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Dauphine Street, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“It is dead out here tonight, girl.”

Izzy turned to her friend Elsbeth and shrugged. “Always is right after the rain.”

Elsbeth—Betty—stood beside her. Five-eight and with a solid, curvy build, Betty always seemed to tower over her petite, five-four frame. Betty was pretty, though she had a hardened look about her. She was a woman who’d been working the streets for half her twenty-eight years and looked like she’d learned a few things along the way. She was tough—a woman who knew how to take care of herself and not somebody you wanted to mess with.

Izzy had been friends with Betty for the last five years or so. They’d come together when Izzy first came to New Orleans after leaving home in Indiana and started working the streets of the French Quarter to make ends meet. On one of her first nights, Betty got in between Izzy and some drunk guy who’d been a little too handsy. She’d given him a bloody nose, black eye, and a lot to think about. Izzy loved her for that, and they’d been best friends since that night.

“You’d think the freaks would want to get out and breathe a little fresh air after being cooped up all day,” Betty said.

“You’d think,” Izzy replied with a laugh.

“But for real, you know the rain tends to bring out the creeps. You got to watch your back a little closer, you know what I’m saying?”

Izzy pulled a face. “Girl, I ain’t new here.”

“Nah. I know you ain’t. I’m just lookin’ out for you, babe.”

“I know,” Izzy said with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little cranky.”

“Why don’t you take off for a bit?”

“I will. Soon.”

“You got somethin’ to protect yourself?”

Izzy opened her bag and showed off the small can of mace, drawing a frown from Betty. She clucked her tongue and shook her head.

“I keep telling you to get a stun gun. If you’re in a panic, you’re more likely to mace yourself than him,” she said.

“And what makes you think in that kind of situation I’m not gonna tase myself? I think the mace would hurt less.”

Betty laughed. “Okay. Just… be careful.”

“I will,” Izzy said. “You too.”

“Always.”

They gave each other a warm hug before parting ways. The night was dark, but the air was crisp. Invigorating. The thick clouds overhead blotted out the moon, leaving most of the world in shadow. Luna Gates—Izzy to her clients—walked along the dimly lit street, her high heels clacking against the chipped and cracked concrete sidewalk, breathing in the air. She’d always loved the smell of the air after a rainstorm. The world felt fresh and clean. It was in those moments when Izzy thought anything was possible, and she sometimes liked to pretend that her life was different. Experience had taught her otherwise, but she kept the faint, flickering hope alive that maybe, just maybe, it could be. Betty called her naïve, but Luna preferred to think of herself as optimistic. Hopeful.

The street was mostly empty. There was very little car traffic and even less foot traffic, which was bad for business. Although she loved rainstorms, they tended to drive away most of her clientele, but that was all right. She was tired. Her head ached, her feet were sore, and everything in between was tired. All she wanted was to get into her pajamas and curl up on the couch with pizza, a cup of cocoa, and some trashy television. But rent was due soon, and she needed a little more cash to make sure she didn’t end up homeless. Her dirtbag of a landlord wasn’t the type to offer much in the way of leniency.

With a heavy sigh, Luna tugged her skirt down, pulled her fur coat around herself a little tighter, and walked on, silently telling herself that she’d take one more client then call it a night. She might not have anything extra after paying rent, but she’d deal with it. It wouldn’t be the first time she existed on ramen and macaroni and cheese for a couple of weeks. As long as she had a roof over her head, food in her belly, and was able to keep the lights on, she’d be fine. All she needed was the basics. She’d learned how to make do with almost nothing a long time ago.

As Luna walked down a narrow side street, a pair of headlights turning onto the street behind her cut through the gloom. She turned and squinted, caught in the spotlight cast by the annoyingly bright headlights. Luna put her hand up, shielding her eyes from the light. A dark car pulled up beside her and stopped. The passenger side window lowered, and Luna blew out a quiet breath as she steeled herself. Every man she went with took a little piece of her soul. Luna figured she was probably already running on a deficit, but there were bills to be paid. One day, she was going to balance that ledger though. She was hopeful.

When she was ready—or as ready as she was going to be—she put on a seductive smile and bent down, looking at the driver through the window.

“Hey, baby,” she purred. “Feelin’ a little lonesome tonight?”

“Yeah,” he replied. “Think you can help me with that?”

“Might be able to.”

“How much?”

“Three hundred,” she replied. “Up front.”

“I can do that. Get in.”

“You got a room?”

The man nodded. “I can get one. Otherwise, I was just thinking the car would work.”

There was something about the man that made the hair on the back of Luna’s neck stand on end. Working the streets as long as she had, she’d developed a sixth sense about predators. And though the man in the car was giving her a strange feeling, she didn’t quite feel that she should be afraid of him. He didn’t strike her as potentially dangerous. Just odd. Like maybe he was just socially awkward and didn’t know how to act around a pretty woman or something. God knew she’d had plenty of those kinds of guys in her time. At least it wouldn’t take long.

“Let me see the money,” she said.

The man reached into his pocket, fished out three one-hundred-dollar bills, and showed them to her. She looked at them for a moment, then nodded and got into the car.

“Yeah, all right. The car’s fine,” she said. “I know a place we can go.”

As she settled into the seat, the dim ambient light glinted off something metallic in his hand, setting the warning bells in her head clanging like crazy. Moving on instinct, Luna reached for the door handle but felt a sharp pinch of pain in her thigh. She turned to see the man withdrawing the needle from her leg, a malevolent expression on his face, and a cruel smirk on his lips. Almost immediately, Luna’s vision wavered, and she grew lightheaded. Her field of vision started to narrow, closing to a pinpoint that was filled up with the man’s face. Her lightheadedness increased, and she was overcome by the sensation of falling from a great height. Luna’s stomach bottomed out like she was on the first big drop on the roller coaster at the fair back home.

And then her entire world went black.

[image: ]

As if she were emerging from a deep, dense fog, Luna’s eyes fluttered open, and when she saw a figure in front of her, a scream burst from her throat. As she slowly ascended back into consciousness, though, she realized the figure before her was… her. Luna stared at her reflection in the mirror that had been mounted on the wall across from her for a moment, gripped by confusion. She trembled from head to toe as fear flowed swiftly through her veins.

Luna was naked, and her entire body was sore. She was seated in what looked like a stainless-steel dentist’s chair, her wrists and ankles bound with plastic zip ties. Deep purple bruises marred her pale flesh, and she could see dark blood crusted around her nostrils. A thin, rust-colored rivulet spilled from the corner of her mouth that was also dry. She had distinct bite marks on her breasts and shoulders and her long bottle blonde hair had been hacked off in chunks.

Her vision grew hazy as tears welled in her eyes. “No. Stop it.”

She bit her tongue hard enough to fill her mouth with the coppery taste of her own blood, sending a sharp jolt of pain through her body as she tried to keep herself from losing it… as she tried to stave off the waves of terror that threatened to overwhelm her.

“Stop it,” she said to herself. “Pull it together, Luna.”

Her tears dried up, and the fear roiling in her belly subsided to a slow boil as she switched into survival mode. Luna had been in plenty of tough spots in her life. And the fact that she was still alive was proof that she’d managed to get out of them. She was a fighter. A survivor. Her entire life had been one big struggle and countless tough situations, but she was still there. Still fighting. And she would keep doing so.

She didn’t know how long she’d been out, but the fact that her blood was dry told Luna it had been for some time. And while she was out, the creep who’d picked her up and dosed her had used her. He’d abused her and acted out whatever demented fantasies floated through his freakish and twisted little mind. Whoever he was, the man was obviously sick. Deranged. More chilling were the signs of his cruelty and viciousness.

Luna looked around the room and tried to get her bearings. The room she was in was long and rectangular with steel walls and a pair of heavy-looking doors at the far end. It reminded her of a steel shipping container. A row of cone lights hung from the ceiling, running down the middle of the room, the illumination weak. Next to the mirror was what looked like a rolling toolbox, and beside that was a banquet table. Several rags marred with rust-colored stains that could only be blood sat on top of the table, and when she saw them, the blood in Luna’s veins ran cold. But she refused to give in to the panic that bubbled just below the surface.

The doors at the end of the room opened with a sharp squeal, and when the man who’d picked her up stepped in, Luna’s heart raced so hard she thought it might burst. He closed the door with a hard bang that reminded Luna of a jail cell door closing. His gaze fixed on her the way a snake eyed a field mouse, his footsteps thumped hollowly on the steel floor as he approached her. She swallowed hard and watched him. The man’s eyes glittered darkly in the dim light, and his smile was malevolent. It broke through her dam of self-control, and she started to cry, her voice coming out in thick, almost unintelligible, blubbering bursts.

“Please,” Luna said. “Let me go. I swear I won’t say anything. I promise.”

Ignoring her pleas, the man pulled his phone from his pocket. A moment later, classical music began to play from it, and he set it down on the long banquet table, then turned back to her. The look on his face chilled Luna to the bone.

“Please,” she said again. “Please don’t hurt me. Just let me go. I swear to God I won’t say anything to anybody. Please!”

The man opened one of the drawers on his rolling toolbox and extracted a long knife with a thin, slightly curved blade that gleamed dully in the light. Tears spilled from her eyes, and Luna’s body tensed as adrenaline-fueled terror poured into her muscles, making them seize up.

“Please, don’t do this. Please don’t hurt me,” she cried.

The man closed his eyes and swayed with the music. He waved the knife around like a conductor managing his orchestra, the corners of his mouth curled upward. The music hit a booming crescendo, then drifted to a slow, falling denouement. And when the last note had been played, he opened his eyes and stared at her for a long moment.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s begin.”
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8th District Police Station Detective Bureau, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“Your turn on the late shift, huh, Detective Farr?”

“It is,” she replied. “How are you doing, Donnie?”

“Can’t complain. Wouldn’t do me no good even if I did though,” he replied with a grin.

“I hear that.”

“Seems kind of quiet ton—”

“Utter one more syllable, and I’ll shoot you where you stand,” she said.

He laughed. “Sorry. I forgot. Didn’t mean to jinx it.”

“If all hell breaks loose tonight, I blame you.”

“And I’ll deserve it. My bad, Detective.”

Donnie’s booming laugh echoed around the bullpen as he pushed the wheeled trash can through the office, emptying the smaller cans in the cubicles into it and sweeping up. Detective Cassie Farr leaned back in her chair and stifled a yawn as she looked at the clock that hung on the bullpen wall. It was just after midnight. It was her week on the late show—the nickname that had been given to the overnight shift sometime during the Paleolithic area. It was a nickname, though, that like many of the dinosaurs she worked with, had stood the test of time.

At some point—long before Cassie had gotten her detective’s shield—the decision was made, in the name of equality, to spread the misery around and let every detective feel the pain of doing a week on the late show. The schedule rotated, meaning that every eight weeks or so, Cassie found herself drumming her fingers on the overnight desk. It sucked, but as much as she hated the hours and boredom, she was glad she wasn’t working patrol anymore.

Patrol cops had it far worse than she did. She well remembered her days in uniform working the overnight… and not fondly. Down in the French Quarter, where their station was located, the overnight shift could be an absolute zoo. The combination of bars, frat boys, tourists, tempers, and testosterone was a toxic stew that led to beatings, shootings, stabbings, near riots, and sometimes even worse than that. The Quarter was often chaotic. Donnie was right though. It was unusually quiet. It was almost eerie. She cringed, hoping she didn’t just jinx herself by letting even that thought pass through her mind.

The phone on her desk rang—her first call of the night—shattering the silence of the bullpen. She gritted her teeth and glared at the night janitor for jinxing her night. Donnie turned back to her, his deep, thunderous laughter echoing around the room again as he offered her a conciliatory wave.

“Sorry, Detective. My bad,” he called as he walked out of the bullpen.

“I will get you back for this, Donnie. If it’s the last thing I do on this earth, I’ll get you back!” she shouted, then snatched up the handset of her phone. “Detective’s Bureau. This is Farr.”

“Detective, this is Officer Ennis down at the front desk. There’s a woman down here who says she needs to talk to somebody about a missing person.”

She was a homicide detective, but when you worked the late show, you became a catch-all and handled whatever case walked through the door.

“Okay, send her up, Officer Ennis. Thank you.”

She hung up the phone and braced herself for whatever was about to fall into her lap. A couple of minutes later, the door to the bureau opened, and a tall woman, five-eight or five-nine, with a solid, stout frame, walked in. Her hair was fire engine red—obviously a wig—and she wore a short, tight black dress that hugged her curvy frame so tightly; while it accentuated and displayed her more-than-ample assets, Cassie wasn’t sure how the woman was able to breathe. Six-inch stilettos completed her outfit and clacked loudly on the linoleum as she walked over to Cassie’s desk.

Cassie had done a stint in vice a few years back and knew most of the girls on the stroll. The woman approaching her wasn’t a stranger to her.

“Elsbeth Bushwick. It’s been a minute,” Cassie said.

