glad to see her mother, but none of that happened. She just stood there, the older woman’s arms locked tight around her like a human prison. Olivia focused on her breathing, trying not to go into a full-on breakdown in front of half the Bureau. She still didn’t understand anything. Why was she there? Where had she been the whole time? Why did it matter to the Bureau?
Suddenly, Olivia was over the shock. She was over the complicated feelings that seeing her mother had brought on. She just wanted to know the truth. She pulled away from her mother’s grip and stepped back.
“You have some explaining to do,” Olivia stated coldly. She hadn’t intended to have so much ice in her tone, but she didn’t regret it. She didn’t want her mom to think she’d gotten away with disappearing for years and then just walking straight back into her life. It wasn’t fair and she wasn’t okay with it.
“Why don’t we give these guys some space for a while?” Sam announced to the crowd, appearing in Olivia’s eye line. “Come on, we’re not vultures. You can speak to Agent Knight later.”
Olivia frowned. Why would any of them want to speak to her? It didn’t make sense. But then it hit Olivia like a ton of bricks. Sam wasn’t referring to her.
Agent Knight… Agent Jean Knight. Her mother.
Olivia stared at her in disbelief. There was a slightly guilty expression on her Mom’s face, but she shrugged with a sort of half-smile and Olivia knew she wasn’t sorry. She wasn’t sorry about all the lies she’d told over the years. She wasn’t sorry for keeping her daughter in the dark her entire life, even when she was certainly old enough to understand. How was it that they were a part of the same organization and Olivia didn’t even know about it?
The other agents in the room began to trickle out and Olivia almost wished they’d stay. She didn’t want to be alone with her mother after everything she’d done. But as soon as they were alone, Olivia was glad that no one would be around to witness the fight that was sure to unfold between them.
“I missed you so much, darling,” her mom started, stepping forward to touch Olivia’s cheek, but she pulled away before her hand could brush her skin.
“Don’t,” Olivia whispered. “You don’t get to do that right now. I’m so angry at you, Mom. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me a single thing.”
The older woman sighed and bowed her head. “Your father told me you’d be angry. I guess he was right. But you don’t know the full story. I had my reasons for leaving, baby.”
“Then spell them out,” Olivia said, folding her arms and sitting down on a nearby chair. “Because right now, I can’t think of a single reason for you to disappear without telling me. And since you’re here today, alive and well, I’m guessing you left on your own accord. So, please. Go ahead. Make your case.”
Jean seemed cool and collected as she leaned on the desk next to Olivia’s chair. Olivia couldn’t stand how easy she seemed to be finding the reunion, as though she didn’t care about the trail of destruction she’d left in her wake. Olivia had once admired how her mom was always so calm, even in the direst of situations, but now, she considered it her worst feature.
“I’ve worked for the Bureau for over twenty years,” Jean finally began. “I decided once I started a family that I’d leave the work behind, but it pulled me in too many times. I couldn’t leave it alone. I love my family more than anything, but I asked myself: why can’t I have both? A career and a family? Well, the answer to that was obvious. Because this kind of work doesn’t mix well with having a husband and kids. I considered every possible option and I decided that the only way I could make it work was by keeping it a secret. Your father agreed with me, so we decided that we’d tell you and Veronica that I was doing humanitarian work each time I had to go away. And that was always fine when you were kids. The cases I was given enabled me to stay at home most of the time. But before you kids were born, I went undercover—a lot. I loved raising you, but I missed it. I really did. I knew they needed more from me than office work and working close to home. So when they started asking to send me undercover again, I accepted. I knew I could make it work.”
Olivia bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from saying something. She remembered how upset she’d be every time her mom left to go on one of her trips. Any kid hated being away from their parents, and she was no exception. The thing was, she got used to it, but it never felt easier when she was eight years old, pining for her mom. And now that she thought about it as an adult, she felt bitter about the weeks on end she’d spent wanting after her mom.
“You know how intense it can be,” Jean continued with a nonchalant shrug. “It’s not a playground. There’s always a lot going on. But for the past seven years, I’ve been working on a huge case. I didn’t expect it to last for as long as it did, but it’s been pretty complex. I’ve been investigating a child trafficking ring that’s been working across all fifty states. Over the years, they’ve trafficked hundreds of children from across the globe. I know for a fact that once you’re in there, it’s impossible to get out. The people who get sucked into the ring… well, let’s say that each of them has a weakness and that weakness is used against them to make sure they’re loyal. You’d be surprised how many people have dirty laundry, secrets they’ve been holding for a long time…”
“Would I?” Olivia asked coldly, looking right into her mom’s eyes. She finally had the decency to realize her mistake and she blushed.
“Look, Olivia… I know you’re upset. And I know it must have been terrible, not knowing where I was or what was going on, but I had to leave. I didn’t do it by choice. I was compromised. I was lucky enough to be aware of it and to be able to go into hiding. They put a hit out on me, Olivia. I had to go.”
“Then why didn’t you tell me?” Olivia asked through gritted teeth. “You just disappeared off the face of the earth! I thought you were dead! After everything that happened with Veronica, I thought you’d understand. We were supposed to stick together. We only had each other… and then you left too. And did you not consider what it might mean, leaving me behind? Surely that made me a target, to draw you out? It’s no wonder I’ve felt like there’s been a target on my back for years. You saved your skin but left me to the wolves.”
Olivia’s mother opened her mouth to speak but then shut it again. Olivia raised her eyebrows, keeping her expression steady, but inside, she was boiling up.
“Nothing to say to that? Did you consider anyone but yourself? No, I doubt it. To me, it sounds like what you’re telling me is that you’ve always put what you want first. You put your career before me and Veronica, that much is clear now.”
“That’s not fair, Olivia…”
“Well, you were away more than you were home, so which did you pick, really? Work or your kids? And then your daughter was barely buried when you disappeared and left your other daughter behind. Do you have any idea what that did to me, Mom? I thought you were dead. I thought our family was being targeted! I’ve been so terrified these past few years, so miserable because I felt like I’ve lost my whole family. Dad’s unreachable, you were gone, Veronica’s dead and buried. You have no clue, Mom. You just don’t have a clue at all.”
Olivia’s mom shook her head. “Olivia… I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to go through that. And if I could go back, maybe I would’ve done things differently. But I was thinking like a mother. I had to do what was best for you. I didn’t want you to have to disappear like me. I didn’t want you to have to suffer for my choices.”
“Well guess what, Mom? I did anyway.”
Silence stretched between them for a long moment.
Olivia finally stood up, shaking with anger. “I could forgive the fact that you left if I understood why. But you had so many years to tell us about what was going on. I overheard you once when I was a kid, you know. You and Dad were talking about how we were getting too old to believe the stories. You told us you’d tell us something when we turned eighteen. And eighteen came and went, and you never told us anything. Why didn’t you just explain? I’m in the FBI too, for goodness’ sake! And Veronica… Veronica wouldn’t have cared. She would’ve just wanted you to be honest with us. But I guess that’s too much for you to handle, isn’t it?”
“Olivia!” her mom snapped. “Enough.”
Olivia stared at her mom. It was like looking at a stranger. How could she possibly see her as the same person anymore? Her whole persona was a lie. And yet here she was, still trying to scold her like a child when she’d long since lost that right.
“You don’t get to tell me when I’ve said enough,” Olivia said in a low voice, shaking as she spoke. “You turned my life upside down. You broke me. If you had just told me the truth, I could’ve handled it. I would’ve understood you leaving. But all you did was lie over and over again. You put yourself first. You neglected your family. I needed you, Mom. Veronica was gone and I needed you. You told me you’d be there for me, but you weren’t. And that’s because of the choices you made. Maybe you couldn’t have seen everything that happened coming, but you could’ve at least prepared me for it. And then you made Dad lie for you too? I just… I feel like I don’t even know you.”
“You do,” Jean said, reaching for her hand. “You do know me. I’m still the same person.”
“No. You’re not,” Olivia replied, snatching her hand away. “I built up this idea of you in my mind. You were my hero. But the version of you I know doesn’t exist. She never did. How could she when she was built around lies? That’s the thing I’ll never be able to move past.”
“Olivia, please. I know you’re angry right now, and I get it, I really do—”
“Do you? Because all you’ve done since I got here is make excuses for yourself. You haven’t apologized. You haven’t seen it through my eyes.”
“I am sorry, Olivia, I’m sorrier than you could ever imagine, but I’m home now. I’ll never go away again if that’s what you want. The case is closed. We can put it all behind us and start over again.”
“I shouldn’t have to start over with my own mother,” Olivia whispered. “I’m sorry, but right now, I don’t want any of that. I just want you to give me some space. I need to leave.”
“Olivia, please, don’t go—”
But Olivia was already walking away. She’d heard enough. She’d heard too many excuses and not enough apologies. She knew that maybe she was being petty, but she couldn’t help it. She felt every single emotion she’d had over the last five years hitting her hard in the gut, reminding her of exactly why she was mad. She had to walk away before she said something she’d regret.
She knew there would be a point somewhere down the line where she might be able to forgive her mom. She knew that soon enough, the anger would dwindle a little and she’d be able to see past it all and understand things from her point of view. But for that moment in time, she couldn’t bear to even look at her mom. She just wanted to be as far away from her as possible.
She got in the elevator and headed down to ground level. As she was heading for the door, she saw Sam and Emily waiting by the entrance for her, his usually chipper expression replaced with a solemn one, and her eyes overwhelmed with emotion. They walked toward her and fell in step with her.
“Well, you stayed in there longer than I expected. Are you alright?” asked Sam.
Olivia felt her throat closing up. She couldn’t do more than just shake her head. Emily’s arm went around her shoulder.
“You don’t need to do anything you don’t want to. You don’t even have to see her again if you want,” whispered Emily.
Olivia shook her head. “I don’t even want to think about her right now. I shouldn’t have come. I have work to do.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea? You could take today just to think things over…” frowned Sam.
“No,” Olivia said shortly. “I can’t. I need a distraction, and I have a case to solve. It’s okay, Sam. Brock will drive me back to Belle Grove. Thanks for checking up on me.”
Sam nodded, his eyes full of sincerity. “Anytime, Olivia. You know that.”
Emily embraced her in a tight hug, and Olivia held her close, trying to keep the roiling emotions at bay. She didn’t want to cry, not now. She had been keeping it together and all she wanted to do was leave.
“Call me tomorrow, okay?”
Olivia nodded as she walked away, but the last thing she wanted was to talk to anyone. She spotted Brock’s car in the lot and headed right for it, refusing to look back. When she slid into the passenger seat, Brock took one look at her and it was like he knew. He understood that she didn’t want to talk, not even to vent. Brock started up the car.
“Let’s go home.”





 
Tears silently slipped down Olivia’s cheeks as the service slipped by. She’d never been to a funeral before, and she’d never expected that the first one she’d have to attend would be her sister’s. She was too young to die. Too full of life to just disappear from the world. It seemed impossible that life would go on without her there.
When Olivia had heard the news, learned that her sister was dead, she’d expected the ground beneath her feet to split open and divide the Earth. She’d expected everything to just fall apart, for no one to be able to go on with their lives because Veronica had lost hers.
But for weeks, she’d walked down the street and marveled at the fact that everyone seemed fine. They had no idea of the tragedy that had hit so close home. They were chatting and laughing and going about their day like it was fine.
But it wasn’t fine.
There wasn’t a dry eye in the church. In fact, as the service went on, the sound of sobbing was becoming too much for Olivia to bear. She’d cried so much since it happened that she was amazed she had any tears left to cry. She just wanted the service to be over. She wanted the whole thing to just be over, as though she could just move on with her life once it was done with.
But she knew it wouldn’t be that way at all. Life would never be the same again.
Olivia felt a hand slip into hers and she turned to see her mother beside her. Jean wore a black veil that concealed some of her face, but Olivia could see that she was crying. Yet she smiled and squeezed Olivia’s hand. It was her way of letting her know that everything was going to be alright.
Somehow, they got through the service. Somehow, they made it to the graveyard and buried Veronica, tossing soil atop her coffin, saying a final goodbye before they were ready to. Jean didn’t let go of her hand the entire time. And when it was time for them to go to the wake, her mother steered Olivia away and took her home. Paxton had offered for them to stay at the house, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t sleep in the same house that Veronica had made her life in, seeing her presence and her things all around them. Jean made a round of tea for them instead and they sat quietly, watching home videos together. Sometimes, Olivia would start crying again and her mother would hold her close and let her sob onto her shoulder. At that moment, Olivia had never felt closer to her.
“It’s the worst thing in the world,” she whispered, stroking Olivia’s hair. “And I’ll never get over it. None of us will. It’ll be an ache in our chest for the rest of our lives. But we have to cherish what we have left. Life moves forward no matter who we lose.”
“But how?” Olivia asked, her voice cracking. “How are we supposed to move on? How are we meant to have a normal life? It’s not fair. It feels so… wrong.”
“I know. It really is. But we still have our lives to live. She wouldn’t want us to just… stop.”
“Really?” Olivia asked with a smile that made her heart ache and her throat close up. “This is Veronica we’re talking about. I think she’d want us to be in a permanent state of mourning for the rest of our lives.”
Jean gave her a pained smile. Neither of them pointed out that no matter what, they would be. Their grief would last forever.
Olivia’s mom squeezed her hand. “There are going to be days like today, where it feels impossible to let it go. But there will be others where the pain is manageable. We still have each other. And I couldn’t be there for her, but I’ll be here for you. I promise. You’ll always have me.”

The memory was a bitter thorn in Olivia’s heart. Brock had dropped her off at home and let her have some space for a while. He’d made her promise that she’d go to his apartment that evening so that she wouldn’t be alone, but she had no intentions of going to join him. She couldn’t. She was so filled with fury that she didn’t feel anywhere close to herself, and she didn’t want him to see her that way.
She wondered how her mother had sat beside her on the day of the funeral and promised her so much, knowing it was a lie. It made Olivia feel sick to her stomach. Her rational side told her that Jean never could’ve known that she’d have to go into hiding. She knew deep down that her mother had never intended to hurt her, that she’d intended to keep her safe by keeping her in the dark. But that didn’t change the fact that the past few years had been hell for Olivia. She’d had to look at herself each morning in the mirror and see the face of someone who was losing their grip. She’d watched the dark circles grow beneath her eyes as the sleepless nights began to outweigh the restful ones. If Jean had just been honest, maybe she wouldn’t be such a mess now. Why did she have to suffer for everything her mother had done and then watch her return after so many years like she was fine?
Except she didn’t seem fine. It hadn’t escaped Olivia’s notice that Jean was different too. Those sunken eyes matched her own. Her slim frame was even skinnier than it had been before. Olivia knew that whatever her mother had endured over that year away had been hard for her too. If she wasn’t so angry, she’d be upset to see her mother that way, beaten down by time and whatever horrible events had to have happened to her over the years.
But there was a reason she’d missed a whole chunk of her mother’s life, and she wasn’t to blame for it. Perhaps it was too harsh of her to say it was her mother’s fault she had to go into hiding, but she could’ve at least told her that she had to leave. That she would be going away but she would be alive. It would’ve been a hard pill to swallow, but it would have been better than all the fear, all the pain, all the loneliness that Olivia had felt since she was gone. Anything had to be better than that.
She sat alone in her kitchen, her fists clenched atop the table. She didn’t know whether she’d ever calm down. She needed a distraction. She needed a reason to put her mother out of sight and out of mind. She needed somewhere else to direct her anger.
And there was only one person she hated more than her mother at that moment.
Olivia grabbed her car keys and headed outside. If she wasn’t safe anywhere, then she might as well be out there pounding the pavement. She was in the kind of mood where she wasn’t going to let anything slip by her. She was determined that she’d find something out there.
She wanted to catch a killer in the act.
She briefly considered calling Brock, but then she decided against it. She didn’t want company, not even from one of the few people she felt she could truly trust at that moment. He’d done more for her in the past few weeks than her mother had for her in years, but that was exactly why she didn’t need his company. She didn’t want him to see the twisted creature she’d become, transformed by her anger and hatred. It was a burden she wanted to bear alone.
Olivia wasn’t sure where she was headed exactly as she headed in the direction of Beacon HIll. She took a few deep breaths and forced herself to focus. There hadn’t been a murder for a few days. Where might the killers strike?
She thought back to her theory about the map and pulled over at the side of the road to look at it. She traced her finger over the areas she’d circled, looking for patches of blue. It had to be somewhere with a body of water if they were going to keep up the pattern. Might they dare to go to the same place twice, thinking that the police wouldn’t expect it? Would they do another house call, targeting someone in their own home? Or would they go somewhere completely new? Somewhere out in the open with plenty of places to run? Maybe somewhere that was open but also concealed, less easy to spot. Olivia closed her eyes and thought long and hard. What place did she know of that would be the perfect place for a murder?
Her eyes snapped open.
The answer seemed obvious to her now. The park. Her heart was racing at the thought of going back there. After finding Jenny Haber there, half-dead, she knew the killers might be scared to go back there. But maybe they might think that it’s the last place the police would be looking. Besides, they hadn’t managed to finish the job at the park. They hadn’t made use of the pond concealed beyond the trees. It was the perfect place to flaunt their style. A perfect place to drown a person…
If they did strike at the park, it would be a huge risk on their part. After all, it was already a crime scene, and it was still an open space. But something about the location drew Olivia in. Was it possible that the killers would assume they were safe there? Would they assume the police would be too afraid to go there?
But she was no longer afraid. She was unstoppable. She had a gut feeling once again, and no one could her from following it. She folded the map away and before she could tell herself it was a bad idea, she sped forward, knowing exactly where she was going. Doubts poked at the back of her mind, but she pushed them away. She wasn’t going to let them stand in her way.
She was convinced of it. She was sure that she had the right place. She was convinced that she’d see something. The sky above her was darkening now, and she felt as though she was running out of time. She had to get there before anything happened.
She parked close to the park, her chest tight with anxiety. She checked her gun and then slipped it back on her belt. She didn’t want to have to use it, but she did want to be right about her theory. She wanted to catch the killers in the act. She wanted to prove that she’d been right and stop them from taking their monstrous acts any further. All she had to do was hold her nerve a little longer.
She headed toward the park, looking out for anyone on the streets. As she expected, there was no one out. The hour of the curfew was fast approaching, and she suspected that no one in the town would dare to take their chances on the streets. She knew she was taking a huge risk by being out alone, but she also knew that she had to follow her hunch.
She walked around the outskirts of the park, focusing on her breathing and keeping one hand on her gun. It soon became clear to her that she wasn’t going to be able to see anything of interest unless she delved further into the park, so she walked back along the perimeter and found a gate. It creaked loudly as she entered; she winced. The last thing she wanted was to be caught. But she looked around and saw nothing but the shadows of the children’s playground and the thick set of trees. It felt safer where she was, but she knew she had to go toward the darkness of the trees.
Olivia’s walk through the wooded area was quiet. Too quiet. Her heart thudded painfully against her chest. But she also had a feeling that was close to excitement, though not quite the same. She had this feeling that she was about to find everything she’d been hoping to discover. She was sure that something was about to go right for her.
And then she heard the chanting.
It was quiet, but it was there. Olivia stopped dead in her tracks, listening hard. It was coming from deeper in the trees than she’d been before. She crouched low, not wanting to be seen as she crept forward. She took out her gun and aimed it ahead of her. She didn’t want to be unprepared for what she was about to face.
The chanting was getting louder. Olivia knew the words by heart at that point.
“Death is inescapable. I am your penance. Death is inescapable. I am your penance…”
Olivia’s heart hammered in her throat. If they were mid-chant, did that mean they were in the process of a sacrifice? She was too late. Somehow, she knew that already. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t catch them in the act.
Olivia knew she needed backup. She grabbed her phone and quickly texted Rachel and Brock. SOS. Park. Another killing. Perps still on site.
She slid her phone away. She knew the police could be there within a few minutes, but if she didn’t move in, the group might scatter. Their chanting was getting louder. More insistent. She moved further into the trees, her hands steady as she aimed her gun.
She came to a clearing and her heart stopped as her eyes fell upon the group. Each of them wore a black cloak, hiding their identities in the darkness. There were four of them, standing at the edge of the very murky pond. A body lay at their feet, covered in blood. Olivia held her breath, not daring to make a single noise. She didn’t want them to be spooked or they’d scatter and she’d lose them. She just needed them to stay where they were.
But she could see that the body at their feet was beyond help. She wasn’t sure if the man was dead, but he would be soon enough. She could see his mutilated face, the evidence that the ritual was almost complete. All that was left was to dump the body in the water.
“Death is inescapable. I am your penance. Death is inescapable. I am your penance…”
Olivia watched in horror as the group bent down and dipped gloved hands into the pool of blood. One at a time, each of them carved stooped down and drew something into the dirt, chanting all the while. She didn’t need to see it to know they were drawing the symbols; the twisted signature of their brutality.
The four of them lifted the body in unison. She tried desperately to see the faces of the killers, but the shadows of their hoods prevented her from seeing anything. She tried her best to identify a familiar face from the group, but she couldn’t tell from the shapeless figures in front of her eyes whether any of them were familiar. She readied her gun, knowing that as soon as the body hit the water they’d be out of there.
She was out of time. She had to act.
The chanting stopped all of a sudden and Olivia watched as the four of them tossed the body into the water. Horror filled her up inside as the body didn’t struggle. It simply floated, lying face down and lifeless in the stagnant water. The four people exchanged quiet words that she couldn’t hear and turned to walk away. She had to do something. Even if she only caught one, she had to go for it.
Before she could think better of it, she rushed out from her hiding place and ran hard toward them. The group was shocked into action by her sudden appearance, frozen for a split second before they turned on their heels and tried to run. Two of them collided and one stumbled, falling behind the rest. Just like that, Olivia knew exactly who she had to go for. She was certain the person at the back of the pack wasn’t leading the horrific crimes, but anyone would do.
Olivia’s feet pounded the ground. Three of the killers had managed to get out of sight, but the last was like the runt. They clearly weren’t a match for her. She felt a surge of adrenaline and pushed harder, running right on their tail. She swung her gun hard and hit the person on the side of their head. They fell sideways, crashing to the ground as their hood fell from their face. Olivia left them no time to recover, placing her boot on top of them and pointing her gun in their face.
“Freeze,” she snarled. But when she looked down to see who she had caught, she was caught utterly by surprise.
The young man who she’d captured was barely out of boyhood. He didn’t have a trace of hair on his face, and his blue eyes stared up at her in sheer terror. He was just a kid. She frowned, wondering if she was seeing things right. Had she actually seen him dumping a body in the pond, or was she going crazy?
No, she knew what she’d seen. And if the kid wasn’t guilty, then why would he run? He and his friends were clearly the culprits. It just seemed impossible that the young boy was the ringleader when he looked as though he should still be doing homework.
“Stay still,” Olivia warned him, but he hadn’t moved an inch. She took one hand off her gun and reached into her back pocket for her cuffs, then quickly slapped them on his wrists, but she needn’t have bothered. He hadn’t moved an inch. She knew she had to hold him until the police arrived, but she was concerned about the others coming back for their friend. They clearly had no problem with things getting gruesome. They’d kill her in an instant, she knew that much.
But the boy on the floor didn’t look capable of any of the things she knew he was involved in. She watched as silent tears streamed down his cheeks. His entire body was trembling.
“I’m a dead man,” he whispered. “I’m a dead man…”
Olivia frowned at him. “I’m not going to shoot you unless you do anything stupid. We’re taking you in for questioning. You will stand trial for what you’ve done.”
The boy closed his eyes and began to weep uncontrollably. Olivia wasn’t sure how he was managing to tug her heartstrings after what she’d seen him do, but something didn’t feel right. She was missing something. The boy underneath her boot didn’t seem like a hardened serial killer to her. So what was he doing on the scene? How had he gotten mixed up in something so awful?
She didn’t understand one bit. She was relieved she’d caught a suspect, but now, she had more questions than ever before. As she heard the police sirens closing in, she kept her boot on his chest and her gun aimed, but it felt like she was staring down the barrel at an innocent person. It was crazy. It didn’t make sense. But she would get to the bottom of it in questioning. Whatever the kid was up to, she was going to make sure that the victim of his crimes was avenged. Too many people had died. Too many people had slipped through her grasp.
Olivia looked around her surroundings once more, looking for signs of the others. She wondered if the ringleader was among them, watching her from the shadows and laughing. She’d been so close. If only she’d arrived a little sooner. If only she’d called for backup the moment she had a hunch. But she couldn’t change the past. She could only make sure that she kept fighting until she got what she’d come for.
Justice.