“It has, Detective,” she replied. “And it’s Betty.”

“Right. Sorry. Please, have a seat.”

The woman dropped into the chair beside Cassie’s desk and immediately started inspecting her three-inch long, blood red acrylics. She was pensive. Tense. And there was an unmistakable look of worry on her face. But she wasn’t worried about herself.

“Are you all right, Betty?”

“Me? Yeah. I’m straight.”

Back in vice, she’d done everything she could to protect the working girls. She’d shared more than a few cups of coffee with them, listening to their stories and offering help where she could. She wasn’t naïve enough to think she’d be able to change their lives—many of them were caught in the grips of addiction so tight, nothing she said or did was going to break it—so she’d offered them advice on protecting themselves. She gave them an ear to listen and had taken a personal stake in their lives. Most of them were good girls caught in terrible circumstances.

“What’s going on, Betty? Are you okay? Is somebody hassling you?”

“No, it ain’t me,” she said. “I ain’t here for me.”

“All right. Then who are you here for?”

She pursed her full lips and finally raised her gaze. “I think my girl is missing.”

“Your girl?”

She nodded. “Izzy… I ain’t seen her in a couple of days now, and I’m scared.”

Cassie cast her mind back in time to her days in vice, trying to recall the names and faces of all the working girls she’d ever talked to. She didn’t recall an Izzy though. But it had been a long time, and lots of girls had undoubtedly come and gone since her days in vice. She flipped her notebook open and pulled a pen out of the cup sitting on the corner of her desk.

“I don’t know Izzy,” she said. “Is that her real name?”

“Oh. Nah. Sorry. Her real name is Luna. Luna Gates.”

Cassie jotted it down. “Okay. Luna. So, tell me what’s going on, Betty.”

“I seen her a couple days ago… the day after that storm we had,” she said. “We talked for a few minutes, and then we went our separate ways—”

“Was she alone?”

Betty nodded. “Yeah, she was alone.”

Cassie frowned. “How many times have I told you girls to never go alone? How many times have I told you to always pair up with…”

Her voice trailed off when she saw Betty’s reaction. She looked down, but not before Cassie saw the woman’s face redden and her eyes shimmer with tears. Now was not the time to lecture the woman on proper safety on the street. Especially not when Betty already seemed to be beating herself up for whatever happened to her friend.

“Okay, so you saw her the day after the rain,” Cassie said, her tone a bit gentler. “That would have been, what, Tuesday?”

She nodded. “Yeah. That’s right.”

“Okay, so did you see her go with anybody?”

“Nah. Like I said, we parted ways. I picked up a client shortly after that, so I never saw where she went or who she may have gone with,” Betty explained.

“And I assume you’ve tried calling her?”

“Yeah. Of course. I even went by her spot. She wasn’t there.”

“Has she ever disappeared before? Maybe she needs to go somewhere to decompress or something like that?”

“Nah. She wouldn’t have left town without telling me.”

“Are you sure?”

Betty pulled a face. “Yeah. It’s one of those safety things you taught us. Remember? I made sure to teach her that,” she said. “We always make sure to check in with each other. If she went somewhere, she would’ve told me, Detective.”

“Okay. Does she have family in the area?”

“Nah. She doesn’t have family. At least, none she talks to,” Betty said. “She grew up in Indiana, but she’s alone here.”

Cassie jotted that down. “Okay, good. What about friends?” she asked. “Other than you, is there anybody you know of that she hangs out with?”

“She keeps to herself, mostly. I have to drag her out kicking and screaming when I want us to go out sometimes. She’s a homebody.”

“Betty, was she having problems with anybody that you know of? Any problematic clients or somebody who you think could have hurt her?”

Betty shook her head. “Never mentioned any problems with anybody to me. And I know she would have. The girls… we all look out for each other like that. We tell each other about the creeps we run into. We… what did you call it?”

“Network.”

“Right. We network to keep each other out of trouble.”

Cassie took down a few more notes and looked at the pad, reviewing everything she’d written down already and committing it to memory. She gave it a little more thought, but didn’t have anything more for Betty at the moment. Until she knew whether Luna was actually missing or not, she couldn’t do much else. Not until she had more information to work with.

“All right,” Cassie finally said. “I think I’ve gotten what I need. But give me your phone number just in case I have some follow-up questions. Also, give me Luna’s address.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Cassie pushed her notebook over to Betty and let her write down the information she’d asked for. When she was done, she set the pen down and raised her gaze.

“What are you going to do now?” Betty asked.

“I’m going to go by Luna’s place and see what I can find out.”

“Will you tell me what’s going on?”

“I’ll update you as I can,” Cassie agreed. “Now, go on home. And if you think of anything else, just give me a call. You still got my number?”

The woman nodded. “I do. But please find her, Detective. That’s my girl.”

“I’ll do my best, Betty. I promise.”
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After getting a key from Luna’s landlord, she made her way up to the third floor of the shabby apartment building. The hallway reeked of pot and patchouli, the walls were chipped, scarred, and in dire need of a new coat of paint. Dark brown water spots marred the ceiling above her head, and the blue-patterned runner along the center of the hallway floor was threadbare and worn. The whole place was run down and kind of depressing.

She made her way to Luna’s apartment door and knocked. “Luna, it’s Detective Cassie Farr with the NOPD. If you’re there, can you open up, please?”

She waited a moment, and when nobody came to the door, she used the key to let herself in; she paused just inside the doorway of the tiny, one-bedroom apartment. The air was still. There was a heaviness about it, and it just had a feeling of vacancy. It felt as if the apartment itself knew Luna was gone and wasn’t coming back.

“Luna? It’s Detective Farr, NOPD. Are you here?” Cassie called out, just in case, but unsurprisingly, she received no answer.

If the hallway—and the building itself—were a study in depression and deprivation, Luna’s apartment was the polar opposite. Her apartment was aggressively cheerful and optimistic. Her walls were covered with motivational or inspirational photographs and paintings she likely found at yard sales or perhaps in dumpsters. She seemed to believe that one man’s trash was another man’s treasure. Luna’s place had that sort of boho slash dumpster-diver’s-paradise vibe to it. Cassie liked it.

The furniture was all second, maybe third hand, the fabric worn and dingy. But she hid the imperfections with vividly bright and cheerfully colored blankets and throws. She masked her apartment’s imperfections, actively rejecting the shabbiness of the rest of the building—and perhaps her life—by carving out her little niche and making it bright and cheerful. She made it her home—a refuge and sanctuary from the circumstances of her life.

Cassie stepped over to a corkboard that hung on the wall across from the door. It was covered in photos of nice clothes, houses, cars, colleges—UCLA predominantly—and other landmarks in other countries. She’d cut words like “travel,” “education,” and “wealth” out of magazines and pasted them alongside the photographs. Cassie studied Luna’s vision board closely, feeling that relentless sense of hope that permeated the entire apartment. The girl had hopes. Dreams. Aspirations. It hit Cassie harder than she’d anticipated.

Feeling a lump rise in her throat, Cassie turned away from Luna’s vision board. She poked around in the living room and the small, galley-style kitchen, but didn’t find anything of interest. After that, she made her way to the door of the tiny shoebox of a bedroom and stopped. Cassie stood in the open doorway, her heart racing wildly as a maelstrom churned in her belly. The back of her throat was suddenly coated with the acrid and acidic taste of bile. She swallowed hard, but the lump that had formed seemed to grow even larger.

“It can’t be,” she whispered.

Wrapped in disbelief, she took a step forward and stood at the end of the bed, her eyes wide and her body trembling. Goosebumps marched up and down her skin, and she tingled from head to toe. It was like a ghost from the past—one she thought long dead and buried—rising up and staring her in the eye. Cassie couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Sitting on the neatly made bed in front of her was a pair of shoes that had been tied together with a red silk ribbon.

“He’s back.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Chief Wilder’s Office, The Chapel, Snap Team HQ, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

“We can really use your help, Chief. This case… it’s brutal.”

The woman on the screen looks tense. More than that, she looks haunted. I can tell this case has caused her a lot of sleepless nights. I’ve had plenty of cases like that. But given what she’s told me so far, it’s been causing her a lot of sleepless nights for the better part of two decades. It’s understandable that it’s stuck with her so long, given the scant few details she’s given me to this point. In her shoes, I’d probably be haunted too.

Astra steps into my office and quietly closes the door behind her. She drops into the chair across from me. She’s able to see the screen, but she’s out of view of the camera. Crossing one leg over the other, she leans back in the chair and folds her hands in her lap, content to watch the interview unfold. She’s seen me do plenty of these assessments and has handled a few of them for me herself, so she knows what goes into these.

“I understand, Detective,” I reply. “Why don’t you go ahead and send me the files so I can look them over and review them with my team?”

“I’ll do that right away.”

“Great. Thank you.”

“How long do you think it’ll be before I hear back from you?”

She’s pressing for an answer, which speaks to her desperation for help. It tells me she’s invested in the case. Takes it personally. One of the facets of this new job I’m still trying to get used to is having to liaise with other agencies. They pitch me their cases and ask for either a consult, a profile, or if there’s anything my task force can do to help. It feels like I’m spending as much time on the phone or video conference calls with these people as I do on my work. It just highlights how many people out there need help.

Not all of them are as impassioned as Detective Farr though. Some of them, I can tell, just want to dump their work off on somebody else. They don’t seem invested. Some of them don’t even seem all that interested. But Cassie Farr doesn’t fall into that camp. She is about as invested as anybody I’ve ever talked to and is one hundred percent in on this case. She isn’t just looking to pawn her work off on somebody. She genuinely needs help.

But a lot of people do, unfortunately. The list of crime victims is longer than a New York phone book, and the agencies handling those cases are overwhelmed. It’s not surprising that some of the people working that never-ending list of cases get burned out and just want to hand the reins off to somebody else. It’s why I appreciate it when somebody still has the fire and passion of Detective Farr.

“I’ll get back to you just as soon as I can, Detective. I give you my word.”

“Thank you, Chief Wilder. I’ll look forward to your call,” she replies.

“Have a good day.”

The woman had obviously been looking for something more definitive, and it’s impossible to not hear the disappointment in her voice. But she’s a professional, which is something else I appreciate about her. I disconnect the Zoom call, then lean back in my own chair and turn to Astra, who is staring back at me curiously.

“Possible serial killer down in New Orleans,” I tell her.

“Interesting.”

“It’s been ten years since his last kill.”

“Very interesting.”

“It’s a long cooling off period,” I say. “It could be a copycat.”

“Dennis Rader—BTK—took a thirteen-year hiatus. James DeAngelo stopped killing back in 1986 and didn’t kill anybody between then and when he was arrested in 2018. A long hiatus between kills isn’t anything new,” she offers.

“That’s a fair point.”

“What makes this detective think it’s the same killer?”

“Same signature,” I tell her. “The killer leaves the shoes of his victims in their home tied together with a red silk ribbon.”

“And more interesting still,” she says. “I assume we’re heading to the Big Easy?”

I point to the stack of files on my desk. “Maybe. There are just so many cases that need our attention—so many departments that need help. Triaging them all isn’t easy. I just feel like by giving one case our attention over another, we’re leaving a lot of people to get hurt.”

“We can’t be everywhere, Blake. We’ve got to deal with the cases that are most pressing and most likely to result in more deaths if we pick another one.”

“See, in my head, I know that. It makes sense. But I want to help everybody. I don’t like knowing there are people out there who are going to die because we’re not there to help.”

Astra’s full lips crease in a small smile. “People are going to die everywhere, whether we’re there or not. That’s not on us. We can only do what we can and lend our help where we believe it’s most needed. We may have to take little wins, but those are still wins,” she says.

“Yeah. Maybe.”

“No, definitely. Like I keep saying, we can only do what we do. We can’t be everywhere at once,” she says.

I open my mouth to respond, but a tall man with blond, wavy hair and cornflower blue eyes steps in. Dressed in blue jeans, cowboy boots, and a black polo shirt, he reminds me of Matthew McConaughey, which catches Astra’s attention right away. He’s lean and fit, and the fashionable stubble on his chin only reinforces that image. Through the window that overlooks the bullpen, I can see Nina and Paige huddled together, gawking at him, whispering and giggling with each other like a couple of smitten schoolgirls.

“DEA,” I say, gesturing to the badge clipped to his belt.

“Sonny Garland,” he says with a Texas drawl.

“Nice to meet you, Agent Garland,” I say. “Have a seat.”

He drops into the chair beside Astra and gives her a nod and a friendly smile.

“SSA Astra Russo. Nice to meet you,” she purrs.

“Yeah, back at you.”

He’s courteous and polite, but he’s not tripping over his tongue. For the first time in the entire time I've known her, a man hasn't instantly fallen under her spell. Agent Sonny Garland might be the first man who seems immune to her charms. And it doesn’t go unnoticed by her. Even though she’s engaged to a wonderful man, Astra still likes knowing she’s the prettiest girl in the room. She sits back and pouts.