 
Olivia sat and waited for Brock to arrive, shaking a little as she stared into space. The past hour had really shaken her up. She could barely believe that she’d caught a killer on her own and lived to tell the tale. Now that she was out of the moment, she could see just how stupid she’d been to rush in like that, but she was still glad she did. If she hadn’t, all of them would have gotten away. Now they had a suspect. Now they had a chance of catching the rest of the culprits, if only they could get the boy to talk.
Olivia felt her phone buzz in her pocket and she took it out. It was Jonathan. Her heart sank as she read the text.
Jonathan James: Don’t take risks like that again without backup, Knight. You could have been killed. Watch your back.
Olivia sank into her seat, feeling like a scolded child. She hadn’t expected his support, but he’d definitely succeeded in making her feel worse. The thought had definitely crossed her mind, that she might have caused more trouble for herself by doing something so daring, something that would single her out because she acted alone.
But she had to believe it was worth it. If she hadn’t done it, all they would’ve done was carry on killing right under their noses. Perhaps she’d slowed them down, now that they’d taken custody of one of their accomplices.
But Olivia was still baffled by the young man she’d caught. He just didn’t seem like he was capable of the crimes he was linked to. He certainly didn’t seem like the kind of young man to be enticed into bloody human sacrifice. He was still just a kid. Olivia knew better than to be fully deceived by the way he’d acted, but as far as she could tell, he was someone who had just gotten caught up in some bad stuff. Still, he was guilty of a lot, and he’d be seeing some serious jail time no matter what. She hoped that before he went, she’d be able to get some sense out of him.
Around ten minutes later, Brock arrived at the police station. He saw Olivia and rushed to her, pulling her into a tight hug. She was a little shocked at the intimate gesture, but she gladly hugged him back. When he pulled away, however, his eyes were full of anger.
“What did you do that for? I was worried sick,” Brock admonished her. Olivia blinked.
“Do what?”
“You were supposed to be coming to my place. When you didn’t show up, I worried that something had happened. And then I get a text that you’re alone tangling with the killers? Olivia, you know I love your newfound gutsy moves, but this? You know this was a bad idea, right?”
Olivia hung her head. Another lecture, but one she deserved. She felt awful.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I wasn’t really thinking straight.”
Brock sighed. “I know. I understand what happened. But next time, don’t go anywhere without me, okay? We’re supposed to have each other’s backs. I can’t help you if you leave me behind.”
Olivia nodded, unable to speak aloud. She realized just then that she’d acted just like her mother. Disappearing without telling anyone where she was going, making everyone worry, putting herself first. Guilt overwhelmed her. Guilt for upsetting Brock, mostly, but also a little guilt for the way she spoke to her mom. After all, everyone made selfish decisions from time to time, especially in times of turmoil. Could she really be angry at her mom when she was clearly in the same boat?
She didn’t have time to think about that situation, though, and it was much more complicated than that. She had years of pain and loneliness to peel back if she wanted to get to the core of that issue. It would have to wait, though. Brock nudged Olivia’s shoulder.
“We doin’ this?”
Olivia pressed her lips together and nodded. They were about to conduct the most important interview of their careers so far. After all, it wasn’t often you caught a member of a murderous cult.
They had some time before they handed the kid off to be taken to a holding cell, and Olivia wanted to make the most of their time. She was sure it wouldn’t be easy, though. He’d probably been convinced by his accomplices that he’d be killed if he gave up any information. Olivia wondered if the boy had somehow been coerced into being a part of the group via blackmail or something. She couldn’t see any other way in which a young man would decide to join in with something so awful. But she guessed she was about to find out.
The young man was handcuffed to the table in the interrogation room when Olivia and Brock entered. Rachel was already waiting in the room, and she nodded respectfully to Olivia as she entered. At least one person seemed to think she’d done something good. It was nice that Rachel had her back even when everyone else was busy being angry with her.
She took the middle seat opposite the kid. He’d been crying, but he was doing his best to hide it, turning his face to the wall and pressing his lips together like they were the one thing holding him together entirely. Olivia felt a small flicker of sympathy and had to remind herself exactly what kind of person she was dealing with. She cleared her throat.
“My name is Special Agent Olivia Knight with the FBI. This is my partner, Special Agent Brock Tanner, and Chief Rachel Collins of Beacon Hill PD. We’d like to talk with you regarding what happened in the park, and about the other murders you’re connected with.”
“I… want… my lawyer,” the boy said through gritted teeth. Olivia threaded her fingers together.
“Okay, sure. Fair enough. Except the thing is, kid, we saw you. We watched you dump that body in the pond. So whatever happens, you’re going away for at least accessory to murder. I don’t care if you didn’t touch the victim otherwise. You’re already in serious trouble. So how about this. You hold off on calling your lawyer and we can talk informally. The more you help us, the more we can help you.”
The young man sniffed, shaking his head slowly. “You don’t get it. I can’t go to prison. I’ll be dead anyway. You may as well kill me now.”
“Is that what your killing buddies told you? Well, how about this. You cooperate with us a little and we’ll see how we can help you.”
Olivia knew she was making empty promises, but she needed to loosen the kid’s lips. He looked at her, shaking a little as he tried to figure out how honest she was being. He seemed to trust her at least a little because he turned back to face her, ready for questioning.
“Can you do one thing for me? Call my parents. They don’t know where I am. I just want to see them. one last time.”
Olivia nodded. That was one request she could actually grant. “Alright. I’ll make sure that happens. What’s your name, kid?”
“Tommy. Tommy Goodwin.”
“And how old are you, Tommy?”
“Eighteen.”
“Alright, Tommy. Would you mind telling us, in your own words, what happened tonight?”
His lip wobbled. He shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t, I can’t…”
Brock sighed. He clearly had a lot less patience than Olivia did for him. He hadn’t been there when Olivia caught him, when she saw the fear in his eyes, saw the flicker of something she didn’t understand, but pitied. She knew there was more to the story than they were seeing. She just needed to prove it.
“You killed a person and then dumped the body. True or false?”
Tommy took several deep breaths. “I… I didn’t kill them. I didn’t.”
“But you stood by and watched while your friends did it? Right?”
He waited a moment before he gave the slightest of nods. Olivia knew it was only because they’d already seen him do it that he wasn’t trying to hide the fact. Getting any new information from him would prove a lot more difficult.
“Okay, let’s make this easier for you,” Rachel piped up. “We’ll give you some facts. You can tell us if they’re true or false. Okay?”
Tommy nodded. Rachel’s eyes were fierce as she fixed them on him. “You were present for all four murders. True or false?”
He swallowed. “False.”
“Okay… was this the first time you were involved?”
“Y—yes.”
“So for each killing, there were different sets of people present on the scene. True or false?”
“T—true.”
Olivia took a deep breath. That was a big deal. There had been four people this murder scene, and at least five when they killed the twins, then who knew how many people could be getting their hands dirty? Just how deep did this conspiracy go?
“I have a question,” Olivia chimed in. “You said there were different people involved in each scene, but was there one specific person involved in all of the crimes? A leader of sorts?”
Tommy avoided Olivia’s eyes and she already knew his answer without him saying anything. She was right. Someone was leading the attacks, convincing the others it was a good idea, making them kill over and over again. She stared him down.
“Next statement. You and the others have been dabbling in Satanic rituals at each of the killings. True or false?”
He bit his lip. “It’s not satanic. We don’t worship Satan.”
“Alright, but you’ve been up to something, right? Human sacrifice?” Brock pushed, not giving Tommy any wriggle room. He quietly nodded and Olivia made some notes on her pad. She was already learning more from Tommy than she’d expected to get out of him.
“You said you don’t worship Satan… then it’s someone else? Some other god?”
Tommy hesitated once again before nodding. Olivia’s heart was racing. Everything was coming back to this mysterious religion.
“What’s the name of this god, Tommy?” Brock asked.
Tommy fell silent and looked away. Olivia waited for a few moments, but he said nothing. She decided to try a different angle.
“Tommy, while we’re on a roll, would you mind telling us how you got yourself involved in this? Did you choose to be a part of all of this, or were you forced to participate?”
Tommy kept his eyes focused right on the table.
“It would really help us if you were honest with us, Tommy. And like I said, it will be better for you too,” Brock added.
He sniffed and looked away again. “Screw it. I guess I don’t have anything left to lose…”
Olivia gave him a moment to gather his thoughts, and Rachel and Brock followed her lead. He sniffed again, staring into the distance.
“I was recruited a year ago,” he started quietly. “They came to Delaware. I didn’t really know what I was getting myself into, but I wanted out of town, so I went along with it. And it went from there.”
“Recruited? Like you’re some kind of army or something?” Brock asked, sharing a quick look with Olivia. ‘Recruited’ had been the same phrase used by their mystery caller as well. Tommy glared over in his direction, slumping down a little in his seat.
“No comment.”
“Oh, now you’re feeling shy?”
Olivia shot Brock a look. He clearly wasn’t impressed with being silenced, but he complied with a roll of his eyes. Olivia turned back to Tommy.
“So your parents haven’t seen you in a whole year? You didn’t tell them where went?”
Tommy shook his head. “I don’t have a phone. I don’t… I don’t really have anything.”
Olivia’s heart was in overdrive. She was getting close to what she needed, she was sure of it. Her hunch that something about the young man was off was becoming more and more likely. She recalled her conversation with her mother earlier that day: how the network she’d been investigating used blackmail to ensnare their members. Was that something that was happening in Beacon Hill too?
“How did the group get you to stay? Do they have something on you? A secret that made you stay, possibly?”
Olivia was shocked when he shook his head. She was so sure that the only reason he’d be involved was that he’d been forced to. She leaned back in her seat, frowning.
“Then what was the incentive? Surely this isn’t the life you wanted for yourself, Tommy? What made you stay?”
Tommy looked very tired as he lowered his eyes to the table in front of him, sighing deeply. He shrugged his shoulders.
“I didn’t belong anywhere else.”
Olivia shook her head. How was that reason enough to get involved in murder? She couldn’t understand.
“They make you feel like you belong? They make you feel good?”
The young man nodded, but shame was clouding his face. Olivia could see that he was fully aware that the path he’d chosen was wrong. He knew that he’d been shrouded in the shadow of evil. And maybe that was what separated him from the others. He didn’t do it because he wanted to get blood on his hands. He did it so that he could find a community within the group, whoever they might be. How many others had been drawn in like that?
Olivia exchanged a glance with Rachel. She was thinking about what Rachel’s old friend had told Brock on the phone, about how he always felt like he had a home within the community. All of his friends were there. It was never about the ideology. If Olivia could just get Tommy to admit he was connected with some kind of organization, then it would all be over. She could topple an entire empire.
“Tommy… you must understand the position we’re in. We have five victims who have been killed now. And you know who did it,” Olivia said quietly. “I don’t know what you know about the other victims. One was a pool cleaner, a family man, well-loved within the community. There was a man who was killed in his own bathtub. Then there were the twin girls… they weren’t that much older than you. They had lives ahead of them, plans in place. How do you think they felt when they were being killed? Do you think they lied there and thought: ‘hey, all those plans I made? I’ll never get to fulfill them now.’”
Tommy was shaking, his cheeks red. Olivia kept her face straight. She didn’t want to show any weakness. She had to show him that he had a choice. A choice to do something good.
“I don’t want anyone else to die. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. You can end this now if you’re willing to help us. We need you to step up and be honest. Think of the lives you could save.”
He said nothing. Olivia hadn’t really expected him to, but at the same time, she was praying that he’d choose to be better. Olivia tried to put herself in his shoes. He said he had nothing left to lose, so why wouldn’t he give up the games and tell them the truth?
“Tommy?”
“I can’t,” he said, his voice wobbling. “They’re my family. They take care of me.”
Brock leaned forward, his face stony. “Those people are not your family. I don’t know what kind of dream they sold you, but all you are to them is a pawn in their games. They didn’t come back for you, did they? They left you to the wolves. And when you’re in jail, you can bet they won’t be coming to bail you out. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s someone there ready to stick a knife in your back and keep you quiet. So maybe it’s in your interest to tell us now before your sentence is decided. What’s it going to be, kid?”
Tommy was crying now. “No. No, I can’t… I’d rather die.”
Olivia felt as frustrated as Brock looked at that moment, but she held herself back. She had to keep trying. This was their one chance to get him to talk if they wanted to stop any more killings. Sure, someone might get him talking eventually, but probably not until it was too late. Not until the bodies were piled too high for them to count. Not until more people, possibly dozens, had blood on their hands. How deep did this go?
“One name,” Olivia whispered. “You give us one name, one person, and we can help you. I can see it in your eyes, Tommy. You never wanted things to go this way. You didn’t want anyone to die. Please. If you have a shred of humanity, stop protecting those people. Stop hiding them away because you think they care. You can choose to go back to the right path.”
Tommy wavered. Olivia held her breath. She watched his lips, waiting, hoping he’d say just one name. He took a deep breath.
“A—Apep.”
“Apep? What does that mean? Is that a name?” Olivia asked.
But then his lips pressed together and she knew she’d lost him. He wasn’t going to give them anything more.
“I want my lawyer now,” he said, turning back to the wall again. “And I want to see my parents.”
“Who is Apep?” Brock demanded, but Tommy kept his gaze fixed on the wall.
Olivia sighed. Brock’s jaw was tight and Rachel sat very quietly. Olivia’s sympathy for him was gone now. As the three of them stood up to leave the room, she wondered how someone—this Apep—could utterly convince someone to throw their life away for no reason, that it was better for him to die than to admit guilt? How had they convinced him that it was better to let more people die than to turn in the people out there killing?
In just a year, he’d been completely brainwashed. His life had been ruined. In some ways, they were killing him slowly too. Olivia knew somehow that Tommy wouldn’t last in jail. Someone would get him just for being caught. He knew too much for them to let him live. Olivia took one last look at Tommy and felt pity for him.
She knew she was looking at a dead man.





 
By the time Brock and Olivia arrived back at the cabin, she felt truly exhausted, a feeling that didn’t come to her often. She felt for once like she could just collapse into bed and be asleep in moments. But she was still anxious; a million thoughts ran through her mind. The interview had been useful in some ways, and she’d learned a lot, but she was still frustrated that they hadn’t managed to get Tommy to give them some names.
All he’d given them was Apep. A cursory search on her phone on the way home hadn’t turned up much, but it didn’t sound like anyone’s name Olivia had ever heard of. Who or what was Apep?
Olivia unlocked the door to her house and Brock stepped inside after her. It was an unspoken agreement that he’d be staying the night. She felt so at home with him now that he didn’t even need to ask to stay over. He sighed as he sat down on the sofa.
“No coffee tonight, I hope? I’ve noticed you still haven’t chucked the instant stuff?”
Olivia smiled tiredly. “Sorry. I was too busy chasing murderers through a park to go to the store and buy your fancy dark roast.”
“Hm… I’ll let you off this time.”
“Can I offer you a beer instead?”
“I think I’d actually prefer that. Thanks.”
Olivia cracked open two beer bottles for them and they sat quietly on the sofa, drinking them. They were sitting close together, and it made Olivia feel a little better, having him there. She knew that she was in danger after what had gone down at the park. The killers would certainly have their eyes on her now if they hadn’t before. After all, she’d managed to whittle their numbers down by one. Olivia gritted her teeth and thought to herself that she wouldn’t stop until she’d felled them all.
“How are you doing?” Brock asked Olivia. She shrugged slowly.
“Tired. Scared. Irritated. It’s been a long day.”
“It has. Especially for you. But you did good today. You faced up to your mom, you caught a killer, and you did it all on your own. Though I wish I could’ve been there to help you.”
Olivia tilted her head back against the back of the sofa, smiling softly at him. “Me too.”
“You really did scare Olivia. I just kept thinking about you driving over there alone. Walking through that park with no one to cover your back. I know you’re perfectly capable, Olivia, but no one should ever face those kinds of things alone. And I wish you’d told me you were going.”
“I’m sorry, Brock. I really am. I should have told you where I was. It was scary. It shook me up. But I was in a bad frame of mind. After everything that happened with my mom earlier, I just… I don’t know. I guess I kind of lost my mind.”
“It happens to the best of us,” Brock murmured. “I just… I know this job is dangerous, and I’ve always been fine with that. But having a partner now… well, it’s not just me I have to worry about anymore. I never want to see you hurt.”
“I know,” Olivia said gently. “I feel the same. Maybe that’s why I didn’t want to drag you along with me. I think… I think I just didn’t want you to get muddled up in my stuff, you know? I didn’t want you to have to go along for my crazy ride.”
“Isn’t that what I’m here for?” Brock said with a smile. “I’m not afraid of a little bit of crazy. In fact, I’m a little insulted that you don’t think I’m cool enough to go full secret agent and hunt killers in the night. What, you thought I might cramp your style?”
Olivia laughed a little, the pain settled on her chest lifting a little. He always knew how to make her laugh, even at the most inappropriate moments. If that wasn’t friendship, she didn’t know what was. Her smile lingered for a moment and Brock watched her with gentle eyes. She could see that he pitied her, and that was the last thing she wanted, but she also knew it was only because he understood what she was going through. He was just looking out for her.
“You look tired,” Brock said gently. “You should head to bed.”
Olivia chewed her lip. “I can’t. We have to find out what Apep is.”
“We’ll have plenty of time to research that in the morning. But you need some rest.”
Neither of them moved a muscle. Olivia drained the last of her beer and let her head fall against the armrest. She told herself she’d just stay a few minutes longer, that she’d head up to bed soon. But it soon became clear to her that she wasn’t going anywhere.
Right there, she could almost convince herself that she was safe.