“So, Agent Garland—”

“Just call me Sonny.”

“Great. Sonny then,” I say. “Must be important for you to come all the way to meet with us in person. Most people just call or send their files to ask for help.”

“It is important. And call me old-fashioned, but I prefer looking someone in the eye and doing things face to face,” he says, his tone grim. “I was told the Bureau started your Snap Team to lend your expertise to sister agencies that need some help with an investigation.”

“That’s right. That’s why the Snap Team exists,” I say. “So, what can we do for you?”

“Well, we’ve got a situation with a drug pipeline that runs into a federal prison in Arizona. We managed to flip a low-level dealer that works for a local motorcycle club that supplies the prison. We also believe the MC has ties to the Arias cartel. Anyway, we suspect the MC has COs at the prison on their payroll, but we don’t know how deep the rot goes,” he explains. “I was told you folks might be able to help us build a case that lets us do that. I was told stuff like that might be right in your wheelhouse.”

“I’m not sure if that’s exactly in our wheelhouse, but we’ve handled plenty of drug cases before,” I tell him. “What’s your endgame here?”

“We’re looking to smash the MC and strangle that pipeline. That might help us put a couple of dents into the cartel itself. That’s the endgame—to destroy the Arias cartel. But it’s going to take us chipping away at them slowly.”

His face is tight and his tone tense. His body language is closed off and withdrawn. And for a man who manifests as much swagger and confidence as DEA Agent Sonny Garland, there’s an uncertainty in his eyes that doesn’t quite fit. He’s doing his best to mask his emotions, but I can see right through him. As I study him closer, though, I see that my initial read was wrong. It’s not uncertainty. It’s grief.

“What happened, Sonny?” I ask. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“I’ve told you all the important particulars.”

“Why is this so personal to you?”

“Aren’t all cases personal?” he asks. “If you aren’t invested in a case, you probably shouldn’t be in this line of work.”

“I agree. But there’s something more. Something you’re not telling us.”

He frowns. “I heard you folks do this.”

“Do what?” I ask.

“I heard you like to get inside a person’s head and crawl around. It’s as disturbing as I was told,” he replies with a wry curl of his lips.

I laugh softly. “I’d just like to know what we’re getting into before we commit to anything,” I tell him. “And if you want our help, I can’t have you holding anything back. We can’t work with half the information, Sonny. I won’t put my team in a bad position like that.”

Garland sighs and slumps back in his chair, scrubbing his face with his hands. And when he pulls his hands away, dropping them into his lap, the pain etched into his face is clear. Whatever happened, it’s taking a severe emotional toll on him. His eyes shimmer, and his cheeks grow red.

“We’ve lost two agents already. One of them was my fiancée, Agent Sara Beller,” he says, his voice thick. “It was… the way we found them… it was horrible. I’ve never seen anything like it before. These people are animals.”

“I’m so very sorry for your loss, Sonny. That’s beyond awful,” I say. “Given what happened, though, are you sure your team should still be on this case? It seems like you might be a little too close to it to have any sort of objectivity—”

“That’s why I’m here, Chief Wilder,” he cuts me off. “Obviously, we’re very close to this, and emotions are running high. But we’re not handing this case off precisely because it’s personal for us. What I want is an objective set of eyes and somebody who is emotionally removed from this who can steer the ship. I’m hoping your team will be able to help us close out this MC and take it to the Arias cartel. For our lost teammates.”

Astra and I exchange a glance. It’s not hard to see she’s moved by Sonny’s emotion and the story overall. At this point, there’s probably no doubt we’re going to take this case. But there are still some things that need to be discussed and some decisions that need to be made.

“Okay, thanks for coming in, Sonny. Do me a favor and send me your files,” I tell him. “We’ll present it to the team and talk it over.”

He frowned, clearly expecting that we would have jumped on the case without hesitation and dismayed that we didn’t.

“With all due respect, Chief, what’s the hesitation? I was told the reason your Snap Team exists is to help sister agencies—”

I cut him off by raising my hand, then point to the six-inch-high stack of files on my desk. “I mean no disrespect, but you can see how many requests we’re getting for assistance. We can’t be everywhere at once and need to ration the resources we do have. I’ll review this with my team, and if I think we can help, we will.”

Like Detective Farr a little earlier, Agent Garland had obviously been expecting my answer immediately. And like her, he’s not bothering to hide his disappointment. His lips are a tight slash across his face, and he gives me a firm nod. Taking a business card from his pocket, he sets it down on my desk and gives it a hard tap.

“I’m in town for the next couple of days. When you make your decision, give me a call, Chief Wilder,” he says.

“You have my word.”

Without another syllable, he gets to his feet and walks out of my office. Astra and I watch him head through the bullpen, drawing the attention of Paige and Nina as he goes. When he disappears from sight, then leaves the Chapel altogether, Astra turns to me.

“I think that went well,” she says.
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“I need to hire somebody to triage the case requests that come in. It is absolutely insane how many requests for help we’ve gotten already,” I say as I sit down at the conference table.

“And if we keep doing our thing the way we do it, that stack on your desk is only going to get bigger and bigger. We’re going to need some help,” Astra replies.

“I think that’s smart. It might help streamline things,” Paige responds.

“Efficiency is always a good thing,” Mo chimes in.

“Plus, you won’t have to see those looks of disappointment personally,” Astra adds. “It’s always better to have a human shield to take all the slings and arrows.”

I chuckle and nod. “Too true.”

“All right, speaking of cases, what are we looking at?” Mo asks. “Where are we going?”

“That’s what we need to talk about,” I say.

“Uh-oh,” Rick says. “She’s got the serious face on, y’all.”

“If I get a vote, I say we go with Agent Garland,” Paige says. “There’s nothing wrong with doing our good work while having something pretty to look at.”

“What’s the case he pitched, anyway?” Mo asks.

“He wants to dismantle an MC that’s dealing dope for the Arias cartel. Oh, and the cartel has already murdered two of his agents, including his fiancée,” Astra says. “Still sound fun?”

A chill settles over the table, evaporating the good humor and laughs. They might not be part of our team or our agency, but we take the deaths of fellow agents very seriously. Despite having different letters on our badges and not getting along with each other all the time, we recognize that we’re all part of the same law enforcement family and the death of one of our own affects us all.

After a moment, Mo sits forward. “Okay, so that sounds most pressing. I assume we’re heading to wherever Agent Garland is asking us to go?”

I gnaw on my bottom lip, a thousand different scenarios running through my mind. DD Church had told me when she first gave me this command that I was going to have to learn to delegate and deploy my resources as efficiently as possible. We’ve got all the funding and material support we could ever want. But because we’re just a pilot program, we aren’t going to get much in the way of personnel support. It’s up to us to make this work. More specifically, it’s up to me to decide how to use my team to do the greatest amount of good to justify the expense as well as the expansion of the program in the future. No pressure though.

“That’s what I’m having trouble deciding,” I start. “We’ve also got a case in New Orleans that seems just as pressing.”

“What’s the case?” Paige asks.

“Possible serial killer starting up again after a ten-year break,” I say.

“That’s a long cooling off period. Are we sure it’s the same guy?” Mo asks.

“The detective is convinced. The signature is the same as it was ten years ago,” I respond. “The victim’s shoes were tied up with a red silk ribbon. Detective Farr said she worked the original case, but the UNSUB dropped off the radar in 2014. Not a peep in the last ten years. But she said just a couple of nights ago, she did a wellness check on a possible missing person after her friend filed a report and found the shoes sitting on the woman’s bed, tied up with a silk ribbon.”

“Is it possible it’s a copycat?” Mo asks.

“It’s possible, sure. But if it’s not, he could be ramping up to go on a rampage again, which would be bad. Very bad,” I tell her.

“Our UNSUB murdered twenty-one people between 1998 and 2014,” Astra adds. “That makes our UNSUB’s official and known account now, with the current victim, twenty-two.”

“With more likely on the way—even if this is just a copycat,” I say.

They all whistle low and sit back in their chairs. Twenty-two bodies dropped with absolutely no clue who’s the one dropping them. I only had time to glance at the original case files Farr sent over, but I haven’t found anything to make me think they were even close to solving this ten years ago. They hadn’t even identified a really viable suspect in all those years.

“That seems pretty pressing as well,” Mo says.

“Yeah, that’s the problem,” I say. “They’re both pressing, but for different reasons.”

Astra gives me a small shrug. “I guess this is one of those times when you’re going to have to figure out how to prioritize and delegate. Church told you there’d be days like this.”

“I was kind of hoping she was kidding,” I reply wryly.

“The big decisions come with the big title,” Mo says. “What are we going to do, Boss?”

I already know the answer to the question. I just don’t like it and am wracking my brain, trying to come up with something that might be a little more palatable. The longer I sit here thinking, though, the more I find that despite my best efforts, the conclusion is inescapable. There’s just no getting around it. As much as I’m going to hate it—and I hate it with every fiber of my being—I’m going to have to do something I’ve never even considered doing before.

“We’re going to have to split the team,” I say.

They all turn to me with matching dumbfounded expressions on their faces. Part of the reason we have as much success as we do is because we work as one cohesive unit. We know how to play off one another and can anticipate what everybody else is going to do. We all have a role to play, and we all play our roles. In the field, we operate like a single organism. That’s why we’re able to close even the toughest of cases. And I don’t know what it’s going to be like or what’s going to happen when I split us up.

But what other choice do we have? We’ve got two cases that need our immediate attention. Well, in truth, we have more cases that need our immediate attention than I can count. But these two are the ones I think are the most critical right now. With that decided, though, now I need to figure out how to divide up the team. And that’s a task that proves even more daunting.

“That’s going to be weird,” Mo says.

“Really weird,” Paige agrees.

“It’s necessary,” I tell them. “I have to deploy our resources in the most efficient way possible, and I think even in two teams of three, we’ll be able to close out these cases.”

There’s an uneasiness at the table as we all consider the idea of working without half our team for the first time in a long while. It’s strange to consider. But it’s necessary. And I’m confident we’ll operate just as smoothly and just as successfully as we always do.

“All right, so how are we going to divide ourselves up?” Astra asks.

I ponder it for another minute. As I shape the teams in my mind, I’m overcome by that sense of strangeness once more. This is going to be weird. Obviously, I’ll need to split up Rick and Nina. Each team is going to need a nerd. The second thing is that both teams will need strong leadership and experience in the field. Which means Astra and I are going to have to split up as well. She’s going to have to lead one team, and I’ll have to lead the other.

Sitting back in my chair, I let that thought race through my brain for a minute, looking for any way to do this. Astra has been by my side for virtually my entire career. She’s the yin to my yang and helps balance me out. Mostly, she keeps me grounded and is my sounding board. Not having her with me on a case is going to be weird. It’s going to suck. It makes me immediately doubt just how effective I’m going to be in the field.

Scrubbing my face with my hands, I tell myself to suck it up and put on my big girl panties. I am good at what I do. And even though I think Astra helps make me better, I can do this job. And I can do it better than a lot of people. But I also know that I can’t do the job to the best of my ability without having a good team around me. Without having my team around me.

But Astra was right to remind me that Church put me in this role because she believed I could make the hard calls when they were needed. And right now, it’s needed.

“All right, Astra, Mo, and Rick, you’re going to Arizona with Agent Garland,” I finally say. “You’re going to shut down that MC and put a dent in the Arias cartel’s foothold in the southwest.”

Astra nods. “Looking forward to it.”

“Paige and Nina, you’re going to join me in New Orleans,” I tell them. “The three of us have a serial killer to catch. Any questions or concerns?”

Glancing around the table, I give everybody a minute to get out anything they want to get out. Nobody has anything to say. I can tell they’re as un-thrilled about splitting up as I am, but they all seem to understand the necessity.

“All right. Be careful and watch each other’s back. You’re dealing with some bad people out there who’ve already murdered two federal agents and won’t hesitate to kill more, so keep your heads on a swivel. All of you,” I tell them.

“Right back at you,” Astra says.

“Okay, let’s get to work.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

8th District Police Station Conference Room, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“You can just set up in here,” Detective Farr says with that distinctive, slow, Louisiana drawl. “And again, I want to thank you and your team for coming out to help with the case.”

After our video call, I’d expected Detective Farr to be bigger than she is. In her late forties, she’s about four inches shorter than my five-nine frame with a solid, athletic build. She’s obviously a woman who spends a fair amount of time in the gym, and more than likely, taking martial arts or self-defense classes. She moves with a calm assurance and grace, prowling like a lion more than walking.

Her chestnut-colored hair is pulled back in a tight bun that sits at the nape of her neck, and her hazel-colored eyes are sharp and almost always in motion. She doesn’t seem like a woman who misses much. Farr has a stern, serious, all-business demeanor, and the lack of a ring on her finger makes me wonder if she just never had time for love or if her relationships have been a victim of her professional dedication.