Olivia woke up still on the sofa. She was right on the edge of the seat, her neck hurting a little from sleeping in an odd position. She sat up and saw that Brock had draped himself over the chair on the other side of the room, limbs dangling off the seat. She almost laughed at how ridiculous he looked, but she didn’t want to wake him up. She was glad he’d stayed.
She knew she should get up and get to work, but she was still groggy and uncomfortably trapped in the reality of the day before. She told herself that she deserved a few minutes to relax, to process everything. Then she’d get up and make coffee, and they’d pretend like it was just another normal day on the job…
Olivia must have fallen asleep again for a while because she was suddenly jolted awake by the doorbell. It was a foreign sound to her in her house since she barely ever had visitors. She and Brock both sat up in unison, rubbing their eyes, blinking at the harsh light trickling in through the window. Brock groaned.
“Man… who hit me over the head with a brick? I slept terribly.”
Olivia didn’t reply as she got up to her feet. She was anxious about who might be outside her home. She knew she looked the exact opposite of presentable, but she walked to the front door anyway, cautiously peering through the peep hole to see who was calling on her so early. Then she wished she hadn’t.
It was her mom. She watched her silently as she stood awkwardly on the porch, smoothing down her hair and fiddling with her blouse. Olivia was almost glad to see her squirming with nerves. She wanted Jean to feel as uncomfortable as she did. It was petty, yes, but she wasn’t in the mood for trying to be civil to the person who’d turned her life upside down.
Even so, she opened the door. Her mom looked up at her with a guilty smile.
“Hello, darling. I got your address from one of your friends at the Bureau. I’m sorry to drop by like this, but I didn’t like the way we left things. I want to try again. Can I come in?”
Olivia really wanted to say no, but she stepped aside as though on autopilot, allowing her mom to step into her house. She gazed around her in awe. Olivia knew it must be strange for her, to go from not knowing anything about her daughter’s life for the past few years to being inside her home, taking it all in. But it definitely couldn’t be as weird for her as it was for Olivia, uncovering all of the secrets her mom had tried so hard to bury beneath the sand.
“This is lovely,” Jean commented, stepping through to the living room as though she felt comfortable exploring. She did a double-take when she saw Brock just sitting up on the chair, his hair ruffled. “Oh! Hello…”
Brock smiled awkwardly and gave a little wave. Olivia had to resist the urge to roll her eyes as her mom turned to her with raised eyebrows.
“Is this your boyfriend? Husband, even?”
“You thought I’d get married without you there?” Olivia said, raising her eyebrow in return. “This is Agent Tanner. My work partner. We’re working this murder case together. And we’re very busy, so if you’ve got something you want to say, you’d better make it quick. Brock, help yourself to coffee and the shower. You know where everything is.”
Brock nodded, understanding his cue to leave. He got up and sidled past Olivia and her mother, the silence following him out of the room. Olivia offered her mom a seat on the sofa. She sat down with a knowing smile.
“He seems nice.”
“Mom, really? We are not on a level right now for you to be making insinuations about my love life. Don’t you see the problem here? You can’t just pick up where you left off. Everything has changed. You have no idea.”
Jean’s face fell. Olivia took a deep breath, trying to gather herself before she sat down. She looked her mom right in the eyes. “Look. I can maybe understand why you found it hard to talk about your work when I was younger. What I can’t understand is how you allowed me to just keep believing the lies. What I can’t understand is how you couldn’t tell me that you’re in the exact same profession as me. You looked me in the eye so many times and made up stories about your trips to Africa. You were practically fluent in lies, and now I’m finding it hard to see you as the person I looked up to, loved unconditionally, would’ve done anything before. You came back here and it’s like you didn’t even feel a shred of guilt for everything.”
“I did. I did feel guilty,” Jean admitted. “And I still do. But I’m as new to this as you are. I don’t know how to come back to the real world. I’ve just spent years alone with nothing but work to distract me. The only communication I’ve had with the outside world has been a single letter each year to your father, written in code. It’s been hard for me too.”
“I don’t doubt that, Mom. I don’t doubt that living undercover is difficult. But the thing is, I didn’t contribute to that. When you left without saying anything, I had to spend years thinking you were dead. All because you didn’t tell me anything. All because you decided long ago that you’d rather lie than be honest with me. If you could talk to Dad, then why not me too? Or at least tell him to tell me you were alive? All of this pain you inflicted on me could’ve been avoided. All of it. What happened in your work was a hazard of the job, but you didn’t have to let your family down. Do you see why I’m angry? Do you see why you’re to blame for this and how it could’ve been avoided?”
Olivia’s mom opened her mouth to argue, but she quickly shut it. After a few moments of stubborn silence, she nodded. Olivia sighed, rubbing her forehead.
“What’s done is done. Maybe if you could go back, you’d do things differently, but that doesn’t really change how I feel right now. And I know that you probably expected a warmer welcome from me, but I’m finding it hard to be anything but angry now. I shouldn’t have to relearn everything about my own mother. I shouldn’t have to get used to you being a completely different person than I thought you were.”
Jean continued to nod. Olivia could see that she was agreeing with her, but somehow, it felt like she still didn’t get it. Like she was just pretending to understand. Olivia closed her eyes and forced herself to take a deep breath.
“I know you don’t want to hear it, Olivia, but I still feel like I did the right thing. When you were growing up, it was definitely the right choice not to tell you about my work. And then when you were old enough to understand it… well, you had a life of your own. You had stresses of your own without me adding to them. You know how our work can be. It can be a burden to those who know about it. The load is heavy when you’re around so much death, so much pain, so many lies. And I thought it was better that you didn’t get tangled up in my stuff too. You won’t know this because you’re not a mother yet, but when you have children, you gain a sixth sense. You understand what your children need, even if they think they need something else. I did what was best for you, and for Veronica. I do believe that’s still the case.”
Olivia shook her head to herself. “My God. It’s like you haven’t listened to a single word I’ve said.”
“I have, Olivia. I hear you and I’m sorry for the pain I caused you. But I know that if I’d gone into hiding and you’d known that was the case, it would’ve changed your life forever.”
“This changed my life forever! I lost it, Mom. I really lost it when you went away. I thought I’d lost everything. In what world is that better than knowing your mom is safe, just hiding away somewhere? That was all I needed. To know you were okay. But you always think you know best. Even now, as I’m sitting here telling you you’re wrong, you don’t have a clue. You don’t listen. You just don’t.”
“Olivia, calm down.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down! This is my house. This is the life I built for myself and it doesn’t include you. You made your choice, so don’t just try and insert yourself into my new world and act like you don’t belong, because you don’t. I left the city to get away from all the pain and anxiety of losing you. Coming here was my way of starting over. And now you’re here, telling me how to be, how to react… well, it doesn’t work like that. You gave up your right to tell me how things are a long time ago.”
For the first time in their conversation, Olivia could see that her mom looked truly hurt. She looked into her eyes and saw the agony of her rejection. But what else was she supposed to say? At least one of the two of them was actually being truthful. Jean looked at the ground, her lips pressed together.
“I’m still your mother, Olivia. I still know what’s good for you. I’m sorry that you think I don’t deserve a place here anymore. But I’m going to keep trying. I’m going to fix it. You’re all I have left, Olivia. You and Veronica… you were my pride and joy. Now she’s gone, and I’m not going to lose you as well. If it takes the rest of my life, I’ll make it up to you.”
Olivia said nothing. How were they supposed to reconcile when her mom wouldn’t listen to a word she was saying? How could they fix it when she was so stubborn, so sure that she was always right? Olivia supposed she got that trait from her mom because she wasn’t backing down either.
“You know,” Jean whispered, “trauma comes with our work. I should know. I have plenty of it. You think you’re the only one who has been hurt by the way this job works? I’ve been haunted by the case that sent me into hiding for years. Since I was around your age, it’s been a part of my life. It’s not always been at the forefront of my mind, but it’s been there all the same. I’ve watched people get hurt. I’ve promised to save people who I couldn’t save. I’ve had a lifetime of pain. You might not want to believe it, but we’re not so different. And someday, you might have to make difficult choices like I did. Then, maybe you’ll understand why I did these things.”
As her mom stood up to leave, Olivia didn’t try to stop her. She bit the inside of her cheek, seething quietly. She could see where her Mom was coming from, and yet she still wasn’t listening. She knew now that she never would. She felt a hand on her shoulder and resisted the urge to move away.
“I’m sorry,” Olivia’s mom whispered. Then she left.
Olivia sat alone for a while on the sofa, staring into space. She was even more rattled than she had been before. All of the calm and peace she’d briefly felt that morning was gone. She put her head in her hands, wishing she could step out of her own body just to not have to feel any of it anymore.
But then she felt the hand on her shoulder. She smelled coffee. When she opened her eyes, Brock pressed a mug of coffee into her hands. She smiled and took it.
“You good?”
“I am now,” Olivia said gently. “Thank you.”
Brock nodded. Olivia knew he wouldn’t push her any further and she was glad of it. He just understood exactly how to deal with her. He sat down beside her, reopening their case file and adding notes from the interview into it. She sat and drank her coffee. She was uncertain of a lot of things then, but she knew one thing for sure.
She could always rely on him.





 
“His name was Mark Dunn. He was thirty-four years old, a painter who displayed most of his art locally. He also does street art, according to his girlfriend. You know, the kind where you pay a few dollars and he’ll draw you right there and then?”
Olivia nodded as Rachel filled them in on the information about the victim Olivia saw at the pond. It was harder than normal to hear the facts about him. She kept thinking that if she’d just been a little earlier, she might’ve been able to save his life. Now, a young man had been fished out of a dirty pond, his face mutilated and his dignity stolen from him. She chewed the inside of her cheek to distract herself.
“Was he religious?”
“His girlfriend said he identified as Buddhist, but I don’t know if he had any formal affiliation. It seems hard to believe that anyone would target him from what I’ve been told about him. He did a lot of volunteering. Soup kitchens, street cleanups, whatever. He was a vegan and led a pacifist lifestyle. He doesn’t seem like someone that would likely be an obvious target.”
Olivia and Brock shared a knowing look. How could it possibly be a coincidence that this victim had yet another different religious affiliation?
“Do you remember that name that Tommy Goodwin gave us? Apep?” Olivia asked.
“Yes,” Rachel nodded. “I didn’t know what to make of it.”
“I did some digging on it and found a possible explanation. Apep—also called Apophis—was an ancient Egyptian god. The god of chaos and destruction.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“He was the Enemy of Ra. Lord of Chaos. The Eater of Souls. Every evening he took the form of a snake, causing mayhem throughout the land, and fought destructive wars with Ra, the god of the sun. His roar would cause the underworld to rumble, setting off mighty earthquakes. And though Ra could defeat him, he could never truly kill him. He was more powerful than any other god. Chaos always found a way to terrorize the world.”
A shiver passed through the room. Olivia felt as though the snake itself had wrapped around Beacon Hill and was slowly squeezing the life from it.
“That would line up with the story you mentioned from Father Adler,” Rachel finally said. “The ancient god that Finlay Clarke worshipped.”
Olivia nodded. “And the story from Jenny Haber about them trying to convert her to a different religion.”
“If this is some sort of cult worshipping this god… they want one thing,” Brock added. “They want chaos. Destruction. So far, they’ve killed the kind of people who nobody can find a bad thing to say about. Doesn’t it make sense that they’d want to get rid of anything pure in this world? They want to bring about this chaos by attacking the most innocent people. Like a virus.”
Olivia nodded slowly. “That actually makes sense. All of our victims seem to be the complete opposite of chaos. I’m not saying that they’re all perfect people, but they’ve all got clean records, are well-liked in the community, and did good things for others. The only anomaly is Jenny, I guess, but we know exactly why these people would want her dead.”
“I guess that’s true,” Rachel said, twisting a strand of her hair around her finger. “What about the Wheeler sisters, though? Didn’t you say that an ex-boyfriend was acting suspicious?”
Olivia nodded. “I thought that too, but even if being stood up at prom five years ago was enough to prompt a revenge killing, it still doesn’t explain the rest of the victims. I have to put that down to just high school drama. That couldn’t have been the reason they were killed.”
“We can establish the pattern pretty clearly that each victim seems to be of a different spiritual tradition,” Brock added. “But why these specific victims? That’s what I keep coming back to. I’d say the vast majority of Beacon Hill is Christian—so why Walter Cadwell? Surely Erik Benson wasn’t the only atheist in town. And any of the others.”
Olivia’s mind whirred as the cogs turned in her brain. “The thing is, if we’ve got a large group of people taking part in the killings, then maybe the victims don’t necessarily have anything in common. It’s unlikely that Erik Benson ran in the same circles as Walter. And the Wheeler sisters were so young, that I doubt they even knew any of the other victims. So what connects them? Maybe nothing. Maybe they just wanted to hurt people who would be missed.”
Brock and Rachel fell silent at her suggestion. Olivia knew it was a valid idea, but the reason they were unresponsive was that they knew how much that theory would complicate their investigation. They all wanted the answers to their questions to be simple, but unfortunately for them, life didn’t work that way. Brock let out a puff of air.
“Well. If that’s the case, then we’ve got a big job on our hands.”
“Not necessarily,” Olivia continued. “Let’s imagine there’s a hierarchy within this group. We know that they have a leader of sorts. Someone who leads each of the killings, the person Jenny saw killing the woman at the house. Whoever that person is, I’ll bet they’ve appeared at every crime scene. So that begs the question: how strong is the network without its leader? If we cut off the head of the snake, does it grow a new one, or does it die?”
“Evidently, it wasn’t enough to take down Finlay or Tommy, but maybe… maybe if we find the heart of this movement, then we can destroy it,” Brock offered.
Olivia nodded. “This person must be extremely influential and charismatic, to get people to follow in their footsteps. So take them away, and these people are left with nothing. Except some clarity, perhaps. So I think you’re right. Maybe we just need to find the leader and take them down. If they lose everything, then perhaps they’ll even destroy the rest of the network in the process.”
“If they go down, everyone does,” Rachel murmured. Olivia nodded.
“Exactly. So let’s think about the leader. What do we know so far? If their goal is to strike chaos and fear into this town, it’s certainly working. But they must believe themselves to be the prophets of this ancient god. They believe they’ve got a lot of power in their hands.”
“And they do,” Rachel chimed in. “I’ve never seen anything like it in my career. The organization of it, the loyalty… it scares me a little.”
Olivia didn’t want to say it out loud, but it scared her a little too. In her career, she’d come across plenty of people killing for love, killing for revenge, killing in the heat of the moment. But someone committing human sacrifice because someone else told them to? Or if not committing the act, helping to mutilate and dispose of the bodies? That wasn’t normal. What they were dealing with was equally rare and terrifying all at once.
“Maybe they have weak points,” Brock suggested. “Like Tommy. All he could tell us was the name of this ancient deity, but I think that’s a lot more than some would. These people seem very committed. The level of secrecy and bonding needed to keep them all under control…”
Rachel puffed out air. “I’ll tell you this for free. If you guys ever need a wingwoman for your murder spree you can count me out.”
Olivia smiled. She was beginning to like the police chief a lot. She was like a wittier version of Brock.
Brock scratched at his chin.
“What’s our next step? Where do we go from here?”
“I think we’ve got to keep up the pressure. Let’s put out another call for volunteers from the surrounding towns. Put more police out on the street, as many as we can spare,” Olivia said, looking at Rachel. “We need to cover every source of water we possibly can. The killers don’t show any sign of changing their style any time soon. I wouldn’t even discount areas where they’ve already hit. These people are arrogant. They’ve stuck around even after two of their own have been caught. They performed a murder right on an active crime scene. That takes guts.”
“Okay. How long do you think we have before they strike again?”
Olivia chewed her lip. “It’s hard to know. They always strike at night, except for Jenny’s attack, but sometimes, they go days without an attack. I thought maybe since they were almost caught last night, they’d ease off. But who knows. I think they’re watching us somehow, trying to figure out ways to keep us on our toes. They seem to aim to be unpredictable. I have no clue what they’re going to do next.”
As though on cue, Olivia felt her phone buzz in her pocket. Brock and Rachel waited in solemn silence as she took the call. It was Jonathan.
“Knight speaking.”
“Just got word from the prison. Tommy Goodwin has been killed in his cell,” Jonathan told her. Olivia closed her eyes. It didn’t come as a surprise to her in the slightest, especially after Finlay’s dramatic suicide, but she had no clue how someone had gotten away with it, or how they’d done it so quickly. How did they even know how to target him? Her heart was racing. Did the group have a network within the federal prison? How big was this group they were dealing with?
“Thank you for telling me. Do they know anything about how it happened?”
“No. The prison is going to try and pass it off as some kind of accident, or a brawl gone wrong, but I think we both know there’s more to it. Especially after what Finlay Clarke did to himself.”
“Agreed.”
“There’s nothing more we can do about it now unless they find any evidence to aid us. But it looks like our killers are not above turning on their own if it saves the majority.”
“No surprises there then.”
There was a short silence. “Hang on, Knight. I’ve just received something…”
Olivia frowned, having no clue what he was talking about. She heard a deep intake of breath on the other end of the line. When Jonathan came back to the receiver, Olivia could sense that he was a little rattled.
“I’m sending you an email right now. I don’t want you to be concerned, Olivia. We will ensure that nothing happens to you. But I think you need to exercise caution. There’s definitely some bad blood between you and the killers.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Check the email, Olivia. Call me back when you’ve watched it.”
Olivia ended the call and saw the email notification pop up on her phone. There was a video attachment. Brock and Rachel stared at her, waiting for her to explain what was going on, but she wordlessly opened the video and began to watch.
To her horror, she saw that the video had been taken in broad daylight. In the background, she could see another victim being held down by four people in hoodies. The killers were striking again. Strangled screams served as a backing track as someone stepped in front of the camera. Their face was entirely concealed by some kind of white material that clung to every contour of the person’s face, outlining their features, but giving very little away about their identity. Like the others in the background, they wore a black hood over their head.
“You wanted to see us in action, didn’t you Agent Knight?” the person said. There was some kind of filter, distorting their voice so it couldn’t be recognized, but Olivia was certain it was a man. She tried desperately to distinguish whose face she was looking at, but she couldn’t.
“You sought to break us apart. To destroy our spirit. But we are one. One movement, one soul, one family. It’ll take much more than arresting one of our own to stop us. You might not understand why we are doing these things, but you will. You cannot stop our righteous work. You cannot stop our Lord of Chaos. You had your fun playing the heroine, but if you continue to pursue us, then you are going to make an enemy of us. And you know what we do to our enemies…”
The figure stepped aside so that Olivia could see the four others lifting the flailing body of the next victim and throwing it into the water. She wasn’t even sure where the killing was taking place, but it wasn’t Beacon Hill. They had police crawling every inch of the town. Brock stared over her shoulder at the screen.
“Is that—is that in Belle Grove?”
Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. He was right. Someone was out in the woods close to her house killing someone in cold blood. She felt sick. She watched as the dying victim was held under the creek by the other killers. A low chuckle from the spokesman in front of the screen sent a chill through her bones and she wished she knew exactly where he was so she could end him herself. She knew the killings were sick before, but hearing that laughter, knowing the joy they were getting out of the killings, took it entirely to a new level.
The man in the white mask moved back into view on the screen. He shook his head, tutting.
“You were wrong to mess with us, Agents. Now, listen to me carefully. I am The Messenger. I am the vessel of our mighty lord. I am the one who takes this foul world and prepares it for the darkness to come. I take those unworthy of the coming world and I send them on their way. You may think me cruel. You may think me insane. But I know exactly what I’m doing. So let me make this simple for you. Stay away from us, and we may spare you. But keep on our tail, and I assure you, you will be next. Should you choose to do that, then I will make sure that I take every sin from within you before you die.”
With that, the man raised his hand to the camera. Olivia recoiled when she saw the dark slice that ran through his palm, still trickling blood. He was the one doing the blood pacts. The leader. The true heart of the sickness among the group.
Olivia felt sick to her stomach. She had spent many years believing she was being targeted, but now, someone was telling her directly that he wanted her dead. It made it feel even more real. She felt unsteady on her feet, and it was only Brock that stopped her from falling when she stumbled back. The video wasn’t over, but Olivia had seen more than enough. She took deep breaths, trying to calm herself down, but for a rational person like herself, it was impossible to ignore the fear in her heart. A seasoned serial killer wanted her dead, and she suspected they’d get their way if they wanted to.
“It’s going to be okay,” Brock told her. “We’re going to stop this monster.”
But it wasn’t enough to make her feel better. For once, even Brock couldn’t comfort her. Jonathan had warned her what would happen if she wasn’t cautious, if she made herself known, but she hadn’t listened. Now, she was going to pay for it. Now, she was on a hit list.
And her name was next up.





 
It took Olivia a few hours to come to terms with what she’d seen and heard in the video. She headed back to Brock’s place to work on the case, but for the first time in a long time, she found herself so distracted that she couldn’t focus at all. They had all agreed it was best if Olivia didn’t go directly to the place where the threat on her life had been made, and Olivia hoped that work would keep her occupied.
The video was humiliating and scary, and it wasn’t easy to forget it, but after a certain amount of time, she managed to talk to herself sternly and tell herself to calm down. Hadn’t she spent the past few years preparing for this? She had long been convinced that someone wanted her dead. Now that she had confirmation of the fact, all she had to do was keep on the same path.
She was always paranoid, she was always ready for action, and she was always teetering on the edge. She could use that to her advantage. Besides, she’d already contacted Maggie Stone from the Belle Grove PD, who had insisted on her having police protection at night. Four officers were posted up outside of her cabin and another four at the diner below Brock’s apartment. If anything, she was safer than she’d ever been.
But the news of the body being located in a small stream in Belle Grove had really made Olivia anxious. Brock had managed to identify the location from long walks he’d taken in the town, and it had led to them finding the crime scene a few hours after the killing took place. The thought of something so horrific happening so close to home made Olivia shiver. She knew the Messenger had done it to rile her up, to let her know that he knew exactly how to find her if he wanted to, but that knowledge didn’t help her in the slightest. All it did was make her feel guilty for bringing these horrors so close to home. Belle Grove had been through enough since she’d arrived. In fact, she was starting to feel like some sort of curse on the town.
But people trusted her to get things done. Ever since she’d solved the kidnapping case there just over a month before, she’d garnered respect from the other residents. In stark contrast to the chaos and fear gripping Beacon Hill, the residents of Belle Grove smiled and waved to her on the street, knowing she was the reason their kids slept safely at night. They thought she was a hero. She understood how quickly that would change if she messed things up, though. She needed to tread carefully.
Brock, who had been taking a call in his bedroom, reemerged looking grave. He’d taken the video as seriously as Olivia had, and had been in a solemn mood ever since.
“That was Maggie. They identified the new victim. A woman named Carla Smith. She was easier to identify, she had her wallet in her pocket when she was killed. She was, of course, badly mutilated and then drowned. The same old story. She’s also a resident back in Beacon Hill, so the killers must have transported her, still alive, to Belle Grove and into the woods. She’s already reached out to Rachel to coordinate things.”
“They’re getting cockier,” Olivia murmured. “And that makes them dangerous. They know they’re a few steps ahead of us. It’s almost as though they’re in some kind of frenzy, getting as much as they can done before we catch them.”
“Then maybe that’s good for us. It leaves more room for mistakes.”
“Maybe, but it’s also lighting a fire underneath our butts. They’re getting faster. More people are going to die, and quicker. I mean, killing in broad daylight? I can’t believe it…”
“The forest is kind of deserted, though. They likely knew they could get away with it so long as they got Carla there without being noticed,” Brock pointed out.
“Yeah. Unfortunately for us, whoever we’re dealing with seems smart.”
“Well, they’ve got a lot of brains to put together. There’s some serious teamwork in all of these killings. I guess they got a little sloppy when it came to Tommy, but hey… he was loyal to the end.”
Olivia pictured the young man, his throat slit in his cell. She shook her head to rid herself of the thought. She refused to feel guilty for his loss of life. He was the one who hung out with killers, not her.
“Anything else of interest on the scene?”
“Well, a car was found abandoned there. Presumably, the one used to transport Carla to the woods. It could be the perfect place to finally find some concrete evidence. Perhaps the killers got sloppy, left some fingerprints or DNA or something. We’ve already got a search chasing up where the car came from. There was no license plate on the car, it was ripped clean off, but she reckons she knows a place outside of Beacon Hill that’s selling cars illegally. I think we can trust her to get to the bottom of that. Maybe we’ll be able to find out who bought the car.”
Olivia nodded wearily. “I wish we could be out there helping her. You could always go, Brock.”
“No. I’m not leaving you tonight. Not after what you’ve been through today. No arguments, Olivia.”
Olivia sighed. “Alright, alright. For tonight, we can stay here. Maybe we need to expand the team. I’ve never had to say this before, but I don’t think we can do this on our own. The police are doing their best to keep up with us, but they have other priorities as well. Rachel’s run off her feet. Maybe we should talk to Jonathan. Have him send in some more agents.”
“Actually, I kind of wanted to talk to you about that.” Brock took a deep breath, crossing the room and sitting beside Olivia. He looked her right in the eyes, his expression grave. “Olivia… I think you should take a step back from the case.”
Her eyes flashed with fury. “What?”
“Don’t be mad at me,” he raised his hands in protest, “I’m just looking out for you here. You’ve got a lot going on between your mom coming home and now these death threats. I think you should at least appear to be backing off.”
“I’m not backing off. Not after everything I’ve put into this case. And it’s getting personal now. They want to kill me. I’m not going to let that happen.”
“They said they’d spare you if you stopped chasing them.”
“And since when do we trust the word of serial killers? I’m not safe whatever I do, but I know this case inside out. No one will be able to handle it better than me and you. I thought you said you had my back. We’re supposed to be a team, Brock. Why are you trying to get me to back off?”
Brock sighed. “It’s not about that. I trust you. I just… I don’t want anything to happen to you. They’ve made a direct threat on your life and we have no idea how many of them there are. If you take a step back, they might slow down enough for us to catch up.”
Olivia looked into Brock’s eyes. They were filled with fear. It almost made her laugh, seeing someone more concerned for her safety than she was. Her life had long been controlled by fear, and now, it was like she was letting it go. But just like her mother, she was feeling stubborn. She folded her arms.
“Brock… I know you’re being a good friend right now. But I can’t leave this alone. If this cult wants me dead and they come for me, then we’ll finally have them right where we want them. We can catch them in the act. This is an opportunity if we play our cards right.”
Brock rubbed his face with one hand and sighed. “I can’t believe you’re not scared.”
“Scared? Of course I’m scared! I’ve been shaking like a leaf for half the day. I don’t think I’d be right in the head if I wasn’t scared. But I’ve had a long time to prepare for this. My life was in turmoil long before today. But we have to look at this from a strategic point of view. If the focus is on me, then it’s not elsewhere, is it?”
Brock’s expression softened. “You’re crazy, you know that? But if you’re so certain about this, then I won’t stand in your way. But I’ll be next to you the whole time, alright? No running off alone again. Promise me that.”
Olivia nodded, though she didn’t say the words out loud. She didn’t want to. She had a feeling that the killers would put her in impossible situations before it was all over. She didn’t want to make promises she couldn’t keep.
Brock let out a long sigh. Olivia could see how the day had worn him down. She placed her hand on top of his.
“Go and get some sleep.”
“Then who is going to keep an eye on you, Miss Trouble?”
“Hmm, what about all the armed police officers downstairs, huh? Go on. I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”
Brock tilted his head to the side as though he was trying to tell if she was lying or not. He must have decided to trust her because he stood up, ruffling Olivia’s hair as he walked past her.
“I’ll set an alarm for in a few hours, alright? I think one of us should be awake at all times. Let’s solve this thing so we can sleep easy again.”
Olivia didn’t mention that she never slept easy. She thought about her mother’s reappearance and wondered whether she’d be able to sleep better now that she was back. She thought maybe she would, at least after they’d caught their killer anyway. She lied down on the sofa with her feet up and one hand resting on the gun on her belt. She didn’t want to close her eyes, but she also didn’t want to do anything else. The thought of getting lost in a book scared her, just in case she missed something happening around her. She didn’t want to look at the case any longer either. She just wanted to lie still, listening out for trouble arriving on her doorstep.
But it didn’t come. It was around nine P.M. when her phone buzzed and she jumped a little, but when she saw that it was her father messaging her, she calmed down quickly. She’d been wondering how long it would be before he reached out. He hadn’t said a word since her mom returned. She didn’t much feel like talking to him, but she opened the message.
Olivia. I’ve given Mom your phone number. She’d like to call you. Please don’t shut her out. There is a lot you don’t know.
Olivia clenched her teeth. She didn’t doubt there were things she didn’t know, but whose fault was that? It was Jean who refused to be truthful, not her. And did she even have a clue what Olivia was going through? Did she know that she was now the target of a serial killing cult?
Still, when she saw the call coming through on her phone, she felt inclined to answer it. She pressed the green button on the screen to accept the call.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Olivia,” her mom started gently. “I heard through the bureau about what happened today, and I’ve seen the video. I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”
Olivia bit her lip. She couldn’t avoid her mom forever. As much as she didn’t feel like talking to her, it was good to hear her voice.
“I’m okay. It’s a little scary. Jonathan warned me that it might come to this, but I guess I got a little reckless. What’s done is done. But having a target on my back doesn’t feel so good. I’m sure you know exactly how I’m feeling right now.”
Her mom laughed softly. “Well, at least we’re able to find some common ground, honey. What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to get on with the case.”
“Do you think that’s wise?”
“I think that’s my business, Mom. You sound just like Brock.”
“Your handsome partner?”
Olivia rolled her eyes, but she felt a slight smile creeping onto her lips. “Yes, Mom.”
“Well, he’s talking sense. This isn’t a game, and nothing is worth losing your life over.”
“Mom…”
“Alright, alright. I know you don’t want to hear anything I’ve got to say right now anyway. But just think it over. It’s easy to get ensnared in these cases, to let them take everything from you. I should know, right? But you’re a grown woman. I’m sure you can make these kinds of decisions for yourself.”
Olivia stared up at the ceiling. “Well, I really appreciate your vote of confidence.”
“There’s no need to be sarcastic.”
“No, really, Mom. I know I blew up at you the last time we spoke, but I still care what you think on some level. I just… I need time. It’s going to take me some time to process everything, to understand where you were coming from.”
“I understand that. And for what it’s worth, I am sorry. I am sorry I left you. I’m sorry I didn’t live up to your expectations. I never wanted that for you.”
Olivia could feel her throat tightening. She closed her eyes. “Well, I’m sorry too. I’ve said a lot of harsh things over the past few days. I’ve definitely changed, but I don’t want you to think I’m just like this now. That I’m a bad person.”
“Honey, I could never think that about you. No matter how many times you’ve been dragged to hell and back, you’ve still stayed a good person. You’re still my angel girl.”
Olivia winced. She’d always hated that nickname. She found it cringy and sugar-sweet. But it felt familiar, though she hadn’t heard it in so long. In some ways, it felt good to hear it once again. Olivia cleared her throat.
“Mom?”
“Yes, sweetie?”
“I haven’t had a chance to say it to you yet—I’ve been too busy being angry—but I’m so glad you’re safe. Even though I’ve never been angrier. Knowing you’re alive is the best news I’ve ever heard. And I’m sorry I have a funny way of showing it.”
“Oh, Olivia… I know. It’s nice to hear you say it, though.”
Olivia nodded, even though her mom couldn’t see her. She took a deep breath.
“I have to go now, Mom. I’ll talk to you soon. But I think I’m going to need you to back off a bit for a while. I need space to breathe. Maybe once the case is over… maybe then I’ll be ready to talk.”
There was a short silence. “You don’t want me to call?”
Olivia winced. “No, Mom. I’ll come to you when I’m ready. Until then, I’m going to need you to leave me alone. Please.”
Her mom was silent again for a moment. She exhaled quietly. “Okay, Olivia. I understand. But I love you, okay? I really do. I’ll be waiting for your call.”
Olivia almost said it back. She almost told her mom how much she’d missed her. How her life hadn’t been the same without her. But she ended the call before she could buckle under the weight of the emotions. She wasn’t ready to reward her mother with that kind of love when she was still so angry. It hurt to push her mom away, but she needed the space more than anything else. She had enough on her plate without her mom calling her all the time.
And now, it was back to reality. Back to the case, back to trying to think like a killer to get to the finish line. Olivia slid her phone back into her pocket, feeling a little better than she had before. She felt reenergized.
But she’d never admit to herself that it was her mom who had made her feel better.





 
The world felt far too quiet for Olivia as she sat tight in the Beacon Hill police department, sifting through the evidence for what felt like the hundredth time. Out in Beacon Hill, maybe in Belle Grove now, a band of lunatic murders was wandering around, and all she could do was sit behind a desk. She was desperate to be out there on the streets, but with her life at direct threat, she couldn’t risk barreling headfirst to the crime scenes. It was beyond frustrating.
She sighed as she picked up the small wooden box of things that Sadie and Sierra Wheeler’s mom had given her. It contained both of their phones, which had been completely waterlogged and rendered useless, but it also contained a few things from their bedrooms which Mrs. Wheeler had thought might be useful. There were small bottles of test product from their store, collections of rocks and crystals, baggies of collected leaves, feathers, and rocks, and small art projects they’d created. But more than that were clues into their regular lives. There were ticket stubs from movies and concerts—some they’d attended, and some that were still to come. That they’d never have the chance to attend. It brought a lump to her throat. All those things they’d done, the things they were still planning to do, had been erased the night they were killed. Olivia knew that given the chance, the killers would do the same to her, and it made her angry beyond belief.
Olivia had sifted through it all before and found little of interest. It all just made her feel guilty for not taking down the killers who ended their lives. Still, she decided to have another look, hoping for something new.
She dug around the box again, trying to find any clue into the lives of the girls, but came up empty yet again. She frustratedly plopped it back on the desk in front of her when the bottom shifted, slightly, revealing the corner of a piece of paper that had been hidden.
Olivia gasped. A secret compartment. She pushed aside the wooden panel and revealed a flyer. It was a flimsy paper thing, not a glossy leaflet for something official. It was the sort of thing Olivia could imagine being handed in the street by a religious preacher—which reminded her of the flyers she’d seen the hooded figure handing out all those days ago.
She frowned as she looked it over. It was for something called the House of Renewal, which Olivia assumed was some kind of occult society. After all, the girls had been Wiccans.
But the more Olivia stared at the leaflet, the more she wondered why either of them would’ve hidden it away. They were open about their pagan beliefs, but why hide this? Was one of them hiding it from the other? Or maybe they were hiding it from their mother? What reason would they have for that if it wasn’t something they cared about?
Olivia thought more about all the superstitious beliefs held by various people in this town. For all she knew, this House of Renewal could be just another place they gathered.
Or it could be connected to the cult of Apep.
Olivia was on her feet immediately. She didn’t want to waste any time. She knew that Brock would be upset given the circumstances, but he was out chasing leads, and she wanted to be too. It wasn’t like she was being detained. Maybe it was foolish to go out alone, but it would be more foolish to sit around and wait for the killer to hurt someone else.
Olivia felt like she was committing some kind of crime as she stepped outside into the fresh air, but any guilt she felt immediately left when she sensed her freedom coming back to her. She’d been going stir crazy. She crossed the road to her car, ignoring the stares of the police officers stationed to guard her. She got behind the wheel and felt the control over her own life returning to her.
The sun was almost blinding, but she got up the GPS location of The House of Renewal and set off into the sunny morning. It felt good to be doing something again. She couldn’t be running scared for the rest of her life. She’d been doing that for far too long, and she was tired of it. She was going to do something useful, and she was going to be alert while she did it. No killer was going to end her life today.
But despite herself, she still fired off a text to Brock. She’d promised, after all.
Me: Found something. The Wheeler girls had a flyer for a place called The House of Renewal and I’m going to check it out. Don’t try and stop me.
The telltale three dots appeared and disappeared a few times before Brock’s reply finally came through.
Brock: Do you need backup?
Olivia considered it for a long moment and finally relented.
Me: It’s close to the rec center. Wait for me there.
I’ll call if I need help.
Brock: Promise?
Me: Promise.
The House of Renewal was a shabby little building only a block away from the rec center that had been their very first crime scene. It didn’t look like much, and there was no sign outside announcing what it was. It almost looked like an actual house that had been converted, more than a religious building.
There were no other cars in the tiny lot except for a battered old truck tucked away at the back, so Olivia was worried it might not be open, but as she approached the entrance, she found that the door was open, though it looked dark inside. She patted her gun at her side, making sure she was ready for anything.
But when she entered, she was surprised to find the place was quite peaceful. It was essentially one big room, and the perimeter was surrounded by hundreds of lit candles. There was no other source of light in the room, so Olivia tread carefully as she moved through the room.
The walls were covered in paintings, but it was hard to make out the scenes depicted on them because of the lack of light. Still, they didn’t look like any religious art she’d seen before. In fact, the paintings looked sparser than a lot of art she was used to. She wanted to get a closer look, but the wall of candles prevented her from moving closer.
“Can I help you?” a voice drifted through the dark. Olivia turned in shock. She hadn’t heard anyone enter the room. And the voice was familiar somehow, though she couldn’t place it from where.
A young man was standing behind her. He was quite small and his face was silhouetted in darkness. But he stepped forward into the warm glow of the candlelight and Olivia recognized him.
“Amos?”
Amos nodded. The rage in his eyes on the day of the festival had receded and now he looked glum. It was like the light had gone out in them and now he was hunched forward, miserably wandering through life in his grief. Olivia got the feeling that this was much closer to his natural state.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
He shrugged and gestured around him. “This is my home.”
Olivia took a look around and back to him. “I’m sorry to intrude. I’m just taking a look around. I found a flyer in…”
“In Sadie’s things?” he asked. Olivia gave him a slow nod.
“How are you holding up?”
“I… I don’t know,” he admitted. “I feel lost again. Like with her, I had finally found a way to—to live, but…” he trailed off, then sniffled and turned away. “But I’ll find a way to manage.”
Olivia took note of the particular phrasing he’d used. Lost again. Sure, this was a man grieving, but something about that stuck in her mind.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. A moment of silence passed between them before she spoke up again. “Do you mind telling me about this place?”
“We don’t get a lot of visitors from the outside,” he admitted. “But this is a place of peace. Of happiness and sanctuary. We call it the House of Renewal because when our community gathers, you can really feel it. But now that Sadie’s gone…”
“Was she a member of the community?” Olivia asked.
“Yes,” he confirmed. “That’s how we met. You’ll notice our home is empty today, but I think our community is scared to come here after what happened.”
She looked around again at the frames covering the walls. Something about them was familiar…
“Do you still think it was Ron?” she asked. Amos’s eyes flashed at the mention of the name.
“He always spread such horrible rumors about both of them. He says he doesn’t care about what happened years ago, but he’s a bully and a jerk and I don’t think he ever forgave Sierra.”
“Had you seen him around her at all?”
“I did… I did see something once,” he said. “A few weeks ago. Sadie was here with me for a meditation session. Sierra was supposed to join us, but she never showed up. We only found her in the parking lot afterward crying. She was in really bad shape.”
“What happened?”
“She told us Ron had come up and yelled at her. He didn’t hit her or anything, but it really scared her. He still blamed her for everything that had gone wrong in his life since she supposedly hexed him. He was supposed to be a big-time football star but he never got anywhere thanks to an injury,” he explained. “But we didn’t hear anything because of our meditation.”
“Did you file a police report?”
Amos scoffed. “For what? She got into an argument with her ex? They’d have laughed us out of the station.”
Olivia was reminded once again of the way Beacon Hill PD had treated Jenny Haber.
“This argument they had… would he have been angry enough to take it out on both sisters like that?”
Amos raised his eyes and bored into her soul. “Men can be capable of such monstrous things.”
The words sent a shiver down Olivia’s spine. His voice was different: harsher, more determined. It was as if it hadn’t been Amos speaking at all, but some other force through him.
And then she remembered what the art on the walls looked like. They were snakes.
“I’m sorry to ask you, Amos, but I don’t think I actually ever found out where you were that night,” she said. She kept her body tense, ready to pull out her gun if need be. Something wasn’t adding up.
She was no fan of Ron, but she felt pretty conclusively that he couldn’t have been the killer. Not only did he have an alibi for the night Sierra and Sadie were killed, he simply didn’t match the profile they’d constructed, and she didn’t get the feeling he was a follower of the Apep cult.
“I told you, I was here,” he gestured around. “I was communing with my brothers and sisters.”
Olivia frowned, that sense of warning deepening. “You told me you were home.”
“In a way, this is my home. After my family kicked me out, they were kind enough to grant me sanctuary. It really is a wonderful community. Would you like to join us for a service?”
“Maybe another time,” Olivia told him. “Unfortunately, I’m pretty busy at the moment.”
Amos nodded. “I understand. Can you just promise me one thing?”
“I can’t make promises, Amos. But I will try my hardest to put a stop to this killer before he strikes again and bring him to justice.”
Amos nodded again, seeming to hunch forward again and fall back into shadow. “Thank you,” he whispered.
Olivia reached a hand to touch his shoulder before heading out toward the front door. Before she stepped out, though, she turned her head back.
“Oh, I had one more question, Amos.”
“Yes?”
“Have you ever heard of ‘Apep’?”
She kept her eyes trained fiercely on him, watching every minute detail, trying to find any hint of knowledge from the man’s face.
And for a fraction of a second, so quickly that nobody would notice if they hadn’t been paying close attention, his eyes flickered.
“Um, no. I don’t know what that is,” he said.
Olivia nodded with a smile. “Thank you anyway. Have a good one, Amos.”
It seemed much brighter outside as she stepped out of the building. She thought of Amos, hiding away in the dark in there. The place seemed perfectly innocent, but as she looked at the parking lot, she wondered what secrets it truly held. She might never know. But she did know one thing, at least.
The House of Renewal wasn’t as peaceful as it seemed.