“It’s nice to see you again, Detective. We’re glad to be here and hope we can help,” I say, then make the introductions. “This is Special Agent Paige Boyle.”

“Just Paige is fine. Nice to meet you,” she says.

Farr shakes her hand. “Nice to meet you too.”

“And this is our tech analyst, Nina Alvarado.”

Nina gives her a nod and a shy smile, which Farr returns.

“Is this your whole team?” Farr asks.

“It is. But don’t worry. We’ve got all we need to work the case.”

“Oh, I’m not worried,” she replies. “I’ve done my homework and know your teams have an incredible success rate. I have nothing but confidence in you all.”

We start unpacking our things and settling into the conference room that we’ll be calling home for the duration of our stay in the Big Easy. It’s plain, windowless, a bit dingy, and pretty stuffy. There’s also a layer of dust on things, necessitating a good dusting before we can get set up. If I had to guess, I’d say other than for storage, this room hasn’t been used in quite some time. Farr sees me inspecting the room and grimaces, as if she’s reading my mind.

“I’m sorry. I’m sure y’all are used to better accommodations,” she says.

“No, it’s fine. Believe me, we’ve worked in far worse. We don’t need much,” I tell her.

On the plus side, she did get the pair of whiteboards I’d asked for. I can’t help but wonder, though, why she’s parked us in a small conference room far away from the detective’s bureau. We’re so far out of the way, it’s almost like she’s tucked us away intentionally. It seems absurd, but it feels like she’s trying to hide us. Farr stands near the door, her hands over her chest like she’s protecting herself. She seems defensive. Something strange is going on here.

“I wasn’t sure you all were going to come,” Farr says.

“You were pretty persuasive,” I tell her.

Her shoulders are tight, her body is tense, and I can practically smell the uneasiness wafting off her. Farr can’t seem to meet my gaze, and with every passing second, her trepidation only seems to grow thicker, which sends my curiosity into the stratosphere.

“Detective, is there something you’re not telling us?” I ask.

She swallows hard and shifts on her feet. The apprehension on her face makes it more than obvious that she’s struggling with something. But before she can say anything, a man steps through the door behind her and into the room. An inch or two taller than me, the man has silver hair cut military short, which matches his demeanor. The crisp, white shirt and rank insignia on his epaulets marks him out as a captain, and his name tag reads, “Dufresne.” He stands in the doorway, his dark eyes regarding us with equal parts confusion and suspicion.

Farr glances behind her and blanches, immediately rigid. The man’s eyes shift from us to Farr, and he frowns, his face turning red and his eyes narrowing to slits.

“Captain Dufresne,” Farr finally says with a slight tremor in her voice.

“Who are your friends, Detective?” he growls.

“Captain, this is Unit Chief Blake Wilder and her team, Special Agent Boyle and tech analyst Alvarado,” Farr responds. “They’re with… the FBI.”

The man’s jaw clenches so hard, I’m half afraid he’s going to shatter his teeth. He turns from Farr to us and takes a moment to gather himself. It’s then that I realize what’s going on. Farr either didn’t tell him we were coming, or she disobeyed his order to not bring us out here. Either way, his frosty gaze tells me we’re not welcome in his house.

“I’m afraid Detective Farr has called you out here for nothing,” he says. “I’m very sorry she wasted your time and resources—”

“Captain Dufresne,” I interrupt. “I don’t think it’s for nothing. We’ve reviewed the original case files as well as the current murder—”

“We don’t have a body,” he cuts me off. “How can there be a murder without a body?”

“I think you’re experienced enough to know that you don’t need a body to have a murder,” I tell him. “There are literally dozens of ways to dispose of a body in ways it can’t or won’t be found.”

Dufresne looks like he wants to reply but swallows it down instead. He knows I’m right. Instead, he glares hard at Farr, who is going to be in a world of trouble when this is all said and done. The only thing that might soften the blow is proving her right and solving the case.

“As I was saying, we’ve reviewed the original case files, and we believe there is something there,” I tell Dufresne. “The similarities between the first set of disappearances and this current one are striking. Too striking to be ignored.”

Dufresne lets out a low harrumph. “Be that as it may, Detective Farr has overstepped. She floated the idea of bringing you all out here, and I said no. She disobeyed a direct order.”

“I understand your anger, Captain. And I’ll be honest: I’m not thrilled that we were brought out here under false pretenses,” I start. “But the fact of the matter remains that you might have a serial killer operating in your city—”

He shakes his head. “It’s been more than ten years. This is not the same guy—”

“Maybe not. But at the very least, you’ve got somebody operating in your city that is drawing inspiration from a serial killer who did drop bodies here. Twenty-one of them by our count,” I press. “If this UNSUB is indeed drawing inspiration from the original Red Bow Killer, then you can and should expect more bodies. Perhaps a lot more. I’d think to keep the public safe, you would want to utilize every resource at your disposal to prevent that from happening. Regardless of how we got here, my team is here now, and we are a resource for you to utilize. And believe me when I tell you that we are very good at what we do. Let us help you, Captain.”

Dufresne shifted on his feet, still angry that Farr disobeyed his order. I am too. I don’t like being deceived, so I understand his frustration with her. He thinks it over for a moment, his face still stony and tight, but he eventually nods.

“I don’t have much I can offer you in the way of support, Chief Wilder. Our budget doesn’t allow for much of anything,” he says.

“That’s okay, Captain. All we need is this room.”

“And the use of your coffee maker,” Paige adds.

He twitches his face like he’s trying not to smile at the joke, but remains firm. “You really think you can catch this guy?”

“I do.”

He glares at Farr again, his displeasure with her not lessening a bit, but when he turns back to me, his expression softens. Somewhat.

“All right. Like I said, we’re stretched pretty thin here, but you can have Farr. If you need anything else, you touch base with me directly. I’ll do what I can,” he says.

“I will. Thank you, Captain.”

“Thank you, Chief. And good luck,” he says, then turns back to Farr. “You and me are going to have a conversation about this later.”

And with that, he turns and walks out of the conference room. The rest of us stand as still as statues, listening to his heavy footsteps retreating down the hall. When he’s gone and we’re alone again, Farr turns to me.

“Listen, I—”

“Nope. You don’t get to speak right now,” I snap. “You lied to us—”

“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you everything,” she stammers.

“Are you really going to play semantics games with me?” I say. “Is that what we’re doing?”

“I’ve been waving the red flags about this case since I found the shoes, and no one would listen to me. They all think I’m off my rocker and want to do the bare minimum, justifying it by saying we don’t have the resources to waste on the women who’ve gone missing,” she says with a defiant gleam in her eyes. “Most of the men who work here think because our victims are runaways and prostitutes, their lives don’t mean as much. That they don’t matter. But they do. And that’s why I wasn’t completely up front with you—because they do matter, and I just wanted to get somebody here to help me prove that by whatever means necessary. Did I deceive you? Yes. But I’d do it again if it meant putting an end to this string of murders once and for all. So, no, I’m not sorry for that. I’m not going to apologize for doing whatever I had to do to get somebody to take this seriously and to protect more lives.”

Her impassioned plea strikes a chord in me. I’ve been where she is. I know what it’s like to be raising the red flag only to be shot down, usually by men, who insist that I’m simply being hysterical. Having been on both sides, I understand her frustration just as I understand her captain’s. But her desperation to save lives by whatever means necessary is something I can both relate to and respect. I may not like that she deceived me to get us here, but I can’t be too mad about it. In her place, I probably would have done the same thing.

“Your Captain isn’t happy with you,” I say.

“That’s nothing new. I’m used to it,” she replies. “But all he cares about are results. If we can catch this guy, it’ll get us a nice commendation from the city, it’ll make him look good, and then all this will be water under the bridge,” she replies. “Now we just need to catch him.”

That Farr is willing to stand and face whatever storm comes her way because she did the right thing tells me a lot about her, both as a cop and as a person.

“Okay. Let’s get set up,” I say. “We have work to do.”
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“Am I the only one who thinks this feels weird?” Nina asks. “I mean, this feels really weird. Right? Am I alone here?”

“No, you’re definitely not alone. This is really weird,” Paige confirms.

The conference room is quieter and a lot less crowded than I’m used to. And frankly, I’ve been thinking it feels weird since we boarded the jet back in Seattle. Not having Astra here feels like not having one of my limbs. There’s a part of me that’s afraid I can’t do this without her. But then, another part of me realizes I might be too dependent on her.

I know how to do this job. I’m good at it. But not having Astra and the rest of the team here makes me feel like maybe I’m not as good as I thought—maybe I’m a fraud and I need Astra and my team to properly function. Maybe they’re the ones propping me up. Yeah, I have my own set of issues and insecurities that I deal with, and I sometimes suffer from a mild case of imposter syndrome.

“What do you think, Chief?” Paige asks.

They’re looking to me for leadership, and I know they’re going to take their cues from me. If I let them see that I’m rattled by this change in our team structure, they’re going to be rattled too. They’ll be hesitant and so fixed on who isn’t here they might not be able to properly focus on the task at hand, which is finding a killer.

I nod. “Yeah, it’s pretty weird. Very weird, actually. But we’ve got a job to do, ladies. We’re good at this job. Don’t doubt your abilities. And don’t think your abilities are somehow lessened because the rest of our tribe isn’t here. So, let’s show the NOPD what we can do and take a serial killer down once and for all.”

I silently give myself a pat on the back for sounding a lot more confident and put together than I feel. Even I didn’t realize how bad my insecurities were until today. I’m a hot mess. But that’s not what my team needs. They need me to project confidence and competence. They need to see that I believe in myself, which will allow them to believe in themselves as well. If this were a sport, the team would be looking to see how the coach conducted himself. If the coach was a wreck, odds are, the team would be too. So, the example I set, whether I’m genuinely feeling it or not, is vital to our success as a unit.

“All right, coffee and some authentic New Orleans beignets.”

Farr walks into the conference room and sets a box down on the table, then starts handing out coffee and small bags with beignets slathered in powdered sugar. The aroma of the deep-fried pastries hits my nose, and my mouth immediately starts to water. I feel like Pavlov’s dog all of a sudden. We take a couple of minutes to indulge in the sugar and caffeine, letting it get into our systems to give us a little fuel.

“Okay, Detective Farr—”

“Please, just call me Cassie,” she says.

“As long as you call me Blake.”

“Deal.”

“Okay, so what can you tell us about this case? Give it to us from the beginning.”

She washes down a bit of her beignet with a swallow of coffee and sits back in her chair, casting her mind back through the years.

“Back in 1998, I was working patrol. I was… twenty-one or twenty-two, I believe,” she starts. “I dealt with a lot of the working girls in the French Quarter on my usual beat back then. I had a good relationship with them, which is probably why I eventually went into vice.”

It’s obvious that she cares about the working girls. It’s not a common trait in a lot of cops. Most are pretty incognizant about their existence, and others use their badges to take advantage of them. Prostitutes don’t typically have many advocates in law enforcement, so it’s nice to see that Farr takes their well-being seriously.

“Anyway, I remember one night, one of the girls I talked to regularly—Sugar was what she went by—told me that she hadn’t seen her friend Jenna in a couple of days and was worried about her,” Farr goes on. “I did a welfare check at Jenna’s place, and when I got there, I could tell she hadn’t been home. That’s when I found her shoes tied together with a red silk ribbon. Sugar told me they were the shoes Jenna was wearing the last time she’d seen her. I brought the situation to the detectives who said they’d follow up on it, but they never did.”

“If they had, maybe they could have stopped this guy from ever getting started,” Paige says, her tone thick with disgust.

“Yeah, I had that thought too,” Farr says, sounding miserable. “Twenty-one more lives—that we know of—might have been spared.”

“How did you find out they hadn’t followed up on the first missing girl?” I ask.

“Because another girl on my beat tipped me off. Said she hadn’t seen her friend in a few days and asked me to check up on her. I did and found another pair of shoes done up the same way,” Farr responded. “I talked to the detectives again, and they promised—again—that they’d follow up on it. And they did. Sort of.”

“What do you mean sort of?” Paige asks.

“They gave it some attention but mostly just to get me off their backs,” Farr says in a tone that’s equal parts rage and disgust. “I kept checking in with them and kept getting the same runaround. Eventually, Captain Brothers—he was the Captain before Dufresne—told me to back off. Made it clear that if I didn’t butt out, there would be consequences for my career. He said I was rocking the boat, and nobody liked a boat rocker. I had no support. Nobody had my back. I had no choice but to take a step back and stop sticking my nose into the detectives’ business.”

The way she says it makes it clear she’s angry with the men who shut her down, but it also sounds like she’s angry at herself. It’s obvious that Detective Farr has taken this case to heart, and she’s spent the last twenty years beating herself up for the deaths of all these women rather than put the blame where it should be: squarely on the shoulders of those who did nothing to stop it—who did nothing to protect the lives of these women. Her rage is palpable. It wafts off her like the heat from a stove set to high.