 
“I have an idea. It’s a risk, but I think it’ll work.”
Olivia was standing in Rachel’s office with Rachel and Brock, about to tell them her idea to catch the killers once and for all. She’d stayed up for half the night, wondering whether it was a good idea, but she had come to the conclusion that they had to make a big play soon or they’d never get anywhere. She took a deep breath.
“I did some research into The House of Renewal last night and found some interesting things. It looks like they’ve been the beneficiary of some of Freedom’s payouts.”
Brock raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that true of half the town?”
“Yes. But look here,” she pointed at the documents she’d spread out on the table. “We were focused on the amounts adding up to thirteen in Freedom’s finances. But look at these other payouts.”
She pointed one by one to the financial details of each victim: Walter Cadwell, Erik Benson, Sadie and Sierra Wheeler, Mark Dunn, and even those of Finlay Clarke. “You can see here that each of these victims paid not only the thirteen monthly, but another fee once a year or so.”
“Except for Carla Smith,” Brock countered. “She didn’t have any affiliation.”
Olivia nodded. “That was because her death wasn’t about her. It was about me. She was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But look here at these amounts. Some of them are for several hundred dollars, up to a couple thousand. These were being paid into the various charities that we now know are all connected to Cyrus Lockwood and Freedom. And now look over here.”
She placed another sheet of paper over the others. It was the receipts Cyrus had given them. “The exact same numbers, paid out by Freedom on the day after each of these transactions. And the account it goes to…”
“H.O.R.” Rachel read off the paper. “House of Renewal.”
Olivia nodded. “Exactly.”
“So Freedom is funding the House of Renewal,” Brock mused. “With receipts from the other fraudulent charities it maintained. But how does this relate to the Apep cult?”
“One last piece of evidence,” Olivia told him. She fished out another piece of paper and put it on the table.
“These are Tommy Goodwin’s financials. I got them in last night. Let me know what you see.”
Brock peered down and raised an eyebrow. “Interesting…”
Rachel looked over his shoulder and frowned. “That can’t be right,” she said.
“But it is,” Olivia stated. “Not only was Tommy paying the monthly thirteen dollars and thirteen cents, but he was receiving payouts—from the House of Renewal.”
“So not only are they all connected…” Brock began.
“…But the House of Renewal is paying members of the cult,” Rachel finished. “But how do we find the other members. Should we subpoena their records?”
Olivia shook her head. “No. It would take too much time and it wouldn’t implicate them for murder, and for all we know, they could have it passed through a dozen more shell companies. And they know us now, and they’re watching our every move. I think we need to send someone undercover. We need to find some solid, physical evidence that these two are connected. If can find out more from within, then maybe we can find a way to pin the crimes on them.”
Rachel and Brock shared a look but nodded at her to continue.
“So far, everyone we know has had definite involvement with the cult is now dead. Everyone we try to wheedle information out of is keeping us at arm’s length. But I think now that we’ve caught two members of the cult, their guard will be up, and that’ll only make it harder for us to investigate. If I’m right, the only way to find out what they’re up to is to get closer.”
“Don’t you think it’s too risky?” Rachel asked, biting her lip. “We still don’t know how many they are. This could be a suicide mission. Besides, who would you suggest we send?”
“It’s definitely risky. But they’re going to keep killing if we don’t do something. And I didn’t have someone specific in mind for the undercover mission, but it has to be someone believable. Someone like Jenny Haber—someone who seems young and impressionable, someone who they could try to recruit. That’s the only way I can imagine it would work. Rachel, maybe we can find a young officer from one of the surrounding towns. Someone they won’t recognize, but who would be believable. A volunteer, of course. I’m not going to ask anyone to put themselves through this.”
“Do you think we’ll find someone crazy enough to go through with it?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow.
Olivia smiled. “You know how it is when you’re starting out in this line of work. You’ll do anything to try and prove yourself. I’m sure you did crazy things too.”
“Yeah, but not going undercover in a human sacrifice cult! That’s definitely not something I’ve crossed off my bucket list yet.”
“Maybe not, but I think we’re running out of time. We can’t afford to be picky about this. Someone will be up for it, I know it. But if the risks outweigh the benefits, feel free to be honest with me. You two are the only ones who know the case as well as me.”
Rachel folded her arms, looking wholly uncomfortable. “I don’t know. I don’t want to put anyone’s life in danger. If they get hurt, that’ll be our burden to bear.”
“You’re right. But we are also responsible for stopping these monsters once and for all. We can ensure our agent has backup and that they’re armed with everything they need when they go in. And if they do somehow get hurt despite all of our precautions, then we will have evidence of what’s going on. I don’t want it to come to that, but I think we need to move now before they strike again. The longer we wait, the more on edge everyone will be and the less likely it’ll be that we can insert an insider into the investigation.”
Rachel nodded slowly, though she looked a little uncertain. Olivia glanced at Brock.
“What do you think? Do you think it’s a good idea, or should we hold off?”
“I don’t think it’s a bad idea by any means. I’m just a little concerned about sending someone inexperienced in. I don’t think we can send in a complete rookie.”
“Okay, that’s a good point. We need someone with at least some field work under their belt. But definitely someone who looks young. It’ll seem like they’re getting into it because they don’t know any better, and that’s what we need. These killers are smart. They’ll sense a seasoned FBI agent a mile off. That’s why it has to be a police officer. So let’s take it to a vote. I’m not going to force anyone’s hand here. If we’re not all in agreement, then we won’t move forward with the plan. Are we doing this or not?”
Olivia looked at Brock first. He nodded curtly. Olivia glanced at Rachel, who looked a lot less sure than Brock did. But after a few moments, she nodded.
“Okay. Let’s do it. But only if we find the right candidate to go in. And I want to pull them out at the first sign of trouble.”
Olivia nodded. “Don’t worry, Chief. We’re won’t send anyone in completely unprepared. Though I don’t know exactly what we can expect from this. I think we’re going to see and hear some crazy things through the person we send in.”
The three of them looked at each other and nodded. Olivia felt a surge through her chest. Not one of worry or anxiety, but one of hope. She was unfamiliar with that feeling, but for the first time, she felt as if they were going on the offensive. And finally, she felt truly alive.
The past few weeks had felt different to her. Since her mom had returned, she’d drawn from her anger and her frustration, and it had made her feel strong again. But now she didn’t need those negative emotions. She had hope on her side. And all the while, the pain she’d been feeling was healing a little. Old wounds were patching up ever so slightly each time she had it out with her mom. Maybe her mom’s return had been better for her than she thought.
“Alright. Now, all we have to do is round up some candidates.”





 
“Wow, Rachel. How did you find so many nerds on such short notice?” Brock asked with a grin. Four young police officers from the surrounding area were standing along a wall in a lineup, as though they were being identified as criminals, not being sent to fight them. Olivia, Rachel, and Brock were observing them all from behind the two-way glass.
“They’re all highly suitable candidates, Brock,” she replied seriously. “Each of them is under the age of twenty-five. They have what might be referred to as ‘baby faces.’ And all of them came highly recommended from their hometowns. They were all eager to volunteer.”
“Now we just need to find who’ll do the best job,” Olivia murmured.
One of the candidates caught Olivia’s eye in particular. A young woman on the end of the lineup. Her blonde hair was scraped back in a ponytail and her skin was smooth and shiny, free of blemishes. She had a bright-eyed look about her, like she’d drank too much caffeine and was now on permanent high alert. Her slight overbite took at least two years off her age, making her look even younger than she already did.
“Can you tell me a little more about the fourth candidate?” Olivia asked Rachel.
“That’s Shelby Price from up in Alexandria. She’s extremely skilled at hand-to-hand combat, which I thought would be useful if we can’t send her in fully loaded. She has an advanced degree in psychology, which will be good for our analysis once she’s out of there. She has done undercover work before when she spent several weeks working as a prison officer bust a drug ring. I think she can handle whatever we throw at her.”
Olivia nodded, keeping her eye on Shelby. She seemed perfect for the job.
“I’d like to speak with her. I think she’s the one.”
Minutes later, Shelby bounded into the room, a spring in her step as she approached Olivia and stuck out her hand for her to shake.
“Hello, Agent Knight. I’m Shelby. I’m so glad you chose to speak to me about this case.”
“Olivia is fine,” she replied with a smile. “Are you familiar with what we’re dealing with?”
Shelby nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes. I’ve been following the case closely on the news. Fascinating stuff. You’re looking into a serial killer who has been torturing and mutilating the victims, right?”
“That’s right. We believe the killings are carried out by a cult. We want to send you undercover to be recruited by them and see what you can discover about the group from the inside. There’s only so much information we can get from the outside, especially when we know they’re watching us.”
“No problem,” Shelby said brightly. “I’m ready for anything. You just tell me where to go and what to do and I’m in.”
Olivia admired her bravery and enthusiasm, though the brightness in the young woman’s eyes scared her little. She didn’t expect someone to be so excited at the prospect of going undercover to a roving gang of ritual murderers. She wondered how the woman would feel after it was over.
“Okay. So here’s the deal. What we need is evidence. And we need to find the leader. We have a lot of smoke, but no fire. Financial connections and mysterious coincidences, but we can’t pin murder on any suspect yet. And that’s where you come in.”
Shelby took out a notebook and waited eagerly for Olivia to continue. Brock leaned close to Olivia’s ear.
“She’s like a miniature you.”
“Shush,” Olivia hissed, though her annoyance was mostly because of how right he was. She let out a huff before she began again. “So, we know for certain that there have been at least a few people involved in each murder and that each scene has different people there. However, their leader has been present at each murder scene, so whoever that is, is the key to it all. We also believe that the leader is hiding behind the façade of a charity organization. There may be a lot of people involved with the charity who don’t have a clue about the true nature of the group.”
“Makes sense,” Shelby said in a voice much too bright for the conversation they were having. “So basically, you want me to get involved, to pretend to be a part of it all, and report back on anything that suggests that they’re violent or involved in the murders?”
“Exactly. You can play it however you want to. You can be a fresh-faced volunteer looking for work, or you can be someone seeking out help desperately from the organization. In fact, that might work better since the charity is meant to have gone out of business. If we’re right and they’re still running on the sly, they might be more likely to take in an impressionable waif instead of a helping hand.”
Shelby grinned so hard that it seemed like her face might split in half. “Well, I’m sure I can manage that no problem. Send me in, Olivia. I’m ready.”

The following day, Shelby had been fully briefed and sent on her way. Olivia had told her how to approach the charity. She was to spend a night on the street outside the House of Renewal building to see if she could attract their attention. Then, if they took the bait, she would hopefully be taken in and she’d get an insight into the operation going on behind closed doors.
In the meantime, she kept herself busy. She and Brock visited the lab to look at all of the evidence that they’d collected so far. They worked with analysts for the whole day, trying again to decode Finlay Clarke’s journal, looking for DNA matches on everything they’d collected so far, but nothing came up. The whole time, Olivia’s mind kept straying to what might be happening to Shelby at any given moment.
On the second day that she was gone, police reported to Olivia and Brock that they’d chased down a group of hooded figures hanging out by another park pond, hoping to catch the killers, but the group was simply teenagers breaking curfew. They then spent the day reviewing the case file, trying to draw connections from the evidence they’d gathered since the case began. But while Olivia tried to keep her mind on the notes, the writing before her swam in front of her eyes, making her feel sick.
“Do you think we’ve done the right thing?” Olivia asked as she and Brock made dinner together that night. “It’s making me nervous that we haven’t heard anything from her.”
“We did tell her to keep all contact to a minimum. The more she communicates with us, the more likely she is to blow her cover,” Brock pointed out as he chopped onions, blinking tears away from his stinging eyes. “Besides, she’s barely been in there for twenty-four hours. There’s no way she’ll have found anything juicy yet. We just have to do our best to be patient.”
Olivia tried her best, but patience didn’t come easily to her. She couldn’t have patience when there was a whole group of killers on the loose. Still, her team kept her grounded as much as they could, and even though she was anxious for news from Shelby, she told herself that no news was good news.
But by day four, Olivia was beginning to grow anxious. The familiarity of waiting for a missing person to return made her feel nauseous. How many days had she spent feeling this way when her mom disappeared? Olivia knew that nearly all of those types of days ended in disappointment. Maybe Shelby wouldn’t ever come back. But the one relieving thing was that there wasn’t another murder the whole time Shelby was away. It was small comfort, perhaps, but it was the little things that kept her going.
Olivia received a call from Rachel on the morning of day five.
“Shelby arrived back early this morning. You should come and speak to her.”
“Did she find out if the charity is still running? Did they invite her in?”
“Yes and yes. Sounds like she has a lot to tell us.”
“Okay. We’ll head over now.”
“Good. But I should warn you… she seems a little shell-shocked.”
Olivia’s heart skipped a beat.
“What does that mean? What happened to her?”
“Just come over and we’ll find out.”
She’d soon find out, she supposed. She grabbed Brock and they headed over to the station together, driving a little faster than they should. Olivia couldn’t wait to hear what she had to say, but she was also anxious to make sure she was okay. So long as she wasn’t too traumatized, she was sure the whole thing would be worth it if it meant they caught the killers.
And that was a pretty big ‘if’.





 
When they finally met with Shelby, Olivia was shocked at the sight of her. She definitely didn’t look like the bright-eyed young woman she’d met only a few days before. Shelby was sitting on a chair, hunched forward, with her head bowed a little. She looked up when she heard Olivia arrive; her eyes were bloodshot and her cheeks pale. Her hair was greasy and clearly hadn’t been washed since they last saw one another. In fact, the smell of sweat in the air indicated that she hadn’t washed at all. Olivia even noticed that she was wearing the same clothes, though they were now stained with grass and dirt.
“Hey, Olivia,” Shelby said, but her voice was much timider than it had been before. The spark seemed to have left her eyes. Olivia was shaking as she took a seat opposite her, gobsmacked by the change in the young woman. She felt like any sudden movements would scare her half to death.
“Shelby… are you alright?”
Shelby took a deep breath and nodded. “Um. Yes. I mean, I think so. It’s just been a pretty crazy few days.”
“Are you in any fit state to talk to us right now?” Brock frowned. “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”
Shelby forced a smile, but it looked more like a grimace. “I’ll be okay, I think. I am tired. They kept me awake for a long time. But I also feel… more alive. It’s a blessed feeling.”
Olivia had no idea what she was talking about, but it didn’t sound good. She took a bottle of water from her bag and handed it to Shelby, hoping it might help. Shelby offered her a dopey smile, like she’d just taken a bunch of painkillers.
“Thank you.”
Olivia didn’t want to push the young woman when she was so clearly in a bad state, but she also knew they didn’t have much time on their hands. She cleared her throat. “In your own time, Shelby, can you tell us about anything you found?”
“Well, sure. I just wouldn’t know where to begin,” she replied softly. Brock leaned forward.
“How about from the beginning? What happened the first day?”
Shelby nodded slowly, the small smile still playing on her lips. “Okay, sure. I did as you told me to. I set myself up outside the house. I was there for maybe three or four hours, tucked up in my sleeping bag. I got this feeling I was being watched, but I pretended to sleep on and off. Honestly, it was a little scary, being out there, so when someone approached me, I freaked a bit. This young man in a hood came up and told me he had somewhere I could stay, so I thought, this must be it. He kept his hood up and he didn’t speak to me much, so I couldn’t describe him to you if I tried. But he did ask me one thing. He asked me if I was open to new things. Open to trying something new. I said I was, because the way he phrased it… well, it made me think maybe he would only show me the truth of where we were going if I was game. So I said I was open, and he seemed to think that was a good answer.”
“So what happened once you were taken into the house?”
“There were people there doing meditation,” Shelby said. “It was really nice actually. It put me in a good state of mind.”
Olivia and Brock shared a look. She already knew they were both thinking of the same man: Cyrus Lockwood.
“Did you stay in the House of Renewal the whole time?” Olivia asked.
Shelby shook her head. “No. At some point, I was taken to another house a few miles away. It was a normal house in a normal neighborhood, but there were a lot of people were there. It was like a big party.”
“Where was this house you were taken to?”
“I made a note of the address, I think. It’ll come to me… but I don’t remember. I must have been so out of it after the meditation.”
“Did someone greet you?” Brock asked.
Shelby nodded. “Yeah. There was a guy who came up to me and said he’d make me feel at home. He was so charming. He gave me all these compliments, saying he could tell that I was the perfect person to light up his home. He said that I’d be safe there, that I wouldn’t have to resort to the streets anymore… so long as I did something for him.”
Olivia felt her face turning pale, but Shelby saw the look on her face and shook her head.
“It wasn’t anything inappropriate. But what he did make me do… well, I’ll never forget it. He took me away upstairs. He told me a little more about the charity. He said he’s one of the ambassadors, and that many of the people in the house stayed there all the time. He said he houses them because they don’t have anywhere to go. I thought it was too good to be true, but he was so easy to trust. He seemed so nice…”
Shelby’s eyes dimmed a little, the light going out within them. Olivia could tell she was nearing the more difficult part of her story. Was she looking at someone like Tommy? Someone who had already been brainwashed?
“We went into the bathroom and he turned out the lights. He lit some candles. He didn’t really tell me what was going to happen. He just kept talking to me. He asked me if I knew much about God. I started to say something about Jesus and Christianity, but he stopped me. He said I don’t know a thing about God. And he was going to show me.”
Olivia stared at Shelby, wondering if she had really fallen for that spiel. But she’d seen firsthand that a man who could manipulate so many into murder could easily hold power over a person.
“He started asking me about the world and my place in it. He asked if I ever felt that the world needed to change for the better. I eventually gave up some information. I said sure, I wanted world peace and happiness, but I got the feeling that wasn’t the answer he wanted. He said that nobody knew the truth of how the world worked. Nobody knew how far the world had strayed from its true path. I asked him what I could do to make the world a better place. And then he gave me this really long hug… and he told me once he had completed the initiation, I would be free.”
Shelby’s eyes flickered between Olivia and Brock, the anxiety in her face clear. Brock’s fists balled into fists.
“What did he do to you, Shelby?”
Shelby swallowed. “I didn’t really see it coming. I’ll be honest… I got too comfortable around him. He seemed to have that effect on everyone around him. I almost trusted him, even though I knew I shouldn’t. I watched him fill the sink basin with water. He kept saying I’d soon be cleansed. I attend church, so I thought maybe I was going to receive some kind of baptism. And I guess it was, in a way, but it was… it was horrible.”
Olivia felt her heart rattling. She nodded for Shelby to continue.
“He told me to step forward, so I stood by the sink and waited. His finger dipped in the water and he drew something on my forehead. I’m not sure what. I remember looking in the mirror as he did it, trying to figure out the shape he was outlining, but I’d never seen anything like it. And then I watched him move behind me. I felt like… I was more at ease than I should have been, to be honest. It was like he had me drugged, but I made sure not to eat or drink anything. And then, he grabbed me hard by the neck and he shoved my head under the water.”
Olivia jolted at the comment. She should’ve been expecting it, and yet it caught her by surprise. She watched Shelby’s face change as she recalled the horrifying event. She blinked back tears, looking surprised that they were even gathering in her eyes.
“I wasn’t prepared, so I didn’t even have a chance to take a deep breath before I went under. And I was panicking. I was sure he was killing me. So I struggled, trying to get away from him, but I could hear his voice, very far away, telling me that the pain was just the ignorance leaving my body. It was weird. My eyes were wide open. I could see the flickering of the candles above me. It almost made it seem like the water was on fire. I was delirious, I guess. I breathed in a little water, but I managed to hold my breath most of the time. It hurt every time I took in even a small breath. I’m a strong swimmer so I know a little about breath control, and I just focused on trying not to die.”
“Shelby… I’m so sorry,” Olivia whispered, but Shelby seemed not to hear her, lost inside the memory.
“I’m not sure how long he held me under. It felt like hours. But when he eventually let me come up for air and I breathed in for the first time… it was euphoric. I was still in shock, and it hurt to breathe, but at the same time, I’d never felt better. And then he hugged me and told me I was joined in a new purpose. And for a crazy second… well, I have to admit, I believed him.”
Olivia couldn’t believe the madness she was hearing. How could anyone believe a word he said when he’d just tried to drown her? That alone was enough to put him away for a few years. But Olivia wouldn’t be satisfied with that. She knew now that there was something deeper, something to keep digging for until she found her killer. All of her theories seemed so close to being proved, especially with Shelby backing up the crazy antics going on. The water, the rituals, the cleansing… it was all reminiscent of the things they’d seen happen to each of the victims. But the difference was that Shelby had survived it.
“Shelby… I’m so sorry you had to go through that. It sounds awful.”
Shelby still had tears in her eyes, but she shook her head, blinking them back. “No, it’s okay. Really. I can’t lie, I do feel better. Like I’ve been revived, somehow.”
“Renewal,” Brock whispered.
“And you really don’t know who did that to you? No names come to mind?”
Shelby shook her head. “No. He never said, and I didn’t see him much after that. I stayed at the house the rest of the time, hoping to see more, but I don’t know. It was like it was his job to ensnare me. To make me feel special and part of it all. But two days later, when we crossed paths, he acted like he didn’t even know who I was. I tried to get closer to him. I gushed about how amazing he had made me feel, trying to appeal to his ego, but he just gave me a very general response, saying he was glad to be among his brothers and sisters. Then he was on his way. I didn’t get any other chance to see that man. But there were other things to occupy my time anyway. Things to distract my attention. It was suddenly so much bigger than what happened with him in the bathroom.”
“How do you mean?” Brock asked. Shelby took a deep breath.
“Well, I spent my first night there sleeping on the floor among all these other people, but when I woke up, they were all awake, chanting. Praying. They kept saying ‘praise Apep’.”
There it was. Olivia’s heart lurched.
Shelby continued. “And there was a lot of talk about snakes, about the cycle of life, about death… it was hypnotic. I chanted with them until my throat was raw. I tried to keep up with them, to stay up all night like they did. They were dedicated. But I never saw anything else of interest. There didn’t seem to be any other figure who might be a leader aside from the man I met, but he was always around. A few times he seemed to be recruiting again. I think he took a few others into the bathroom other than me. The things that happened the first night were scary, but the rest of it was just strange. I felt like I was in a trance, just following the herd. I felt like no one there really understood what was going on, but that everyone was just there for the reasons I claimed to be. To belong. To have somewhere to go.”
Olivia nodded in understanding. She could picture the place perfectly, and she could certainly understand why someone might want to be a part of all of that. Shelby looked sadly at Olivia, her eyes full of tiredness.
“I’m sorry. I’m sure none of this is what you were looking for. You wanted me to tell you that I met a bunch of serial killers, but I don’t know. There are definitely weird things going on there, but I couldn’t find any evidence.”
“We didn’t know a lot of what you’ve told us. We can conclusively now prove that Freedom and the House of Renewal are both fronts for this Apep religion. That’s big,” Olivia pointed out.
Shelby nodded. “It was like when I crossed the threshold, it was an entirely different space. I was totally enthralled by the group.”
“Could there have been some sort of drug or chemical in the candles? In the water maybe?” Brock offered. “Something that could make people suggestible to fall in line with the leader’s orders?”
Shelby’s eyes went wide. “Maybe… I just had this feeling about him the whole time I was there. Like he was the best person I’d ever met. And even after what he did to me, even though he hurt me, he also made me feel better. I can’t explain it in any other way. I felt like I wasn’t myself. Yes… I can slowly feel my mind waking back up. I feel better. But I don’t know how long that will take.”
Olivia’s own hands were balled into fists now. Somehow, Shelby had been stripped of all the innocence she possessed, and it had been replaced with ignorance. That man made her feel like she belonged, very likely drugged her, and then pulled the rug out from underneath her. But even though it didn’t prove anything, Olivia felt they’d taken a step closer to the truth. She felt like she was right on the killer’s heels, applying the pressure, making the killers break into a run just to escape her.
And she was damn sure she was going to catch them.





 
Olivia and Brock interviewed Shelby for the next couple of hours, taking notes and putting the pieces together with everything they knew. Between the financial ties, the evidence they already had collected, and Shelby’s report, they felt confident they had enough to bust Cyrus Lockwood for, if nothing else, charity fraud and money laundering. Olivia was certain they’d also find traces of drugs somewhere in the house used to manipulate others. That could lead to a charge of infliction of bodily harm—drugging someone without consent.
They still couldn’t get him for murder. But she was confident they could find evidence. She just knew it.
As the sun edged down toward the horizon, they made preparations. They outfitted themselves with bulletproof vests, multiple clips of ammunition, and flashlights. Rachel had called up as many officers as she could spare for a strike team.
They were going to raid Cyrus Lockwood’s house.
Nerves burned in Olivia’s stomach as they approached the house in the back of the police van. The streets were empty; the hour approached midnight. She checked her weapon again. Brock rested a hand on her shoulder.
Finally, after so long, they were about to do it. They were going to take him down and put a stop to this once and for all.
They parked the van at the corner of the street and filtered out slowly. Rachel led her team of eight officers around to the next block to come in and surround the place from behind. Olivia and Brock proceeded forward to the front door, sticking to the shadows under the streetlights as to not lose the element of surprise.
“All in position,” crackled Rachel’s voice over the radio. Olivia looked up at the house. She was more sure than ever that this was the center of the cult activity in Beacon Hill. A bubble of fear formed in her stomach, but she shoved it away. She had no time to fear.
The house was utterly silent and all the lights were off. It loomed large in the night like an eerie, silent monolith, concealing its dark secrets from the world.
“You ready?” Brock whispered.
“As I’ll ever be,” she replied.
She took one hand on her gun and the other on her radio. “On my signal,” she said.
“Roger,” Rachel replied.
“Three… two… one… GO!”
Brock darted forward, lifting his leg and slamming it into the door. It swung open with a loud bang. Olivia followed suit, rushing forward into the house with her gun outstretched in front of her.
“FBI!” she yelled as the police descended on the back door and around every window. Brock sidled up behind her, standing back to back with her as she stepped forward into the darkness.
“Come out!” he barked, but they were only greeted with silence. They made a quick sweep of the living room and cleared it, then moved onto the kitchen.
Nobody was home.
The police came in and swept through the other rooms, clearing them and already taking photos to be used as evidence.
“I just don’t get it,” Olivia sighed. “Where could he be?”
Just then, she felt her phone buzzing quietly in her pocket. Olivia frowned. Who would be calling her at such a late hour? Jonathan, perhaps? But she didn’t think so. As she reached into her pocket, her heart hammering away, she checked the screen.
Unknown number.
Olivia swallowed. She knew who it was going to be before she even picked up her phone. There was only one person who would call from an unknown number. There was only one person who could strike fear in her heart so easily.
The Messenger.
She didn’t question how he’d gotten her number. She knew that anyone as calculating as this monster was perfectly capable of finding out her number. She took a deep breath and answered the call.
Brock’s eyes were the size of dinner plates, but she held a finger to her mouth to shush him as she placed it on speakerphone.
There was silence for a few seconds on the other end of the line, making her even more anxious. She didn’t want to speak first. But when she heard the other person breathing down the receiver, she suddenly wished he’d say anything at all just to break the tension.
“Good evening, Olivia,” the voice said quietly. She could hear something in the background. It sounded like crashing water. Her whole body turned cold. Her first thought was of a waterfall.
Was he about to strike again?
“Don’t hurt anyone,” Olivia said coldly. The voice on the other end of the line chuckled.
“Who, me? I’d never hurt a fly. I take people’s falsehoods away and show them the truth. Once your eyes have been opened, you don’t feel a thing anymore. Would you like to know how that feels?”
“Don’t play games with me. Why are you calling me? What do you want?”
“Just one little thing, Olivia. I want you. I want you to give yourself up to me. I warned you what would happen if you didn’t leave us alone, didn’t I? It wasn’t up for negotiation. And I meant every word.”
“Why would I give myself up to you?” Olivia asked.
“Let’s call it a trade. You give yourself up to me, and I’ll let your little friend go.”
There was a rustling and a strangled cry on the other end of the line. She heard a whimper and then a shaky voice spoke.
“P—please, Olivia,” Shelby whispered. “Please help me. He’s going to kill me. I know he is—”
“That’s enough,” the killer said calmly, like he was simply scolding a naughty puppy. “Poor Shelby. You sent her into the lion’s den instead of yourself, didn’t you? You think I wouldn’t notice an undercover cop? Why don’t you make it up to her and come see me now? Alone. Unarmed. I’ll know if you bring backup. Let’s end this once and for all.”
Olivia was quivering. How had it come to this? How had she managed to endanger Shelby and given herself an impossible choice? Except it wasn’t impossible, and the killer knew it. He knew that Olivia would go. He knew that he’d swap places with Shelby in a heartbeat.
“Where will I find you?” Olivia whispered. The killer chuckled.
“I’ll send you coordinates. I think you’ll like the location I’ve picked, Olivia. A very fitting place for a heroine to die. If you don’t get here within the hour, I’m going to start mutilating this lovely lady’s pretty little face.”
“Don’t you dare—”
“I know where you are, Olivia. I have eyes watching you. If Mr. Tanner or the police come to join you, I will know. And I will punish you.”
The call cut out. Panic exploded inside her. She couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t have time to panic. She didn’t have time to feel sorry for herself. She just had to get there.
She glanced behind her at Brock’s terrified face. She had no choice but to go alone. She couldn’t risk something happening to Shelby before she got there.
“Go,” he said.
“But I—”
“Go, Olivia. You have to,” he demanded. “We’ll take care of this.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She had so many loose ends she wished she could tie up. Brock would never know how much he’d changed her life. Her mom would never know that Olivia loved her, even after everything. Her friends would never know how much she appreciated them. But there was no time for her to speak to any of them. She had to go.
Olivia grabbed the keys of the police van from Rachel and made her way back down the dark street, feeling for all the world like a dead woman walking. Climbing inside, she checked her phone. Sure enough, the unknown number had sent a location to her. She input it into her maps app on her phone and began to drive.
She tried to keep her mind clear as she drove. She didn’t want to think about all the things she regretted, all the things she still wanted to do in her life. All she could think about were the poor victims, struck down before they could accomplish their plans. For the first time in so long, Olivia felt like she was ready to move forward in her life. She had felt for so long like she simply couldn’t break herself free from the rut she’d been stuck in. But she guessed that’s why The Messenger was calling her out in the middle of the night. He was going to do it for her.
Olivia arrived after half an hour of speeding through deserted streets. She didn’t want to waste a single second. She didn’t want to give herself any opportunity to chicken out and drive home. She couldn’t let Shelby die when it was her fault she was even involved. There wasn’t a single person she knew who she wouldn’t willingly trade places with if The Messenger told her to. How was she supposed to live with herself if she let someone die for her?
She’d rather die.
She didn’t pay much attention to where she was as she stumbled out of the car, but she could hear the crashing of falling water not far away. She left her car keys beside the wheel of the car, hoping Shelby might be able to use them to escape. If Olivia was going to die there, she wanted to make sure it wasn’t in vain. Shelby had to make it out.
She passed through a gate and almost lost her footing as her ankle turned over on some rocks. She pressed forward, looking out for signs of Shelby or the killer. She didn’t know where to go, but she was fully aware that the clock was against her. She kept stumbling through the dark toward the noise, passing through trees and over rocky terrain.
When she arrived in a clearing, she saw the pair standing in front of her. Shelby was sobbing as the man held her to his chest with one arm. His other hand held a large, serrated knife which he pressed to her throat. He wore the same mask he had in the video he’d sent Olivia only a few days before, but she could see him smiling through the strange white material.
“You made good time, Olivia,” he said. His voice still felt robotic, distorted by whatever voice-changer he’d used in the video. She wished she at least knew who she was looking at, but she didn’t have a clue. The only thing she knew was that he was the mastermind behind it all. He was the one running the show.
He was the leader of the cult.