“You know this isn’t on you, right, Cassie?” I tell her.

A frown creases her lips. “It feels like it. It feels like I should have done something more.”

“What more could you have done?” Paige asks gently. “You were ordered to stand down. There’s nothing else you could have done.”

“I should have kept pushing.”

“And if you had, you likely would have gotten fired. Or at least marginalized to the point that you ended up quitting,” I tell her. “And that wouldn’t have done anybody any good. You probably wouldn’t have been able to stop the other murders, and you wouldn’t have been able to help all the people you’ve helped over your career. I’ve seen your jacket, Cassie, and you’ve done a lot of good in this community. You’re a good cop. An outstanding cop, actually.”

“I appreciate that,” she says. She lowers her gaze, and though she does seem to appreciate the praise, it’s not hard to see that she’s still hammering herself for not being able to close the case.

“Cassie, if nothing else, doing all you’ve done to this point in your career has put you in a position to be able to finally close this case out. And maybe once we have, you’ll be able to put it and all your guilt to rest once and for all,” I tell her.

“Yeah, maybe,” she replies. “It might be nice to get a good night’s sleep for a change.”

I offer her a small smile knowing she’s not the type who will ever get a good night’s sleep. For those of us who live the job, who are the job, there will always be another case. Another body. Another mystery to solve. We’re so impacted by the evil in the world all around us, it affects every facet of our lives. We’re always haunted, and a good night’s sleep is always a stranger to us.

“Anyway, I kept tabs on the case. I found a total of twenty-one missing persons with the same signature—shoes tied with red silk. They were all over Louisiana and into eastern Texas. Those are just the ones I’ve found, so it’s possible there are more we don’t know about,” she tells us. “Then in 2014, it just stopped. There wasn’t another red bow killing until a few days ago. That’s when I got in touch with you all.”

“Just a question,” Nina chimes in. “It’s not that I doubt you or anything, but what happened to the bodies? I mean, they can’t just vanish, right?”

“I think I can answer that,” I say.

“By all means,” Farr replies.

“My guess is that our UNSUB is feeding his victims to the many thousands of alligators in the rivers and bayous around here,” I say. “Because alligators can and do eat everything, bone included, it would virtually eliminate the possibility of their bodies being found. My guess is that’s how our guy is making them all disappear.”

Farr nods. “That’s always been my thought too.”

“Alligators?” Nina says with a grimace. “That’s… gross.”

“Gross but efficient,” Paige says. “That’s really smart.”

“Which tells us a little something about our UNSUB,” I say.

“Nature’s disposal system,” Farr says. “You’d be shocked at the things we’ve pulled out of gators down in the bayou.”

“I’d rather not know,” Nina says with a cringe.

“You’re probably better off,” Farr replies.

“Okay, so we’ve probably figured out where the bodies are being disposed of, but we still need to find the original crime scene,” I state. “We need to find out where he’s hiding and killing these women.”

“Agreed,” Farr says. “But how are we going to do that? We haven’t found hide nor hair in the last twenty years.”

“I’m not sure yet. But we’ll figure it out. Like I keep saying, this is our thing, and we’re good at it. This is what we do,” I reassure her. “Now, can we get the case files from all twenty-one cases? Do you have contacts in the other departments?”

She nods. “I do.”

“Good. Get me everything you can so we can start building a profile,” I tell her. “Nina, I need you to work your magic and dig up anything and everything you can on the original twenty-one. Check their bank records, phone records—anything that might show they’re still alive and just living in another state.”

“On it, Boss,” Nina says.

Farr holds a finger up. “I’ve already—”

“I know, but I like starting from square one and verifying the basics. Don’t take offense. It’s just my process,” I tell her. “Do me a favor and start making calls. Get those case files to us as quickly as you can.”

“Absolutely,” Farr says.

“What about me?” Paige asks.

“We’re going to start gathering and compiling everything we get as it comes in. I’m going to give you a quick and dirty lesson in putting together a profile,” I tell her.

“Excellent,” she replies.
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“All right,” I say as I survey the conference room with a satisfied nod. “Our war room is officially open for business.”

It took two days to get all the material we requested, but we finally have the original twenty-one case files. On the far wall, we’ve taped photographs of the shoes all wrapped in red silk ribbons alongside photos of the victims. It’s a sad and horrifying display. We have no crime scene photos because there are no crime scenes. We honestly don’t have to go back that far to get to square one because none of the original investigations seem to have ever gotten off it. Whether it’s because of incompetence, disinterest, or just lack of initiative, I don’t know. But the case files make clear to me that these missing women were never given the respect and dignity they deserved.

Detective Farr stands on the far side of the room staring at the rows of photographs we’ve hung up, an expression of horror on her face. She takes a moment, then tears her gaze away from the wall of photos and turns to me.

“I mean, I knew there were twenty-one original victims—I knew it was a lot,” Farr says. “But seeing all the victims lined up like this is just… it’s overwhelming. It makes it seem like a lot more than that.”

“It makes just how monstrous this whole thing is more concrete,” Paige says.

“Yeah. Exactly,” Farr agrees.

“Visuals are far more powerful, psychologically speaking. It takes the abstract and—like Paige said—makes it concrete,” I say. “It’s one reason I like to make sure we have visuals like this. It gives us a different perspective and ensures we don’t get complacent.”

“Having all these faces looking back at you would certainly keep you from getting complacent or taking anything for granted,” Farr says.

“Precisely,” I say.

I take a moment to study the pictures once more, putting names with all the faces in my mind. I’ve spent my time as the files were coming in reading everything I could about them. Nina has done quick backgrounds on each of the original twenty-one; most of their stories are absolutely tragic. Most of them came from broken, horribly damaged families. Drugs, alcoholism, horrible physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. Most of these women never had a chance. They seemed almost destined to end up on the streets, feeding their own addictions, suffering abuse of a different sort from an endless parade of men who simply preyed on them.

Taking a sip of coffee, I gather and steel myself. It’s time to start digging deep and get into the real muck and grime of the case.

“Okay, Nina, what can you tell me about the originals?” I ask.

“I’ve looked into all twenty-one… no credit card activity, no cell phone activity, absolutely nothing on any of their social security cards,” she reports. “By every metric I’ve looked into, these women have just disappeared from the face of the earth. Unless all twenty-one of them got fake IDs and papers, then moved to another country, they are all gone.”

“So, we have no bodies, no forensics, no witnesses, no nothing,” Paige says. “I’d say it’s not a good start for the home team.”

“It’s not ideal,” I agree.

“The only thing we have is victimology,” Paige says. “All the women are in their twenties and on the fringes of society—runaways or prostitutes.”

“And am I crazy, or do all these women look alike? I mean, not exactly alike, but they’re all kind of similar in appearance. Right?” Nina asks.

My arms folded over my chest, I step closer to the wall of photos and study them closely. I should have noticed it before. They’ve all got light colored hair and eyes and have similar delicate facial features. It’s not exact, of course, but the fact that all twenty-one have hair that falls somewhere on the blond-to-sandy brown spectrum and light-colored eyes didn’t register with me until Nina said something about it.

“You’re absolutely right, Nina. That’s a fantastic catch,” I say.

“Thanks,” she chirps, beaming with the praise.

“What does that mean?” Farr asks.

“It means that our guy isn’t just preying on marginalized women on the fringes; it means he’s got a specific type,” Paige tells her.

“That tells us that the women he’s taking are a surrogate for a woman he would like to kill, but for whatever reason, can’t,” I say. “These women are all stand-ins for the rage he feels for that one particular woman.”

Farr studies the photos again, then turns back to me. “Not that I necessarily want him to, but why can’t he just focus that rage on whomever is making him feel that way?”

“It could be any number of reasons. He might not have the courage or confidence to make an attempt at her. She could be out of his reach—either moved away or even dead. Maybe he did kill her, and is just continuing to exact his revenge on innocent people,” I reply. “The focus of his rage is very likely going to be either a girl who hurt him badly or his mother. Those are the two most common external tormentors we find in men who kill like this. It’s not definitive, of course, but it’s common. It’s something we’ll want to keep in mind as we build our profile.”

While it’s still percolating in my mind, I step over to the whiteboard, grab one of the dry erase markers, and jot down some notes for the profile, focusing on the victimology.

“Okay. Good. What else do we have?” I ask.

“Honestly, not much,” Paige admits. “We’re a little thin.”

“I think we can assume that our UNSUB is highly intelligent, is white, and was in his twenties when he started to kill,” I say. “That would put him in his forties now, but his victims haven’t aged with him, which reinforces the idea that his trigger was in her twenties or so as well. That tells me he’s still mentally and emotionally stuck in that time period.”

“Great, so we have an angry, emotionally stunted man,” Paige says.

“Aren’t they all?” Nina quips.

“How do you know he’s white?” Farr asks.

“Most serials tend to stay within their own race. They’re usually preferential,” I say. “It’s not absolute, but those serials who cross racial boundaries are the outliers.”

Farr nods and takes down a couple notes of her own, seeming to enjoy the crash course in profiling she’s getting. I like that she’s asking questions and soaking up the answers like a sponge; I have no doubt it’s going to benefit her and help make her an even better cop than she is already.

“I think we might be able to assume he has a familiarity with law enforcement,” I say.

“What makes you say that?” Farr asks.

“The fact that he’s dropped bodies in different cities and even in different states strikes me as a forensic countermeasure. He knows most police departments don’t share information, so dropping them in different jurisdictions means he was able to operate undetected,” I say. “Also, the fact that he’s making the bodies disappear suggests to me that he’s familiar with forensics—he knows we can pull all kinds of information from a body, so he mitigates that by depriving us of a body to study forensically. That too speaks to his intelligence.”

“I’d say he’s a mission-based killer,” Paige offers. “He’s not preaching or leaving messages. He’s not trying to make a statement—”

“Because he’s not leaving the bodies for us to find,” Farr says.

Paige nods. “Exactly. Whatever his mission is, it’s important to him, but it’s not important to him that we know what it is. He’s not trying to say anything, least of all to us. He’s simply paying back whatever injustices he feels were inflicted on him.”

“I agree with that,” I say, writing it down on the whiteboard.

“Do we think he’s a cop?” Nina asks.

“It’s possible. I won’t rule that out yet. But with the amount of television programs, books, podcasts, and everything else out there these days, it could be that he’s just incredibly cautious and is disposing of the bodies the way he is to protect himself,” I say.

“I really hope he’s not a cop. I don’t want to believe it is,” Farr says grimly.

“Like I said, it’s possible, so you might want to prepare yourself, just in case it is.”

Farr gets to her feet and steps over to the wall, scrutinizing the photos again. It’s not hard to see the pain in her eyes. This case has taken a toll on her over the years. In addition to the pain, though, I see a flicker of hope within her eyes as well. Hope that we’re on the cusp of getting justice for all these women. Hope that once we do, perhaps they’ll finally be able to rest in peace. My hope is that we’ll be able to deliver that justice for her and for the victims.

“What I want to know is, why did he stop killing for so long?” she muses.

“It could be any number of reasons,” Paige says. “It’s believed by some that Dennis Rader stopped killing because he became preoccupied with work and family and simply didn’t have time to plan his kills. Or it’s possible our guy was locked up over that time.”

“Or maybe he didn’t stop killing at all but decided to change up his signature to avoid detection. Maybe the red bow was getting a little too much attention, so he changed it up,” I offer. “We believe he’s familiar with forensic countermeasures, so that’s something we’re going to need to keep in mind as well.”

“That’s comforting,” Farr says.

“Nina, while I’m thinking about it, do me a favor and run a search for unsolved murders in the area during that ten-year gap. Look for murders that share signatures or commonalities,” I say. “Let’s see if we can match up any of those with what we have in this series. Killers often need to stay close to their rituals, so if we’re lucky, we might find some overlap.”

“On it, Boss,” she says.

I stifle a yawn then glance at my watch, surprised by how late it’s gotten. Time flies when you’re trying to catch a killer, I guess.

“You know what? It’s late, so let’s knock off for the night,” I say. “Go and get something to eat, get a good night’s sleep, and we’ll hit it hard again first thing in the morning.”

Everybody nods, seeming to be thankful for the break. We all get to our feet and gather our things. As we head out of the conference room, I glance back and see Farr taking one last look at the photos on the wall. She looks sad. But she also looks determined. Good. She’s going to need to be. Our killer is crafty and smart, and he’s going to be tough to catch. Very tough.

We’re going to need all the stamina and determination we can get.
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I should be surprised, but I’m not, when I walk into the war room the following morning to see Detective Farr already there, standing in front of the whiteboard reading all my notes. She glances at me as I step over to my seat.

“How long have you been here?” I ask.

“Hour? Hour and a half maybe.”

“I thought I told you to get some sleep,” I say as I set my things down.

“I got a few hours.”

“We need you sharp, Cassie.”