 
Olivia was shaking. She’d never stared death in the eye before, but now she saw it manifested in the form of The Messenger. But who was beneath the mask? She had no idea. Her instincts told her it was Cyrus, remembering the strange pull he’d held over others. Olivia remembered seeing the man in the hood delivering his propaganda right at the start of the case… was she looking at the same man?
None of it mattered now. She wasn’t here to solve the case. She was here to save Shelby.
She was here to die in her place.
The Messenger held Shelby close, and Olivia could feel his eyes boring into her from behind his strange mask.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” The Messenger told Olivia. “You don’t seem like a brave woman, Olivia. How many times have I watched you over the past few weeks… breaking down, crying, letting your emotions overcome you…”
Watched me? Olivia shuddered. She always felt like she was being watched, but now she knew that The Messenger had been keeping a closer eye on her than she ever imagined. How many times had he seen her in her most private moments? How long had he been watching her fall apart?
“Emotions aren’t a sign of weakness,” Olivia fired back, glad that there wasn’t a hint of a tremor in her voice. “They make us human.”
“And now, they’ll get you killed,” The Messenger said. Olivia could tell he was grinning behind his mask. “You’ll really sacrifice yourself for this woman?”
“If that’s what it takes.”
The Messenger chuckled. The voice filter made it sound like the rumbling of a dark, ancient beast. “Oh, Olivia. I think we come from very different worlds, don’t we? You see, my mother and father taught me long ago to control my emotions. They taught me how to handle useless feelings like love. To contain them. They beat me nearly every day, but I learned not to cry. Because pain is just ignorance leaving the body, to make way for the truth. They made me strong. You’re weak. That’s why you came here today. That’s why you’ll die for someone you barely know. Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Let her go,” Olivia whispered, but the assertiveness in her voice remained. “You harm a hair on her head and I’ll make you pay for it.”
The Messenger cocked his head to the side in interest. Olivia could see he was fascinated by her, that her willingness to swap places with Shelby was something he’d never understand. In some way, it gave her satisfaction. Satisfaction that she’d never be like him.
“Let me see your hands,” he demanded. She raised them. “And take off your bulletproof vest,” he added.
Olivia grumbled but complied.
“Now turn around,” he ordered. “I don’t want to see any concealed weapons on you.”
“I came unarmed like you asked,” Olivia spat.
“Good. Very good. Now come on, Olivia. We don’t have all night. Much work to be done.”
Shelby cried as Olivia walked slowly toward The Messenger, her hands in the air. She had left her gun in the car anyway. She didn’t want to risk The Messenger seeing it and acting up.
As she neared him, The Messenger let go of Shelby with one hand and grabbed Olivia by her shirt. Shelby gasped and made to run, but it was too late. The Messenger simply shoved his knife forward into her and kicked her.
She screamed and went tumbling down the waterfall.
“Shelby!” Olivia screamed. She struggled against the man, but he quickly pressed the bloodied knife against her neck. Through the mask, she could smell the man’s stale breath and sense how it hitched with excitement. He was getting close to what he wanted. That terrified her, but she didn’t want him to know how scared she was, so she held it in.
Olivia’s heart raced as she worried for Shelby. The knife blow hadn’t seemed fatal, but combine that with falling down a waterfall, and Olivia had the sick feeling that this had all been a setup. That neither of them were leaving this place alive. She held the faint hope that the Messenger hadn’t brought any of his cronies with him, that somehow Shelby would survive the fall and get help. But she doubted it.
Her sacrifice wasn’t worth it.
She looked back at The Messenger. His face was disturbingly close to hers as he stared at her through his white mask, studying her like he was a kid and she was an animal at the zoo. The fact that she still couldn’t figure out who he was shook her to the core.
“Now that we’re alone… maybe we can talk like civil human beings, hmm?” he whispered. Olivia swallowed.
“What do you want to talk about?”
“Your outlook on the world. I can see it in you. That kind of black and white thinking that makes you and me so different. You think you know right and wrong. You think that facts are all there is. But maybe if you could broaden your mind, you’d understand why I’m doing these things. You’re smart. You wouldn’t have gotten this far if you weren’t. And you were getting so close to catching me I could feel it. So that’s why I thought I’d bring you here for this little chat. I thought maybe we could make a deal.”
Olivia’s heart was pounding against her chest. If talking to him meant stalling, then she was all for it. Maybe Brock and Rachel could somehow find them before it was too late. She pressed her lips together for a moment, feeling how dry they had become.
“What kind of a deal?”
“I’m glad you asked. The thing is, I can’t continue my vital work with people like you hunting me down. And normally, you know, I’d just kill you. But I see something in you, Olivia. I think my ideas could entice you.”
“What makes you think that?”
The Messenger released his hand from her shirt and began to circle her, still holding the bloodied knife inches away from her. Olivia knew it would be foolish to run. She didn’t even know if he had any concealed weapons on him that would end her life in a second. The best weapon she had on her side was borrowed time.
“You’re so lonely. I can see it in your eyes. I did a little research into you, you know. You’re single. You live on your own. Your family fell apart a long time ago. So sad, those things I read about your sister. Struck down in her prime. And your mother disappeared into thin air…”
Olivia pressed her lips together. So he didn’t know her mother was back. She guessed there was a limit to his knowledge, even if he did think he knew everything.
“You left your friends behind in Washington DC and moved to a podunk little town, and now you’re on your own. How does it feel? Knowing that deep down, you’re alone?”
Olivia didn’t reply. She didn’t want to give him any more ammunition than he already had. For a moment, she wondered if maybe he was right… but she had things he’d never understand. Loyal friends. A complicated, broken, but fixable family. Passion for her job. Maybe that would be what saved her. Maybe there was still hope.
The Messenger sighed.
“You know what brings my flock together? Family values. We all want to feel like we belong somewhere, don’t we?”
“I thought you said that your father beat that kind of emotion out of you.”
The Messenger seemed shocked into silence for a moment, and then he let out a low chuckle. “Maybe you’ve got me there. But no one can go through life alone. It’s an animal instinct to be around our own. And all of the people who join me share a vision. One goal. One destination. Apep guides the way for us. He shows us how to embrace the chaos of this world… to prepare for the end.”
“And are you where you want to be? Leading a group of ritual killers through the town where you’ve spent your life?”
“I’m exactly where I want to be,” The Messenger replied, menace in his voice. “My work has cleansed me. Has cleansed this town. One by one, they are losing their ignorance, and their eyes are opening to the truth. Pain and chaos and rage. They will be fitting souls for my master.”
“They were innocent.”
“No one is innocent, Olivia.”
“But they were good people!” she insisted, refusing to allow him to gain the rhetorical upper hand. “They helped people!”
“And look where that got them. Dead, lying on a metal table with their faces sliced up. I took away the lies their senses told them. I took away their delusions of the world and I prepared them for the world of chaos.”
“You’re sick.”
“I am enlightened. And I knew from the moment I saw you poking around my hometown that you were trouble. I saw you that day in the library, thinking you could figure us all out from our history. I watched you judging everyone that day at the festival, thinking you were above it all. You came to the house of Apep and thought you could turn your nose up at what we believe. But I saw through you. Maybe everyone else falls for your innocent act, but I see the shadows you hide in, Olivia Knight. Don’t think I don’t.”
Olivia’s instinct was to back away, but she didn’t want The Messenger to be riled up further. She was already pushing his limits. He raised a gloved hand and pointed at her with shaking fingers.
“No longer,” he growled. “No longer will you stand in my way.”
The Messenger plucked off one of his gloves. There was a deep wound down the center of his palm. He must have sliced it open over and over, pressing his blood-slick palms to those of his victims as he performed the ceremony that would end their life. He held up his hand so that she had to stare right at it.
“You know the drill, Olivia. We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Give up the chase and join me. No one ever has to know that you chose this way of life. I can help cleanse you of your ignorance if you choose to live. Or you can go down like the others. A sacrifice for a higher purpose. I will make it slow and painful. I will make sure that you feel every sting of the terrible things you’ve done in this life. It’s your choice, but once you make your decision, there’s no going back.”
Olivia trembled with rage before him. She knew what he wanted. He wanted her to abandon every value she’d ever had. Something in her twinged at her rational consciousness. Some part of her wanted to give in to the loneliness and join him, as though that would make her feel better. But she angrily pushed the feelings away. She was stronger than that. Stronger than he believed she was. She shook her head at him.
“My goal was always to stop you,” Olivia whispered. “I’d rather die than do the things you do. I don’t have that much hate in me.”
“Don’t you? Don’t you feel consumed by anger, Olivia? This is an outlet. I can make it all go away. You can strike down all the people who have hurt you.”
Olivia saw her mother in her mind then. The one person who had the power to hurt her so deeply as she had done. But even then, she saw her smiling in her mind. Even then, the thought of ever hurting her was too much for her to bear. She looked The Messenger in his blank face and shook her head.
“No. I don’t want that. I might not be the one to stop you, but someone will. Someone will pick up where I left off,” she stammered. She’d meant it to be forceful, but it came out reluctant.
The Messenger grinned beneath his mask. “Oh, Olivia. Sweet, innocent Olivia. Don’t you know that you can’t stop a feeling? A movement? A religion? I’m in their minds, their souls. I’ve shown them how it feels to touch the divine. I’ve shown them a way out of this humdrum life, a way to live again. We shall destroy this wretched world and rebuild it anew.”
Olivia stared at him as if enraptured by his words. She felt another twinge of wanting to simply give in, to join him. The knife edged ever closer to her throat. She took a deep breath. She had to find a way to keep him talking. As he was talking, she was still breathing. For as long as he was preaching his madness, she would be okay.
With every breath, her mind screamed at her to obey his commands, to follow his orders, to give in. To join him on his murderous crusade.
And then she recognized the smell emanating from the knife.
The smell of the candles in the meditation tent. The smell of the candles in Cyrus’s home, and in the House of Renewal.
This was how he’d manipulated so many. He had drugged them into suggestibility. And now that she knew why her own mind seemed to want to follow in his footsteps, she could fight back against the raging tide threatening to overwhelm her.
“So… what will it be, Olivia? Will you join my family, escape the loneliness and live? Or does it all end here?”
Olivia couldn’t speak. She couldn’t bring herself to say that she’d join him, even if it was a lie to keep herself alive. She also couldn’t tell him to kill her. But he seemed to understand exactly what her silence meant. He sighed, bowing his head.
“I suppose death truly is inescapable, Agent Knight.”
The Messenger lunged forward and grabbed Olivia before she had enough time to react. She gasped as one hand closed around her wrist tight and then he sliced it with his knife, cutting it open. Olivia cried out in pain, blood trickling hot and fast down her arm, coating The Messenger’s fingers. He was breathing hard, looking directly into her eyes with such intensity that she could feel the anger inside him. She looked at his masked face and saw her death laid out before her. She felt her vision going woozy as the drug took hold, clouding her mind.
With another flash of his knife, he split his own palm open. He didn’t even seem to respond to the pain, not even with a flinch. He’d done it so many times before.
“Now, let me show you the meaning of chaos.”
He slapped his palm up against Olivia’s and she yelped in pain, blood colliding with blood. She stumbled back, but The Messenger grabbed her again and forced his palm against hers, holding the knife close to her neck to keep her still. Olivia fought the feeling flooding her bloodstream with every breath.
“Join me!” he demanded.
“N—no,” she gasped, with what little strength she could muster.
Somehow, even from behind the mask, she could see his eyes catch fire in pure rage.
“You have made your choice,” he growled. “It’s too late. You were never ready for the new age. You don’t belong among us. And now, I will end it all for you.”
Even through the haze, even though she was sad about the way her life had turned out, when Olivia looked at him then, she didn’t feel scared. Not any longer. What did she have left to fear? Death was coming for her, the way it would come for everyone. It would be over soon. He could hurt her, but not for long. And then when she was dead and gone, he would still be the raving lunatic. He’d be caught some day and her death would be avenged. And when people looked back, it would be her they remembered as a good person, not him.
“Before you die… I will take everything from you,” The Messenger hissed. “I will take your eyes so you can no longer see. I will take your nose so that you can no longer smell. Then I’ll take your ears, your tongue, your fingertips. And you will feel unimaginable pain, but it will cleanse you. Your senses will lie to you no longer. You will be shown the truth of chaos. Praise Apep! Praise Apep!”
“Do it!” she yelled, rallying the last of her strength. This was it. Her last chance to save her own life.
His face turned sour. He let out a low growl like a caged animal.
“I am your penance!” he roared, his voice ragged with rage.
He lunged at her with the knife, but Olivia quickly stepped to the side, allowing his momentum to carry him forward. She struck quickly with a blow to his ribcage, but her fist got caught in the material of the thick cloak and she wasn’t able to make decent contact. The Messenger whirled around to grab her by the throat. She shot out her leg, this time able to strike, and the two of them collapsed to the ground in a heap, the knife clattering away from them.
Olivia took advantage of the fall and rose herself to her knees, landing a solid punch on his jaw. But the pain didn’t seem to faze him at all. He rolled away from her towards the knife, but before he could grab hold of it, Olivia reached for his good hand to pin it behind his back. The Messenger feinted, wrapping the material of the cloak around her wrist, and managed to reverse their positions, this time twisting her arm and pinning her to the ground.
“Death is inescapable. I am your penance,” he began chanting lowly. “Death is inescapable. I am your penance…”
With his bloodied hand, he slapped her around the face—once, twice, three times—so hard that she felt her jaw nearly dislocate. She could dimly feel the trail of his blood leaving a warm smear on her face. He then grabbed her shoulders and slammed the back of her head hard against the ground. Olivia let out a cry of agony as stars exploded behind her eyes.
The Messenger left her there on the ground for a moment and returned to his feet, already clambering for the knife. He was barely whispering now, his words low and slurring as if he was losing his grip. “Death is inescapable. I am your penance. Death is inescapable…”
Her vision swimming, Olivia told herself to stand up, to run, but her body failed her. She was seeing double as The Messenger crouched over her, his knife raised in readiness. His chant continued, but his voice was garbled, as if from a distance.
“You can’t hurt me anymore,” she murmured. With one last attempt at saving herself, she thrust her knee upward, making contact with The Messenger’s stomach. He growled and tried to grab her, but she wrestled back, trying to get herself back on track. If she could just take his knife, if she could surpass the dizziness, maybe she could…
She didn’t even have time to finish her thought before a punch sent her back to the ground. Above her, she saw the glint of the knife, the sharpness of it both threatening and enticing. Maybe he’d make it quick now. Maybe he’d just try to take her down before she could do any damage to him.
All of a sudden, the mood changed. She felt the moment when The Messenger’s body stiffened above her, suddenly on high alert. She heard a rustling in the trees and then, an ear-splitting gunshot. There was a cry from above her. When her eyes adjusted, she saw The Messenger clutching his arm, blood spurting from it. He’d been shot.
He fell sideways and then stumbled to his feet, trying to run, but he stopped when he saw someone emerging from the trees, a gun aimed at the center of his forehead. Olivia was sure she was dreaming. She was sure it couldn’t be real. With the crashing of the waterfall and the chaos of the scene, she felt like she was coming out of a bad dream.
But it was real. Shelby emerged from the trees, one hand clutched against her side and the other raised, holding Olivia’s gun. How she’d managed to climb back up from the waterfall and find Olivia’s gun, she had no idea. But Olivia wasn’t about to start questioning things now.
Shelby collapsed to her knees but kept the gun trained on The Messenger with shaky hands.
“Olivia!” she called out.
The man screamed, apoplectic with rage, and turned toward Shelby, his arm leaking blood—but a shot to his legs made him stumble hard against the ground.
Only this one wasn’t from Shelby. It had come from another direction.
Olivia was suddenly aware that the forest had exploded with activity. She saw red and blue lights dancing against the sky. She heard Rachel’s familiar voice barking out orders.
And then she felt a pair of arms lifting her up and she knew exactly who had come to the rescue. She looked up and saw Brock’s concerned face.
“Where are you hurt?”
“My… my palm,” Olivia slurred, her voice low. “And… my head hurts…”
“Okay. I’ll be back in just a moment,” he promised her. She let herself lie down and she watched through muted vision and sounds as Rachel and Brock handcuffed The Messenger. She kept telling herself to stay awake, to fight against the swimming in her head. She knew that she likely had a concussion, but her eyes kept fluttering closed. She forced them open again as more police sirens filled the air. She didn’t know how she’d been saved, she didn’t know how the others had made it to her in time, but she was so grateful that they had. She might have felt ready to die, but as she fought to keep her eyes open, she knew that she wasn’t. She still had so much to give.
And there was a lot of fight left in her.
“Show your face,” Brock hissed as he pulled down The Messenger’s hood and ripped the mask off his head. Olivia held her breath, feeling unsteady. The world around her seemed to be in some kind of landslide. She couldn’t lose consciousness now. Not when all this pain was about to end. But when she saw the man behind the mask, her breathing stopped altogether.
“Amos?”
There was no mistaking him. The slight figure. The sullen expression. Those enraged eyes. Except now, Olivia saw the true depth of their madness. She finally understood what he’d meant when he said she’d been to the House of Apep. The House of Renewal was his all along. He was the man behind the madness.
And he was the cause of so much destruction.
“Avenge me, brother!” Amos cried out, struggling against Rachel’s iron grip on him. “Chaos shall reign over Earth! Death is inescapable! I am your penance! I am your penance…”
“Amos…” Olivia murmured as she slumped back to the ground. The world was spinning around her. She couldn’t believe her own eyes, so she closed them. She told herself it was a dream, that none of it could be real.
And then she slipped into darkness.





 
“Are you okay? How’s the head?”
“Much better, thank you.”
Olivia had spent the past two days in the hospital, being treated for her mild concussion and for the deep wound on her hand. She’d liked being there, in those sterile white rooms. It felt like a relief from the real world. But now, she was much better. The headache she had was dulling with each passing hour and as long as she didn’t move her hand, it felt okay. Sometimes, when she recalled what had happened by the waterfall, she felt as though it hadn’t even happened. It seemed too surreal to be true.
But it was true. She’d survived against a serial killer. She knew now that Shelby had managed to break her fall on a patch of grass before tumbling all the way down. Her own wound was superficial enough that she could crawl to the police van and radio their location to Brock and Rachel.
She also finally felt the effects of whatever drug Amos had used to control his followers wearing off. Her mind was completely clear now, ready to finally take in the true breadth of this case. They’d cut the head off the snake, and now that they had him in custody, they’d be able to prove that not only had he attempted murder, but also achieved it many times over.
First, though, Olivia needed time to recover. She was lying on her sofa in her house, and Brock had been helping to care for her. She’d had a lot of visitors, including Maggie from the Belle Grove police department, her friends from DC, and her mother, who quietly dropped off flowers and then left so as not to break her daughter’s request for some space. Shelby came by from her own hospital room and hugged Olivia for a long time, thanking her for what she did. Olivia thanked her just as profusely for saving her own life.
Rachel was so busy chasing down other members of the cult once they’d been able to follow up on the members of the House of Renewal, but she’d made time for a brief visit and left Olivia some decent food. Olivia thanked her, too. If she and Brock had shown up even a few minutes later, she might have been too far gone to know what they’d risked for her.
“You should keep drinking water. The doctor said you need to keep hydrated if you want the headache to clear,” Brock warned her, pressing a glass into her hand. Olivia raised her eyebrow.
“Alright. Thanks, Mom.”
Brock rolled his eyes and smiled. “Well, I’m glad you appreciate my help. I’ve got plenty of better things to be doing right now, you know. I could have my feet up and be watching the game.”
“Hm. That doesn’t sound more exciting than playing nurse to your partner.”
“Are you sure about that?”
Olivia picked up a cushion and tried to thwack him with it, but her aim was a little off because of the dizziness. He laughed and easily dodged her.
“Well, it looks like someone’s feeling a lot better. Do you think you’re ready to talk about what happened back there? We’re going to need some details that we can use against Amos at trial. Plus, we know this isn’t over. Rachel’s chasing up leads now, but the rest of the Apep cult are still out there.”
Olivia turned that word over in her mind. Cult. That was certainly what they were dealing with, but she knew that it was more complicated than accusing everyone involved in the religion of murder. There were plenty of innocent people who had found roots in the religion, like the witness who fled to England, and the people trying to escape a life on the streets. But they had to get to the bottom of it one way or another. Starting with what Olivia had learned from her faceoff with Amos.
“Say, what happened with Cyrus?” she asked.
Brock pressed his lips together. “Seems he skipped down just before we got there. We’ve still got teams examining the house, but so far there’s no indication he was involved in the murders. Just the charity fraud. I know the lab team is processing all his stuff now to see if we can place him on any of the crime scenes.”
“Do you know where he is now?”
“We’ve got people looking for him. But for now, we need to focus on Amos.”
Olivia sighed. She’d been avoiding this moment. She didn’t really want to relive it, especially when at that moment it felt like it was something separate from her, something that had never really happened. But she nodded. She knew she had to talk about it sooner or later. Brock sat down on the sofa by her feet. She sipped her water as he set up a recorder to keep track of the interview.
“Okay. Whenever you’re ready… tell us what happened.”
Olivia sucked in a deep breath. She gave her statement from the beginning, starting with the connections between The House of Renewal, the charity Freedom and the other associated organizations, and how they’d raided Cyrus Lockwood’s home for charity fraud. She spoke in detail about her conversation with Amos during her first visit to the House of Renewal, their confrontation at the waterfall, and her shock that the man behind the mask had been him.
“He kept talking about how I was ignorant of the truth of the world,” Olivia said. “He genuinely seemed to believe that I’d done something evil by hunting him down. But before that he… he tried to recruit me.”
Brock raised his eyebrows, looking genuinely shocked. “He did?”
Olivia nodded. “Yeah…he was pretty set on it, actually. I don’t know whether he was hoping to prove that he could turn me, or whether he was genuinely hoping that I could join him, but he seemed so sure that he wanted me on his side. And when I refused, he said I was no longer worthy of being shown the truth. But it’s easy to see why he turned out this way. He told me that his parents used to beat him until he became almost immune to emotion. He said a lot of pretty crazy stuff.”
Brock paused the recorder. “Olivia, I can’t believe you went through all of this.”
“Me neither. I can’t believe I’m still here to tell you about it.”
Brock’s eyes softened. “I’m just grateful you’re okay. The second you left, all I could think about was what would happen to you. What if I’d signed your death warrant by letting you go alone?”
Olivia didn’t know how to respond to that comment. She could see the pain in Brock’s eyes and knew she’d felt the same as when she’d had to trade her life for Shelby’s. She swallowed.
“I know,” she whispered. “But I’m okay. I had to go alone—but thank you for following me anyway.”
Brock leaned in and hugged her hard. Olivia hugged him back, squeezing him like she’d never hug him again. She thought about that moment when she was lying on the ground as Amos raised the knife, utterly convinced she’d die. She’d known in her heart that she’d never see him or any of her friends again. She’d expected the worst, but she’d made it out alive. Was she supposed to tell him now? She knew now how short and cruel life could be for some. She didn’t want to ever leave the world without letting him know that he’d become one of the most important people in her life.
But she still had some borrowed time to work with. For now, she was safe. Amos was locked away and all of the people that mattered to her were accounted for. She didn’t need to rush. Their friendship wasn’t in jeopardy anymore.
For that moment, she just needed to take it easy. She’d run herself ragged during the case and deserved some time to focus on herself. She’d just had a near-death experience, after all. And with Brock taking care of her, she knew she was in good hands.
As they pulled away from the hug, Olivia smiled at him. She knew now that he was someone she could truly rely on. He was the person who always checked in on her and made sure she was alright. He was the person who had her back every time she ran into trouble. He’d literally saved her life two days before. Now, as he nursed her back to health, she knew he had no plans to go anywhere.
“Don’t ever scare me like that again, okay?” he warned her. “I don’t want to live in a world that doesn’t include Olivia Knight.”





 
“I just don’t understand it. No history, no rap sheet? Nothing? People don’t suddenly turn to serial murder out of thin air.”
Olivia puffed out a lungful of air. Brock’s statement couldn’t have been truer. They were looking into Amos’s history to build their case against him for court. His record was clean as a whistle. There was some indication of trouble in school, but he’d never been in a fight or had any violent history. His small, weedy body seemed incapable of the violence he’d inflicted on such a large scale. Olivia guessed that no one would suspect him for that very reason. She’d certainly dismissed him when she’d met him in the House of Renewal, and it had almost gotten her killed.
“I don’t know. Maybe after his parents beating him, after being bullied in school, he just snapped,” she offered.
“Or he’s always been this good at covering his tracks,” Brock said. Olivia nodded.
“Well, we’ve got him now. He’ll never see outside of a jail cell again if I get my way.”
It felt good, knowing that Amos was behind bars now. He was the kingpin, the leader, the creator of chaos. Without him in the picture, Olivia was sure that the cult action would go quiet. There certainly hadn’t been any killings in the last couple of days.
But there was still so much they didn’t know. How many people had Amos turned on to his killing spree? Were any of them brave enough to continue on without him, or did the dream die when he was arrested? Olivia was determined that she’d get them all in the end, no matter what. She didn’t care anymore how many of them had been forced into it or how many of them felt they had no other option. Killing was never the answer. In the face of death, Olivia had chosen to die rather than join Amos and his sick cult, and she knew she’d never regret that decision.
Brock’s phone buzzed beside him and he checked the message. “Rachel says there’s someone down at the station who wants to speak with us. Are you up for it?”
Olivia nodded. “Of course. I’m basically better now. Let’s do this.”
Olivia was still a little wobbly as she got to her feet, but Brock helped her to the car and she felt ready for whatever they were going to be faced with. Since Amos had been arrested, she’d been waiting for people to come forward with more information, collapsing under the pressure of losing their leader. Olivia hoped that whoever was waiting for them at the station would be a useful source of information.
Entering the station felt different since the arrest. The tense atmosphere of chaos had died down. There were fewer officers on duty, and Olivia was glad to see things almost going back to normal—even if nothing in Beacon Hill would ever be the same again.
Rachel rounded the corner and approached them both with a smile. She looked much less tired than she had in weeks, and Olivia shook her hand with a smile. She was glad to see her looking better.
“Thanks for coming. Lauren Collier wanted to speak to all of us about the case. I didn’t want to start until you arrived, but she’s been here a while.”
“Okay, let’s do this then,” Olivia said with a smile. She followed Rachel into the interrogation room, where a young woman was sitting, wringing her hands nervously. She had clear eyes and bright red hair, but as she sat in the hot seat, she looked distraught. She looked up like a startled animal as Olivia and Brock entered the room.
“Good afternoon, Lauren,” Olivia started, sitting down opposite her. Then she frowned. “You’re not the same Lauren who is a friend of Jenny Haber’s, are you? One of the victims?”
Lauren nodded nervously. “Yes. Jenny’s my friend. I saw her this morning. She’s doing much better now. After… after what happened.”
“That’s good. Is there something you wanted to tell us about today?” Brock asked, clearly not interested in any small talk. Lauren took a shaky breath, her lip wobbling.
“Well, I got myself into some trouble. And… and now that you’ve caught the killer, I…”
Some time passed and her lip wobbled.
“You?” Rachel prompted.
“I want to come clean about everything I’ve done.”
The three of them exchanged a look.
Olivia cocked her head to the side. “I see. In your own time, Lauren.”
Lauren swallowed. Her hands were shaking uncontrollably on the table. “It all happened so fast. I got involved in something I didn’t understand. The past year has been hard and I guess I wanted to find something to lean on. I heard about this charity group that helped environmental causes here in Beacon Hill. I figured it was a good cause and I wanted to make some new friends. I was happy there. I felt like I belonged. I did some work with the charity, went to a lot of the meetings, and got involved. But one night, I saw something that I shouldn’t have. And I got sucked in deeper. Way too deep.”
Olivia nodded patiently as Lauren took a pause to compose herself. She sucked in air.
“I was hanging out with Tommy, the guy you arrested not so long ago. I didn’t realize what he was capable of. We were dating casually, I thought it was all good fun. But the thing was, Amos was always around. Like he was watching us.”
A shudder passed through her whole body. “I now realize he was watching us. Watching Tommy. He was making sure that if I saw something, I’d be initiated like Tommy was.”
“What did he do?” Brock growled. “What did you see?”
Lauren swallowed. “There was this woman… I never even learned her name, but she was kind of a big deal. Some longtime board member. Everyone respected her. She was taking a walk and crossed paths with us. She and Amos got into this heated discussion. Something about him being ‘reckless’ and ‘a disgrace to the community.’ I still don’t really know what it was about. But I saw this… I saw this hate, this anger in his eyes. And before I knew it Amos snapped his fingers and had three or four others surrounding her. Everyone grabbed onto her. And then… and then…”
“And then he killed her?”
The girl nodded, big tears welling up in her eyes. “He cut out her eyes.”
Olivia swallowed. She could see the trauma in Lauren’s eyes, the fear, the distress. She couldn’t help feeling for her, but she knew there had to be more to the story. Amos was already going away for life, and Tommy, the other witness, had died in his cell. Was she going to tell them where the body was?
Or was there more to be told?
“What did you do afterward?”
“I was in a state of shock. I didn’t really know what to do. I just remember Amos telling us that we had to hide the evidence or he’d kill me. And then someone else came to join us and he helped us carry the body away. We buried her in the forest we were told never to speak of it again or we’d be next. Amos came and cut my palm, and then cut his own.” She showed them a thin scar on her palm, identical to Olivia’s. “And all of a sudden it was like…”
“It was like you could never say no to him again?” Olivia offered. “Like you were being forced to follow him?”
Lauren’s entire body trembled and she tearfully nodded. “That’s exactly what it was. I had no choice but to follow. I only helped bury the body, but I know that I’m an accomplice. I wanted to tell someone, but I was so scared.”
Olivia nodded in understanding. How could she blame Lauren for that after she’d seen such awful things? She’d still face charges for what she did, of course, but with this information maybe they could work out a plea deal.
“What happened after that?” asked Rachel.
“I tried to lie low. They finally told me the truth about Apep, and I had no choice but to play along. I worshipped Apep with the rest of them. I couldn’t stop myself. They were just so…”
“Persuasive?”
Lauren nodded at Olivia’s statement, but Brock pressed his lips together, clearly unimpressed. Olivia felt a little more sympathetic. She understood how the fear of losing your life could make you do crazy things. She looked directly into Lauren’s eyes.
“There’s something else you haven’t told us, though. The man. The one who helped you cover up the murder. Who was that?”
Lauren hesitated, fear evident in her eyes. Olivia waited patiently. She knew that the answer to the question was what they’d been brought here for. It was the way Lauren could prove whose side she was on and repent for her sins. Lauren took a deep breath.
“I never learned his name. But I know that Amos called him… his brother.”
Olivia’s heart stopped. She should have seen it coming.
“His brother…” she whispered. Her mind began moving at a million miles per hour, finally putting the pieces together. “Give me one second,” she told the others, and she stood up quickly and darted out of the room.
“Olivia!” Brock called after her, but she waved him away.
“Take the rest of her statement. I have an idea.”
She stalked quickly through the hallway until she got to Rachel’s office, then grabbed her laptop from its place at the desk. She barely let it boot up before she called up a federal database and began hammering away at the keys excitedly.
And there it was.
She stuffed the laptop under her shoulder and hurried back down to the interrogation room. Rachel was busy telling Lauren that she’d still face charges for her crimes, but her voice trailed off as Olivia burst into the room, her laptop in one hand and aggressively beckoning them to come over with the other.
“Just a minute,” Rachel told Lauren, and she and Brock got up, confusion clear all over their faces.
They closed the door behind them, leaving the girl alone, and Brock raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on? What did you find?”
“His brother. Do you remember what he said? His brother will avenge him.”
Brock nodded. “That’s what Finlay’s message said too. But the cult has lots of brothers…”
Olivia shook her head. “No. His brother.”
“What do you mean?”
“We got the results back from the lab after the raid. Look.” She turned the laptop screen toward them. On the screen were three DNA results displayed side by side. A notification box flashed at the top of the screen reading out that these three results had a 99.9% certainty of being blood-related and in the same generation.
Brothers.
“This one is for Finlay Clarke,” she explained, pointing at the first. “And this one is for Amos.”
“Who’s the third one?”
“This is Cyrus Lockwood.”





 
The aftermath of the news hitting Beacon Hill about Cyrus Lockwood was immediate. The quiet little suburban town, once so perfect and quaint, exploded in rumors and secrets. He was a pillar of the community, but now he was so much more than that. He had covered up murders, lied to his flock, and possibly got blood on his hands as well. Olivia knew they needed to do further digging to find out just how deep Cyrus’ evil ran, but in the meantime, they could lock him away for the things they did know about. That satisfied her enough.
All along, she’d had an inkling that he was trouble, but she hadn’t quite grasped why. And now she saw it. He used the various charities to draw in new members, to recruit potential recruits, and then drug them into perfect obedience. Whether he, Amos, or Finlay had been the true ringleaders of the sick cult, she wasn’t sure, but now that one was dead and the other two were in custody, she didn’t particularly care. As long as their reign of terror was ended once and for all.
She’d watched the moment he was arrested with pleasure. As Brock hauled him out of his house in handcuffs, half of his flock watching, she saw his face turn sour and aggressive. He met her eye as he was taken away and Olivia couldn’t resist wiggling her finger at him just to irritate him further. He’d orchestrated this complex web of murder, mayhem, and chaos.
Olivia had no sympathy whatsoever.
Since then, members of the various organizations who had no idea what had been going on stepped forward in their droves to give testimonies, to prove their innocence, and to express how much they didn’t understand. Once the evidence came to light that they had been drugged into obedience, the spell seemed to break. Those members who were truly innocent came forward and shared their suspicions of the group that they’d been too afraid of sharing. And those who had been responsible for the grisly deeds ran off.
But they couldn’t get far.
It was clear to Olivia that the whole community had well and truly fallen apart. At the end of the day, Amos might have been the one killing, but Cyrus was the puppet master, deciding how to run the community and keep himself unaccountable. Now that his strings had been cut, he’d go down forever.
The problem was that not everyone was accounted for. The cult had been very good at keeping secrets, even from its own members. Some members of the inner circle—those at the highest echelons of secrecy—remained elusive. It would be a long, long time before every member was rounded up. Rachel resolved with a steely glare to bring them to justice and devoted a task force to following up every possible lead and scrutinizing every piece of evidence.
But there had been no more killings, and that in itself was a relief.
Olivia watched the town transform before her eyes. There were whole streets full of people trying to sell their homes and move away, trying to escape the crazy life they’d somehow gotten involved in. She witnessed a mass bonfire in the park where the festival had been held, where many members gathered to burn their cloaks.
Olivia did as Brock had originally asked and took a backseat in the investigation, opting to conduct the interviews with the townspeople instead of continuing the search out on the streets. Her wounds healed, but her memories of that night at the waterfall remained. She’d come so close to death that it felt like it constantly had a hand on her shoulder now. She wanted to escape, to go back to the way she used to live, but there was no question that her life was different now.
And there were definitely some positives now. The fear she had lived with since her mom disappeared was gone. In fact, in many ways, she felt fearless. She had gone to the brink of her life and come back stronger. She no longer felt like she was being watched. Even if the cult had people on the outside keeping an eye on her, which wouldn’t surprise her, she knew that none of them could touch her. The fallout of the arrests had blown their support system to pieces. Now all that was left was to put them away
It was easier said than done, of course. On top of all that, she still had plenty of work to do to ensure the pair were convicted of all the murders they’d committed. She spent a lot of time with the evidence analysts, establishing clear matches of DNA and proof that they were on the scenes of the crimes. As Brock had suspected, they found chemicals and drugs in the candles at both the House of Renewal and at Cyrus’s residence designed to coax people into following orders. Rachel had also managed to track down the car found in Belle Grove and found it registered to Tommy Goodwin. They’d be able to establish the financial pattern and tie it to The House of Renewal. Olivia had hoped they’d be able to match Amos’s blood to any blood found on the various murder scenes, but he had been so careful to wash away all the evidence—except for the murder of Mark Dunn, which Olivia had interrupted. It bothered her that they couldn’t make conclusive matches for all the victims, but it was something.
Slowly, but surely, they were building up a case against Cyrus too. He was insisting that he wasn’t guilty. That he was being targeted merely because his brother had gone crazy. He explained to the officers that he barely knew Finlay and Amos; they were half-brothers at best, who hadn’t grown up with him. His smugness drove all of the investigators crazy, but Olivia knew they’d find something solid on him sooner or later. Until then, they had all the time in the world. No matter what, he was serving a long, long time for covering up a murder and for charity fraud. Analysts were working on the body of Roberta Cullen, the woman Lauren Collier had helped Cyrus bury. They would certainly find something to place him at the scene.
Olivia was certain that Cyrus would try and find a way out after a few years, but so long as they destroyed the rest of the cult in that time and found some more connecting evidence, he’d never see the outside world again. Amos, at least, wouldn’t be a problem ever again. They’d found enough evidence against him to put him away for three or four lifetimes. There was no chance he’d ever get out again.
But there was one thing that Olivia was truly dreading. She had to give evidence in court against the man who had tried to kill her. On the day of her court appearance, she was sitting waiting to be called up, chewing her nails and sweating through her otherwise pristine white shirt. Brock sat beside her, a comforting presence even though he didn’t say much. With five minutes to go, Brock nudged her arm.
“Hey. Are you ready for this?”
Olivia wasn’t sure how to answer that question. She took a deep breath. “I hope so. It’s just… going in there and seeing him…”
“I know. I’m sorry you have to do that. I would be terrified.”
Olivia shook her head. “It’s not that. I’m not afraid of him now. It’s something else. I just don’t know how I’ll respond when I see him. Sometimes at night, I dream about that bullet that went through his arm going straight into his heart instead. I wish he’d died that day, and I’ve never wished that on anyone before. The thing that worries me is the way he makes me feel. It’s like ever since he pressed his bloody palm against mine, I’ve become a worse person. I’ve had evil thoughts. And I don’t know what to do with that. And I know the drug wore off, but what if it wasn’t the drug? What if he got to me?”
Brock rested a hand on her arm. “Olivia, after what that man did to you, no one can blame you for hating his guts. It’s natural that you want him gone. If I know one thing for certain, it’s that you’re not evil. Far from it. You’re a good person, Olivia. He can’t take that away from you, I promise.”
Olivia swallowed. She hoped he was right. But the one recurring feeling she had within her was hate. Hate and anger and bitterness for what she’d been put through. She had no desire to hurt him herself, but she wanted him to suffer the way his victims had. She wanted him to have to go through the terror and the pain he’d inflicted on so many people. Their names played through her mind once again. Walter, Erik, Sadie, Sierra, Carla, Mark, Roberta. Olivia couldn’t bring those people back, but it was up to her to make sure that they were avenged. Not just for their sake, but for their family’s sake, for the town’s sake. Between them, Cyrus and Amos had single-handedly built a community and then destroyed it once again. They had ruined the lives of an entire town of people. Olivia had to make sure they paid for it all.
And that would be the best revenge of all.
“Agent Knight?”
Olivia turned to see that the courthouse door was open and she was being called in by a wiry man with glasses. It was time. Brock squeezed her hand as she stood up, taking a deep breath.
“You can do this,” Brock whispered. Olivia nodded. She could.
She could do anything.
She walked with her head held high into the courtroom. She saw Amos immediately, his awful face staring right back at her. The light in his eyes was gone and he gazed at her blankly. She stared back defiantly. She wondered briefly about Sadie Wheeler. What was the truth in the end? Obviously casting the blame on Ron had been a diversion, but what was its endgame? Had Amos been telling the truth when saying he’d dated her? Had Cyrus been behind the knife for that murder, finishing the job when his brother could not?
She could picture it vividly. Timid little Amos, bullied by his brother into carrying out his will. Being forced to watch as his brother killed the woman he loved. But she had no tears to shed for Amos. It didn’t matter anymore. It was done and all that was left was to bring him to justice.
She allowed a small smile as she stared Amos down. He’d failed to take her down. He might have had the chance to bring her to her knees, but she’d gotten back up again. And now he was the one sitting trapped with his hands cuffed. And Olivia was finally free. Free of all the fear inside her. Free of her self-doubt. Free of the pain. Perhaps he had cleansed her after all.
Olivia took the stand with her head held high. The room was filled with people who were rooting for her. She saw the families of the victims. She saw Rachel and Brock sitting together at the back of the room. And then she saw the person who surprised her the most.
Her mother was sitting at the back of the room. Olivia still hadn’t spoken to her since she’d asked for space, but there she was regardless, ready to support her on one of the most nerve-wracking days of her career. Olivia couldn’t believe it. After so much time apart, it was still hard to see her face in a crowd and believe that it was real.
Olivia felt her throat catch a little because she understood something then that she’d refused to see before. That her mom loved her. She’d made mistakes that she couldn’t ever take back, the kind of mistakes that were hard to forgive. But she loved Olivia with all that she had. And despite her anger, Olivia loved her back. And she was glad to see her there.
“Agent Knight? Are you ready to begin?”
Olivia nodded. She could feel a million pairs of eyes on her. Amos’s glare burned into the side of her face. But with her mother watching her from the crowd, she wasn’t worried anymore. She was going to be okay. Everything was going to be okay.
“I’m ready.”
She stood up straight, ready to speak her truth. But this time, when she caught Amos’ eye, she saw something strange.
His face had gone very pale. The veins on his neck appeared to be standing out, blue and wiry. He made a small choking noise. Olivia narrowed her eyes. What was he doing?
Before she could comment on it, he collapsed forward onto the table. The whole courtroom was in an uproar, unsure of what was going on. Was it a trick? Was he trying to fool them all?
The room went very still and quiet at the same moment that Amos did. He was lying on the floor, trying to lift his hands to his neck, but the cuffs kept him down. Someone approached him cautiously and took his pulse. Shook their head.
He was dead.
Miles away, in a women’s prison, Lauren Collier felt her lungs constricting, the blood draining from her face, her pulse fading away. As she collapsed on the ground, she stared at the coffee cup that she had just drunk from and knew that something inside had just killed her. She had been expecting it. How was she ever going to be allowed to live after what she told the cops?
She would never have been able to cross Cyrus Lockwood and get away with it.





 
Cyrus couldn’t stop laughing. No jokes were being told—there was no one even with him in the room to tell jokes to him—but his laughter was unstoppable. It had started out as a whimper, a terrified whimper as he realized that his life was now in a cell. But it had soon grown into a chuckle, and then into such raucous laughter that his stomach hurt from it. Screw Olivia Knight, he thought. Screw her and the FBI and all of my deserters. The people who matter are still loyal to me.
He had lost his way. He had devoted himself to Apep, he had done everything he could for his God, but he had become cocky. He was so sure that Amos would clean up the mess he’d made and continue the chaos he loved so much. He was sure that Olivia Knight was going down at the waterfall. Amos had promised him her death, and with her death, he hoped the FBI would lose the scent. He was looking forward to knowing Olivia Knight was dead.
But he had been foolish to believe that someone wouldn’t come for her. She had too many friends in high places, too many people ready to fight for her. Even though he’d killed many times before, taking out his enemies one by one, it was Olivia he wanted to kill the most now. She had slipped away from him and made him look like a fool. No one had made him look a fool in such a long time. Despite his best efforts, he could feel the keen sting of embarrassment.
But there was a bigger meaning to it all. He had to remember that. It wasn’t about Olivia at all. It was about the good work he was doing. As Cyrus pressed himself up against the door of his cell, he could almost smell the unrest in the prison. He knew the kind of people that resided on the other side of the door. The worst of the worst. Killers, kidnappers, rapists, bank robbers. They were the kind of people who would never say no to a little chaos. And that was all he needed to get back on track… a little chaos.
And chaos was on the way. Cyrus smiled to himself. He wondered if Amos and young Lauren had received their gifts from him yet. Just a way of letting them know he was disappointed in them. Their ignorance had been taken from them one final time. He didn’t even regret killing his very own brother. It was all part of the good work to be done. After all, Amos would never be as smart, as quick, as calculated as Cyrus. And that’s why Cyrus was still alive and Amos was about to die.
It was a shame, but they couldn’t be allowed to live following their betrayals. Poison was the perfect way to kill them after they’d poisoned all of Cyrus’ plans and put him in a cell.
They had paid the price for their sins, and soon, Olivia Knight would too. He might be trapped behind the heavy-duty doors of his cell, put in isolation for his bad behavior, but soon, he’d find a way. He always did.
And soon, he’d have a new flock. They would be better equipped for the end of days. They could truly embrace the darkness and prepare for the new age dawning upon them. There would be more pain, more sacrifice, more blood before Cyrus Lockwood was done with the world. And his loyal subjects would help him.
Praise Apep. Praise Apep. Praise Apep…
Everyone who had ever doubted him would see what power he held in his mortal hands. He’d outlast them all. He’d destroy them all. He had so much left to give. They might have caged his body, but they could never cage the spirit.
For his spirit was ruled by chaos.
Already, his new Messenger was working his ways in the outside world. They might have suffered setbacks, but they would come back stronger than before. The killing wouldn’t stop. The suffering wouldn’t end. Cyrus was only sorry that he wouldn’t get to witness it firsthand.
When the new age came, he’d be ready. He’d take his rightful place as high prophet of darkness. And he’d make sure Olivia Knight paid for what she’d done
He heard footsteps in the corridor and grinned. It was the end of his time in solitary confinement. Now, he’d spread the word. Now, he’d meet his new disciples. He watched through the slit in the door as the prison guard warily opened it up.
“No funny business, Lockwood,” he warned him. “No one wants to hear a word about your wack religion, okay? We’ve got meth heads in here who talk more sense than you. You keep your mouth shut or you’ll end up back in solitary. Let’s go.”
The laughter bubbling within him didn’t stop. He was too excited to stop. He chuckled senselessly as he walked and the prison guard eyed him up anxiously as they walked.
“You’ll get your old cell bed back. You can grab lunch with the others now.”
But Cyrus wasn’t hungry. The only thing he had on his mind was spreading the word. And as he found himself among the other men, the rest of the criminals, he found he felt right at home. He had so much to tell them all. He had to show them how to rid themselves of their ignorance. How to stop trusting those silly little eyes, ears, noses, and mouths of theirs, and how to think bigger. They looked at him with hardened faces as he entered the room, but he was smiling. He knew they’d come around to his ideas soon. Everyone did, in time.
“Death is inescapable. Death is here,” Cyrus murmured with a smile. “But don’t you worry. I am your penance.”
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