“I’m sharp enough,” she responds. “The older I get, the less sleep I need.”

That tracks. I’m kind of the same way. Although I do still love sleeping in on those rare occasions I get the chance, I can usually operate pretty efficiently on three or four hours of sleep. Probably not healthy, but sleep is just one more casualty of the job.

“I honestly can’t sleep much anyway right now. Not even if I wanted to,” she says. “For the first time in almost twenty-five years, ever since I found that first pair of shoes, I feel like we might be on to something here. I feel hope that we’re going to be able to get this guy.”

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, Cassie. But you really should manage your expectations—”

“Nobody who’s worked this case has put together a profile like this before. Nobody ever cared to. And I’d never have been able to. But I’ve been staring at your notes and comparing it to everything I’ve thought over the years, and it just feels right,” she says.

“Even so, this is simply the beginning. Profiles are handy and can help point us in the right direction, but we still have to put in the work. Profiles are just a tool.”

She nods. “I understand that. But it’s a tool I haven’t had before—a tool these women haven’t had before—and I can’t help but feel optimistic. It’s something I haven’t really felt in a very long time, Blake.”

“And I’m glad for that. I encourage you to hold on to that feeling. Just remember, we might have the beginnings of a profile, but in reality, we’re no closer to finding our UNSUB right now than the original detectives were. We’re only just starting to piece things together. Hopefully, that leads us to our guy, and we can put an end to all this. But nothing is certain. Don’t forget that he stopped killing for ten years. He obviously has an unreal sense of willpower and discipline. And the truth is, if he stops killing again right now, we won’t be able to find him.”

My words seem to temper Farr’s mood, and her expression sobers. It doesn’t entirely dim that light of hope and optimism in her eyes, though, which is fine. So long as she keeps her expectations in check, we’ll be good.

“I don’t want to deter or deflate you, Cassie. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up only to have them come crashing down around you,” I tell her. “Trust me, I know better than most how much that hurts. And that kind of scar stays with you. Forever.”

She glances at me with a wry curl of her lips. “Don’t worry. I’ve got my own share of scars already. One more on top of them isn’t going to matter much.”

I perch on the corner of the table and fold my hands in my lap. There is a drive inside of Farr that burns bright. She hates victimizers as much as I do. Her mission in life seems to be protecting other people and putting bad guys away for good. In my experience, it’s people who are most damaged that have that kind of drive in them. It’s something I understand and something I can relate to, which makes me curious about her.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask.

“Of course.”

“What happened to you when you were younger?”

“What makes you think something happened to me?”

I pull a face. “Your protectiveness of these girls and your hatred of the predators and victimizers, for one,” I tell her. “You have that drive to protect them… more so than most other cops. I usually only see that in somebody who relates to them on some level.”

Farr turns away from the whiteboard and folds her arms over her chest as her expression darkens. She shuffles on her feet, and I can tell she’s thinking back in time, reliving whatever events put her on the path to where she is now.

“I grew up a lot like most of these girls,” she starts, her voice low. “My parents were alcoholics. Drug abusers. They used to slap me around when I did something to upset them. Of course, the things I did to upset them can be boiled down to one thing: I existed.”

“I’m sorry, Cassie.”

Her smile is wan, and the emotion on her face is thick and painful to see. “It’s all right. It was a long time ago,” she says. “Anyway, eventually, they beat me a little too hard, and I had to go to the hospital. While I was there, a social worker got tipped off about what happened and pulled me out and put me in a foster home.”

“You grew up in the system,” I say.

“Pretty much, yeah,” she confirms. “The foster homes I was put in weren’t much better than my parents’ home, to be honest. In a lot of ways, though, they were worse. I didn’t get the physical beatings, but there are other ways to abuse a young girl that are far more insidious. It’s the scars you don’t see that are the worst.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“Eventually, I aged out of the system and found myself at a crossroads. I could either drift on like I had been and end up going down a bad path,” she said. “Or I could get my crap together and chart a new course for myself. It wasn’t easy, and I had a few good people around me who helped me choose the latter. So, I guess that’s why I care so much for the girls out on the street. If not for a few breaks here and there, I could have been one of them. Easily.”

“And you just want to be the break that helps them find that path to chart a new course for themselves,” I say.

“Is that naïve?”

I shake my head. “I think that’s incredible.”

“It’s just… these girls have no advocate. Nobody looking out for them. Most guys, even in this house, think they’re trash and deserve whatever comes to them. They don’t see them as people. I do. And if I can help them get their lives together and get them off the street, I will.”

“I respect that, Cassie,” I tell her. “I admire that.”

“Thanks,” she says and turns away, uncomfortable with the praise.

“Thank you for sharing that with me.”

She shrugs. “It’s just my story. We’ve all got one. I’m sure you do too.”

Before she can ask, though, Paige and Nina walk into the conference room carrying cups of coffee and breakfast pastries, immediately filling the stale air with the aroma of something delicious. We take a few minutes to power through our breakfast and get ourselves mentally right to take on the day. Paige and Nina seem well rested and ready to roll. I’m glad to see they both seem to have taken my advice and gotten a good night’s sleep.

“All right, let’s get started,” I say.

I wait and give everybody a minute to get to their seats and settle in for the day. We’ve made good headway with the information available to us so far, but it’s time to move forward with the investigation. This animal has a big enough head start on us, so it’s time to kick things into high gear. I take a quick peek at my notebook, then survey the room.

“Okay, now that we have all the background stuff established and verified, I want to switch gears and talk about your investigation, Cassie,” I begin. “Specifically, I want to know about any suspects you might have developed.”

She frowns. “I did come up with three names, but because I was officially barred from the case, I couldn’t pursue them. I turned the names over to the detective working the case, but as far as I know, the leads I developed weren’t pursued.”

“And what did you find out about them unofficially?” Paige asks the question that’s sitting on the tip of my tongue.

Farr grins. “I was never able to conclusively link them to any of the killings. And now, two of them—Scott Olazi and Melvin Petit—are dead.”

“Well, I’d say that clears them of the current case,” Paige says wryly.

“And the third?” I ask.

“Reuben Barber. Forty-five years old,” Farr replies. “He runs a funeral home that’s been in his family for three generations.”

“Okay, so he’s in the right age range,” Paige says. “What about the guy made you put him on your suspect list?”

“He frequented the girls on the street, and the ones I talked to all got a bad vibe off him,” Farr answers. “He was known in a whisper network of sorts as a client to generally avoid. More than a few of the girls refused to see him just because he had such disturbing fetishes. He scared them.”

“What sort of fetishes?” I ask.

An expression of distaste crosses Farr’s face. “He liked to pretend to strangle the girls, then he’d have sex with their corpses. He paid them to pretend to lie there and be dead while he did his thing with them.”

“That sort of thing is pretty common in the funeral industry, isn’t it?” Paige asks.

“It is.”

“It is?” Farr asks, unable to keep the disgust out of her voice.

“There is definitely a subsection of men in that industry who fetishize the dead,” I tell her. “It’s even less surprising that somebody like this Reuben Barber would since it’s his family business and he grew up around the dead. It’s very likely his first sexual experience was with a corpse and that it imprinted upon his sexuality. It wouldn’t be surprising if he’s unable to perform with a living woman and can only complete the act with a dead body… so to speak.”

“Okay, that’s just nasty,” Nina chirps.

“But why not just have sex with actual corpses?” Farr asks. “Why pay one of these girls to pretend they’re dead?”

I shrug. “You’re assuming he doesn’t. But it also could be that he’s afraid of the scandal if he was found out. It could be there’s some piece of him that’s so deeply ashamed of his proclivities that he tries to compensate for them by being with a warm, living woman,” I respond. “There could be a hundred different reasons. I’d need to sit down and have a conversation with him to ferret out why he does the things he does.”

“That’s… disturbing,” Nina adds as she pulls up info on Barber.

I laugh. “Everybody has their kinks. What disturbs me the most, though, is that he acts out the killing of these girls first. That’s not usually part of the necrophile’s fantasy. That’s something that definitely deserves some scrutiny,” I say. “What about evidence, though? Were you or anyone ever able to tie him to the disappearances?”

“Only very tenuously. We did get direct evidence that he was in the same area on the same nights on several of the disappearances. But it’s the French Quarter. Thousands of people are out. And he was a confirmed client of at least two of the victims in the weeks before their disappearances.”

I roll things over in my mind. “Nina, what can you tell me about this guy?”

“Like Detective Farr said, he’s forty-five, married, and has two girls and a boy. He got his AA in mortuary science from Delgado Community College about ten years ago and has been apprenticing with his father at the family business,” she reports. “Barber’s father, Harrison, passed away about six months ago, and Reuben took the reins after that.”

“If he’s our guy, that might be the trigger that made him start killing again,” Paige offers. “That he was apprenticing with his dad for the last decade might account for the gap. Maybe being around bodies and doing whatever he was doing with them was enough to satisfy that urge.”

“It’s possible,” I say. “Or perhaps having his father looking over his shoulder didn’t allow him the freedom to operate freely.”

“He doesn’t have a record, for whatever that’s worth,” Nina reports. “He’s squeaky clean. Not so much as a parking ticket. Nothing out of pocket in his school records either. Above average student with glowing letters of recommendation from his professors.”

“Yeah, well, Ted Bundy had a squeaky-clean image too,” Paige says. “Until he didn’t.”

“Okay, Paige, you and I are going to have a conversation with Barber. Let’s feel him out and see what kind of guy he is,” I say.

“I should go with you,” Farr offers.

“He knows you, which might put him on the defensive from the start. I’d like to avoid him shutting down on us if we can,” I say. “What I’d like you to do is go judge shopping.”

“Judge shopping?”

“I’m sure you know a judge or two who might be willing to sign off on a warrant,” I tell her. “I’d like to follow up our chat with Barber by taking a look around his place. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to offer that up, so I’d like to have a warrant in our pocket. You know a judge who might be willing to play ball?”

She nods. “I do.”

“Good. Let’s get that in the works then,” I say as I get to my feet. “Paige, let’s go see what Mr. Barber is all about.”

“You’re probably going to want to take some hand sanitizer out there to use after you talk to him,” Farr calls after us. “A lot of it!”
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Situated in the affluent and upscale Garden district, the Barber Family Funeral Home is housed in an antebellum-style home that bears a striking resemblance to Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello. With red brick and lots of white trim around the eaves and shutters, tall, fluted columns holding up the portico that runs outward from the front door, and Spanish moss hanging from the large trees out front, the funeral home just seems to exude southern charm. If you didn’t know it was in the business of housing the dead, you might well expect to see Scarlett O’Hara standing atop the widow’s walk on the second story calling out for Rhett.

There’s a second house tucked discreetly away deeper on the grounds that’s smaller but matches the architecture and style of the building out front. That’s where the Barber family has lived, presumably for generations.

“It’s beautiful,” Paige says. “When I die, I want my funeral held in a place like this.”

“Sure. And we’ll let Barber have your body for a week before the funeral. I have a feeling he’ll enjoy that. A lot.”

She frowns. “You know what? I changed my mind.”

The front door is open, so we step into an elegantly appointed rotunda, the southern plantation motif inside matching the outside of the funeral home. The air is faintly scented with a floral aroma with just a hint of lemon-scented wood cleaner. The silence is so heavy it feels like it has a physical weight.

“Hi, may I help you?”

Startled by the sudden voice behind us, Paige and I both spin around to find a woman holding a clipboard standing there with a carefully practiced expression of neutrality on her face. Six inches shorter than me with a petite figure and dressed in a black pantsuit with a cream-colored blouse beneath her blazer, she has a youthful face that makes her look like a little girl playing dress up. A smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and flawless, alabaster complexion only add to her girlish appearance. An auburn braid falls to the middle of her back, and she looks at us with milk chocolate-colored eyes gleaming with curiosity.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“I didn’t hear you approaching,” I reply. “You move like a cat.”

“My father says I need to announce my presence to avoid doing this to people. Again, I apologize,” she says.

“I suppose we just need to be more aware of our surroundings,” I offer, then badge her. “I’m Unit Chief Wilder, and this is Special Agent Boyle. We’re with the FBI.”

Her eyes widen, shattering her mask of neutrality. “FBI. What brings you here?”

“I’m sorry, you are?”

“Melinda. Melinda Barber,” she responds.

Nina had listed the children in the quick and dirty dossier on Barber she put together for us. Melinda is the eldest of the three Barber children, and despite looking like a little girl, she’s actually twenty-four years old.

“Reuben is your father?”

“That’s right. May I ask what this is about?”

“We just need to speak with your father.”

“Is he in some kind of trouble?”

Other than her surprise at seeing our badges, the girl is unnaturally calm and composed. She’s just about emotionless. Given the family’s business, it’s probably an affect that’s been ingrained into her since she was a kid. I don’t suppose funeral directors who get overly excited or overwrought stay in business very long.

“We just have a couple of questions we’re hoping he can answer for us,” I say. “That’s all.”

Her thin lips curl down at the corners, and despite her cool exterior, I can see the worry flashing through her eyes. It’s to be expected. Having the FBI showing up at your door isn’t an everyday experience, and even if you haven’t done something wrong, it’s probably still pretty nerve-racking for people.

“Melinda, where is your father?” I ask.

“He’s in the crematorium,” she replies. “It’s out back.”

My ears immediately perk up. “You have an on-site crematorium?”

She nods. “We do. We’re the only funeral home in New Orleans with one.”

“That’s very convenient,” Paige offers.

“We try to make it as easy as possible. It helps people if they don’t have to make a hundred different decisions in their time of grief,” Melinda replies.

Paige glances at me, letting me know that she and I are on the same wavelength. It would be very convenient indeed.

“Great. It’s out back, you said?” I ask.

“I can take you out there.”

“Thank you, Melinda.”

We fall into step behind the young woman as she leads us through a side door and onto a path that winds through the lush, green grounds toward the brick building out back. A trio of thin smokestacks rise from the roof, each with thin tendrils of white smoke curling out of them and rising skyward. The path leads us to a door in the side of the building, and Melinda has to punch in a code to unlock it.

“That’s great. Thank you again. We’ll be fine from here,” I say.

She looks at me, her face etched with uncertainty. She licks her lips and nods. “Okay, well, just give me a shout if you need anything.”

“We will. Thank you again.”

Turning slowly, she walks away. Paige and I watch her go until she rounds the bend and disappears from view. Once she’s gone, I pull the door open and let Paige enter before me. The interior of the building is dim and filled with the sound of classical music. Despite the incinerators appearing to be off, the heat inside the building is still stifling. A trio of offices sit off to our right, but the rest of the building is dominated by the three large incinerators. The doors on all of them stand open, appearing to be in the process of being cleaned out.

Reuben Barber is standing in front of the incinerators with a slim, young man that can only be his eighteen-year-old son, Harris—named after his grandfather. It looks like Reuben is teaching his son the trade. The kid notices us, then says something to his father who turns around and seems irritated to see us standing in his crematorium. Barber says something back to his son and sends him off before he walks over to us.

“You can’t be in here,” he says.

We flash him our badges. “Unit Chief Wilder, Special Agent Boyle, FBI—”

“I don’t care if you’re with Santa Claus; you’re not permitted to be in this facility by law.”

“That’s fine, Mr. Barber,” I say. “Would you mind, then, stepping outside and answering a couple of questions for us?”

His dark eyes narrow to slits, and his face fills with suspicion. “Questions about what?”

“Please, Mr. Barber,” Paige says. “Just come answer a couple of questions for us, and we’ll get out of your hair.”

He purses his lips, showing us just how badly we’re putting him out but finally agrees, testily removing the leather apron he’s wearing. He tosses it onto a nearby table, then gestures to the door.

“Fine. Let’s go,” he grumbles.

We follow him out of the hot, stuffy building and into the cooler, fresher air of the grounds just outside. Barber is about two inches shorter than I am, and not exactly what I would call physically imposing. I’m relatively certain Nina could beat him into submission. His dark hair is thinning, and his forehead glistens with beads of sweat. He pulls a handkerchief out of the pocket of his dark slacks, then takes off his round spectacles and cleans the lenses. After he puts them back on, he raises his gaze to us. The corners of his mouth turn down, as if he’s appalled that we’re here. More than that, the way he stares at us makes it more than clear he thinks he’s our better.

“So? What’s this about?” he asks. “What has brought the FBI to my door?”

“We wanted to speak to you about Luna Gates,” I say.

“Who?”

“Oh, I apologize,” I say. “You might know her as Izzy.”

He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“Mr. Barber, we’ve been made aware that you patronize some of the working girls down in the French Quarter,” Paige says.

Barber’s face blanches, and an expression of guilt crosses his face. The man’s eyes dart left and right as if he’s making sure his wife isn’t standing within earshot. He swallows hard and stands up straighter, gathering himself. He’s a strange man: fastidious in appearance and prissy in his mannerisms. There’s an arrogance about him I find off-putting, and I can tell he thinks he’s the smartest person in whatever room he walks into.

“I—I uh—”

“We’ve also been made aware some of the girls have refused you service because of certain proclivities they find… disturbing,” I say.

If he paled any more, he might actually become invisible. With a nervously trembling hand, Barber mops his sweaty brow.

“Please,” he says. “My wife—”

“I’m not interested in the state of your marriage, Mr. Barber. We’re not here because you’re cheating on your wife,” I tell him.

“Then what are you here for?”

“Like I said, I want to know about the last time you saw Izzy,” I say.

“I don’t know an Izzy. I’ve never seen anybody by that name.”

Paige calls up Izzy’s photo on her tablet, then turns it around for Barber to see. He barely glances at the picture but shakes his head.

“I don’t know her,” he says.

“Try actually looking at the photo this time.”

With a dramatic sigh, he turns and stares at the picture, though I can tell he’s not really seeing it. He’s just trying to appease me, hoping to get us out of here.

“Like I said, I don’t know her,” he says.

I give Paige a nod, and she calls up the photos of the original twenty-one victims, then turns her tablet to Barber again.

“How about any of these women?” she asks. “Do you recognize any of them?”

He gazes at the tablet for a long moment, his eyes darting from one picture to the next, then shakes his head.

“I don’t recognize any of them,” he says. “I suppose maybe one or two, but it would have been years…”

“Fourteen years,” I supply for him. “In 2010, you patronized both Sylvia Collier and Alexandra Fischer—you’d know her as Lexie.”

I scroll the photos over to the relevant photos and watch his face as he takes in their features.

“If you say so,” he finally says curtly. “Now what is this about?”

“Mr. Barber, can you explain why it is when you’re with a prostitute—”

“Keep your voice down,” he hisses. “My kids are here.”

Despite enjoying his discomfort, I pitch my voice low. “Can you explain why it is you simulate the act of murder and asking these ladies to pretend they’re dead before having sex with them? We were told you weren’t able to perform—sexually speaking—without those components.”

“That’s not true,” he says weakly. “I perform just fine.”

“Good for you,” I press. “But I’m still waiting for you to explain this proclivity to me.”

He kicks at a small pebble near the toe of his shoe and slips his hands into his pockets. The expression on his face is equal parts anger and humiliation. He licks his thin lips and raises his gaze, tilting his chin up defiantly. As if he’d become a different person in the blink of an eye, the fear and uncertainty drain from his face in an instant, replaced by smug irritation.

“The last I heard, having certain fetishes behind closed doors, though perhaps not to your liking, wasn’t illegal,” he finally says.

“I’m just trying to understand—”

“Are you accusing me of something, Agents? Is there something you want to say?”

We’ve run out of time. The shock and awe of us dropping in on him unexpectedly is wearing off, and he’s putting up a defensive wall around himself. I need to do something to put him back on his heels—put him back on the defensive.

“Would it surprise you to know these twenty-two women are dead?” I ask.

“And are you accusing me of having something to do with it?”

“We’re not accusing you of anything at this point, Mr. Barber. What I would like to know however, is whether—”

He folds his arms over his narrow chest. “I believe I’m done with this conversation.”

“Mr. Barber, this past Tuesday night, Luna Gates went missing. Can you tell us where you were that night?” I ask.

“If you have any further inquiries of me, you may contact my attorney,” he says coldly. “You may call my office and get Roger’s number.”

“Mr. Barber, we’re not accusing you of anything. We’re just trying to have a conversation with you. That’s all,” I tell him.

“That’s funny because you’re asking me for an alibi. This feels like an interrogation.”

“It’s not an interrogation.”

“Well, whatever you want to call this, it’s over,” he says sharply. “If you have any more questions, call my lawyer.”

And with that, he turns on his heel and marches back into his crematorium, slamming the door behind him hard enough to rattle the frame. Paige turns to me.

“Well, I’d say he’s hiding something,” she says.

“Maybe,” I reply. “Or maybe he’s just trying to keep his wife from finding out he’s cheating on her with prostitutes.”

“It could be that.”

“Either way, though,” I say, “we are going to want to look into him closer. A lot closer.”
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“That sounds like a perfectly normal reaction,” Nina says. “Not strange or suspicious at all.”

“Right?” Paige asks with a laugh.

“Like I said out there, it could simply be that he’s trying to keep his wife from finding out about his infidelity. We shouldn’t read too much into it,” I say.

“Invoking legal counsel seems like a strange way to do that,” Nina says.

“It very well could be that he’s hoping we won’t actually go to all the trouble of wrangling with his attorney,” I say with a shrug.

“Wrangling with his attorney about what?” Farr ask as she walks into the room.

“Your friend Barber,” I say. “He said he wouldn’t talk to us without his attorney present.”

“Did you know that Barber has an on-site crematorium?” I ask.

Farr shakes her head. “I didn’t know that. But having a crematorium would make disposing of bodies pretty simple.”

“That’s what we were thinking,” I reply.

“So, maybe he’s not feeding the gators after all,” Farr says.

“Maybe not. If Barber is our guy anyway,” I reply. “He denies knowing Izzy—says he never hired her and has no idea who she is.”

“Ditto that with most of the original twenty-one,” Paige adds.

“Do you believe him?”

“Part of me does. He seemed to genuinely not recognize Luna’s photo,” I respond. “But I also know there is a lot he’s not telling us. He’s got secrets.”

“And he threatened to lawyer up real fast to keep those secrets,” Paige adds.

“Which could be to keep his wife from finding out he frequents the working girls,” I remind Paige. “Keep in mind we’ve got to follow the evidence. Cassie, how did you do with the warrant?”

She grimaces. “No dice.”

I groan. “Really?”

“Believe me, I really twisted some arms. But we can’t just take out a warrant to go fishing. There has to be a specific, actionable item that we need to search for. We can’t just barge in and hope we find something. Judge Hersh said even if she did sign it it’d get torn apart by the world’s most incompetent attorney.”

“And then even if we did find the evidence, we couldn’t use it in court,” I say.

“Exactly.”

I squeeze the bridge of my nose. “Okay. We’ll jump off that bridge when we come to it. Right now, I just want to take a look around and see if we’re even on the right path with Barber,” I say.

“What was your read on him?” Farr asks.

“He’s squirrely,” Paige chimes in. “He’s small and squirrely. And he’s a philandering pig.”

“But he’s very smart. And he’s very calculating,” I add. “He did his best to suppress it, but it’s obvious he’s got a superiority complex and thinks he’s better than other people.”

“Namely, us,” Paige adds.

“Sounds like he fits the profile you’re putting together,” Farr says.

I glance at the whiteboard and peruse the notes hanging on it. Not having a body to study makes it incredibly difficult to form a complete picture of the animal we’re chasing. Seeing what our offender did to his victim, before and after death, is incredibly telling and can help really nail down an accurate profile. Without seeing his ritual, the wound patterns, and type of weapon used, we are left with a lot of unanswered questions. Still, with what we’ve developed to this point, and then factoring in the meticulous nature of these crimes, I’m fairly confident we’ll be able to paint a relatively accurate picture of our offender. It just won’t be easy.

“He fits some of the profile, yeah,” I say. “We’ve still got plenty of gaps we need to fill in though.”

“Getting any useable DNA out of those incinerators isn’t going to be simple,” Farr said.

“I don’t think it’s going to be possible, to be honest. Not unless we can find some shards of bone and then get lucky enough to pull Luna’s DNA out of whatever we find,” I say. “That’s the very definition of trying to find a needle in a haystack.”

“They were cleaning them out when we got there,” Paige says.

Farr frowns. “Then how are we going to prove Barber is our guy and that he’s disposing of his victims in his incinerators?”

“We’ll have to be slow and meticulous in building a case,” I respond.

The room falls silent as I sit back and try to figure out how we’re going to prove Barber is burning the bodies of non-clients in his ovens. I sit forward again as an idea strikes me.

“Okay, this is a ridiculously long long shot, and it’s going to be tedious,” I say. “Nina, are you up for a challenge?”

“Am I ever not?” she chirps with a grin.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Okay, can you put together a list of people who’ve used Barber’s cremation services and then match them up with their death certificates?”

“I can do that. Where’s the challenge?”

“The challenge comes in getting records from the power companies Barber uses to fuel his crematorium and then analyzing the energy usage,” I say. “If we can get an idea of the energy usage during legal cremations, we might be able to see if there was a spike in energy usage when he wasn’t performing a legal cremation—”

Farr nods. “If, for instance, he didn’t have a cremation scheduled on a specific day after Luna was taken, but his energy consumption was high, we might be able to prove that he used his oven to burn a body.”

“Exactly. It’s tedious and has a lot of gaps, but it’s a theory. And it’s unfortunately the only idea I can come up with right now,” I tell her. “And it might—might—be able to get us a warrant down the line.”

“I actually think that’s absolute genius,” Farr says and sounds like she means it. “I don’t think I ever would have thought of something so… outside the box.”

“Coming up with outlandish theories is kind of Blake’s superpower,” Paige tells her.

“Nina, do you think you can do it?”

She returns my gaze with a hint of uncertainty on her face. “I would like to rescind my comment about there not being an actual challenge within this challenge,” she replies. “It’s going to take some time, but yeah, I can probably put that together. I think. As long as the utility company plays ball with us, anyway.”

“Excellent. Take the time you need,” I say, “but please hurry.”

“Noted,” she replies.

I scan my notes again, wracking my brain, trying to come up with something useful, but nothing is coming to me. That long shot I have Nina running down is the best I have right now.

“It would be really helpful if we knew where Luna was taken,” I say.

“A witness would be nice,” Paige agrees.

That’s when the thought occurs to me. I quickly flip through Farr’s notes but don’t see anything regarding the location where Luna went missing.

“Cassie, did this Elsbeth mention where she was when she and Luna parted ways?” I ask.

“She wasn’t sure. She just said it was down in the Quarter. She was rattled and couldn’t recall the specific streets they were on when they parted,” she groaned.

“That’s all right. We’ll sit down with her together. With a few days of hindsight, she might be able to remember more anyway,” I say. “Can you do me a favor and give her a call? Set something up with her, and we’ll meet somewhere other than here at the station. She might feel more comfortable if she’s not surrounded by cops.”

“I’m on it,” she replies.

“All right Paige, Cassie, why don't we head out to Barber's place and see if we get anything interesting,” I say as I get to my feet.

“Sounds fun,” Paige chirps and stands up.

Leaving Nina with the Herculean task I dropped on her, the three of us walk out of the conference room and head back to the Garden District.
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Dumb luck has us pulling up just as Lydia Barber, Reuben’s wife, is leaving. I decide that rather than create an unnecessary scene just to stick it to Barber, we’ll wait for her to leave before going in to do our thing. We watch Harrison and Jasmine, Barber’s two youngest, climb into the minivan, then Lydia gets in and drives off a moment later. As I watch the van turn a corner and disappear from sight, I wonder how long she’ll be gone.

“Well, this is fortuitous for him,” Paige says brightly. “We can get in and get out without blowing Barber’s philandering cover.”

“I think making his wife watch what we’re doing and telling her why we’re doing it would be pretty satisfying, if you ask me. Freakish little dirtbag,” Farr adds.

“Freakish little dirtbag though he may be, just remember that we are way out on a limb. We have nothing to prove he’s our guy,” I remind them. “We’re here to see if we can build a case, not blow up his life.”

“It would be fantastic if we could do both,” Farr remarks.

“Why do you hate this guy so much?” Paige asks.

Farr’s face darkens. “He abuses these women. Treats them as less than human simply because of what they do for a living. He has no respect for them and sees them as nothing more than toys for his amusement and sick little games. For years now, he’s been treating these women like garbage. So, yeah, I despise this guy.”

“Don’t most of the guys who frequent prostitutes treat these women like that?” Paige asks.

“To some extent, sure,” Farr agrees. “But the horrible things they’ve told me he says and the way he treats them… he takes it to a whole new level. He’s sadistic and cruel in ways other johns aren’t. He degrades them and doesn’t even treat them like human beings. This isn’t about sexual gratification for him. It’s about tearing these women down. Making them feel like nothing.”

There’s such heat and passion in her voice, I fear Farr has lost perspective. I fear she is operating on emotions rather than on logic. And although I understand her feelings more than I care to admit, I feel like I need to rein her in.

“Just remember, we need to play this cool. He’s a pig, I agree. But like I’ve said before, he might not be our guy. And we can’t let our feelings about him as a person or his proclivities cloud our judgment. The facts have to speak for themselves, and we cannot let our emotions lead us to make evidence and facts fit our narrative. Got it?”

Farr nods. “Yeah, I get it. I’m with you.”

“Okay, good. We’re a little thin here, so we’re going to need to split up to cover the grounds,” I say. “Paige, I want you to search the funeral home. Cassie, I want you to take the crematorium—be sure to hit the offices inside the building, and I’ll search their house. Be as thorough as you can and bag anything that catches your interest.”

“How are we going to get access without a warrant?” Cassie asks.

I open the door. “Trust me. We’ll get access.”

We head up the walk toward the funeral home. The door opens as we’re stepping up onto the porch, and Reuben stands there glaring at us.

“What are you doing here? Again,” he sneers.

“We’d like to take a look around your property, Mr. Barber. Just clear up a few things for us.”

“This is outrageous!” he says, his voice hard. “I will do no such thing. You have no grounds to search my property. Do you even have a warrant?”

“Are you aware, Mr. Barber, that we’ve got written statements from over a dozen sex workers specifically naming you as… what was it?”

I look over at Paige, who takes the lead from there. She pulls out her notebook and makes a show of holding it up to read. “Abusive… violent… creepy… a client to avoid.”

He opens and closes his mouth like a fish. The outrage and indignation on his face is comical, and I have to keep myself from laughing, reminding myself that I need to keep a calm and professional demeanor—especially after I lectured Farr and Paige on that very topic in the car just a couple of minutes ago.

“Violent?” he finally stammers. “I would never hurt—”

But I was ready for that too. I quickly show him a photo. “The bruises on this woman’s neck show otherwise. And we already have her on the record saying that you did this. Now, are we going to have to bring you in for assault, or should we just let bygones be bygones and will you let us inside?”

“Why are you doing this to me?” he seethes.

“You should be thanking us,” Farr interjects. “We could have done this in front of your family. Instead, we waited until they left.”

“I’m going to call my lawyer,” he huffs.

“You’re welcome to do that,” Cassie tells him. “Of course, that’ll probably take several extra hours for everything to get sorted, and your wife would likely be home by then. We can wait, if you’d like.”

He glares at us, his face bright red and his nostrils flaring. Barber is wearing an expression of such indignation, it’s almost cartoonish. Farr seems to be enjoying this. Maybe a little too much. But she hasn’t crossed any lines, so I don’t feel compelled to get involved.

“Are you going to step aside and let us do our jobs, or are you going to be a problem, Mr. Barber?” Farr asks, her tone tight.

“What exactly do you think I did to these women you asked me about?” he asks.

“Kidnapped, tortured, and murdered them, then burned the bodies in your convenient little crematorium,” I tell him.

His eyes widen and his face blanches, the outrage fading, quickly replaced by outright terror.

“You can’t think I had anything to do with that,” he stammers. “Yes, okay, I frequent the working girls sometimes because I—it doesn’t matter. Yes, I see them. And yes, I have some proclivities you might find strange. And yes, sometimes things get rough, but I would never, ever hurt any of them. Not for real. It’s all just a game. It’s all just fantasy.”

“So, you fantasize about murdering young women?” I ask. “And you admit to attempted murder, in things ‘getting rough’?”

His face goes from red to purple, and his mouth is opening and closing like a fish on a dock that’s gasping for air.

“That’s not what I meant,” he finally croaks.

“So, what did you mean?” Farr presses.

“It doesn’t matter. You wouldn’t understand.”

“All right, Mr. Barber, we’re running out of time,” I tell him. “We’re not leaving. We can do a quick search and then get out of your hair, or we can explain to your family why the FBI is waiting on the doorstep when they return. The choice is yours.”

He hesitates but ultimately steps aside and lets us in, looking utterly defeated. Farr, Paige, and I split up and head out to our assigned spots to begin the search. Honestly, I’m not expecting to find much of value. If Barber is our guy, I’d expect him to be too smart to leave anything lying around for us to find. I mean, if it’s him, he’s managed to dispose of twenty-two bodies now without leaving a single trace behind or alerting his family to his true nature. That doesn’t bode well for us finding anything tying him to the crimes. But we wouldn’t be doing our job if we didn’t do our due diligence.

I spend an hour in their house, poking through cabinets, looking in drawers, behind books on the bookcase, searching for anything that might prove Reuben Barber is the Red Bow killer. Or at least something that suggests he is. At this point, I’ll take the merest hint. A suggestion. Anything that will tell me we’re on the right path, or at least, even close to it. But the more I look, the more I come up empty; my mind keeps returning to two thoughts: he’s either incredibly good and one of the most diabolical serials we’ve ever run up against, or he’s not our guy.

I make my way into the only room in the house I haven’t searched yet. Pushing the door open, I step into what looks like a crafting room, which I assume belongs to Lydia. Like the rest of the house, it’s meticulously clean and well organized. It seems unlikely that I’m going to find anything of Reuben’s in this room, least of all his trophies. And I have no doubt in my mind at all that our killer has been keeping trophies from his victims. Assuming he really did go dormant, it’s probably how the killer has sustained himself over these ten years of inactivity. He has those trophies to remind him… to let him relive his kills.

“Why are you doing this to me?”

I turn and see Barber standing in the doorway of the crafting room, his arms folded over his chest, staring at me with an inscrutable expression on his face.

“We’re not doing anything to you, Mr. Barber. We’re simply trying to find the man we believe is responsible for twenty-two deaths,” I reply.

“And you think that’s me.”

“We don’t know,” I respond. “What you need to understand is what we’re doing right now is as much to clear you as it is to convict you. There is evidence that puts you in question, and our job is to get to the bottom of those questions.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t expect you to understand my fetishes. We all have things we like and things that get us off. But that doesn’t make me a killer.”

“Maybe not. But even you have to admit, it’s not a great look for you.”

“I don’t have to explain my kinks to you. I’m sure you’ve got your own secret proclivities, Agent Wilder. I’m sure you have those things that tickle those dark fancies inside of you.”

His dark gaze makes me uncomfortable, and I shift on my feet. “No. You don’t have to explain yourself to me,” I tell him. “But if you aren’t willing to cooperate with us, we have no choice but to do our due diligence.”

He hugs himself tighter as his expression grows darker. “This is just crap. It’s absolute crap. I’m not the guy you’re looking for.”

I have to admit, the more I talk to him, the more I find myself starting to believe his protestations of innocence—he’s certainly a philandering creep, that doesn’t necessarily make him our killer. But I can’t rule him out just yet.

“Are you willing to tell me where you were this past Tuesday night, Mr. Barber?” I ask.

“I was here at home, okay? I had dinner with my family.”

“Is there anybody other than your family that can confirm that?”

He pulls a face and shakes his head. “No. It was just us. Like it is most nights.”

I obviously can’t use his family to corroborate his alibi since there would be questions about their reliability. Family members have been known to lie to cover for another family member.

“Mr. Barber, would you be willing to grant us access to your phone and other electronic devices to help us corroborate your alibi?”

He sighs. “Is there any way around that?”

“If you want us to clear you as quickly as possible, then no. This is the quickest, most efficient way,” I tell him.

It’s also not necessarily definitive. Electronic trails can be manipulated, and if he’s as careful as we believe the Red Bow killer to be, he probably won’t have left many digital breadcrumbs for us to find. But that’s not what’s most important right now. What I’m focused on is his reaction to my request. He’s obviously upset, hesitant, and turns away, seeming to be considering it. Although it might seem counterintuitive, to me, that’s a marker of innocence.

If he was our guy, I would have almost expected him to offer it all up with no hesitation whatsoever, eager to be helpful. He would have gone above and beyond to prove his innocence. That would have suggested he knew there was nothing for us to find on his devices, so if he thought giving them over would get us off his back, he would do so without hesitation. The fact that he’s reticent reinforces my growing belief that we’re barking up the wrong tree here.

“Yeah, sure. Look at what you want,” he says with a tone of pure resignation in his voice. “It’s not like I have much of a choice anyway.”

“Good. Thank you,” I say.

He hands over his phone, and I drop it into a plastic evidence bag. Barber’s face is tight, and I can practically see him trying to figure out how he’s going to explain this to his wife.

“Come on,” he says. “I’ll give you my laptop. It’s out here.”

“Thank you.”

As I turn and start to follow him out of the craft room, a flash of red catches my eye. Sitting in a box at the corner of one of the worktables is a spool of what looks like red silk ribbon. Walking over to it, I pluck it out of the box and look at it for a moment before dropping it into another plastic evidence bag.

“Are you serious?” he asks. “Are you going to suggest my wife has something to do with this now?”

“I’m just being thorough,” I respond.

He sighs with disgust and mutters darkly to himself as we walk out of the craft room. As promising as this lead seemed to be at first, I’m starting to believe, more with every step, that Barber isn’t the one we’re looking for. Before we write him off, though, there are still a number of things we need to corroborate. If we’re going back to the start once more, it’s not going to be without turning over every single stone we encounter. I’m not going to run the same sort of shoddy, I-don’t-give-a-damn sort of investigation the previous detectives on the case did.

These women who’ve gone missing deserve better, and I’m going to make sure they get it.
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“I’m still not convinced he’s not our guy,” Farr says as she slumps back in her chair.

“We didn’t find a thing out there,” Paige replies.

“Doesn’t mean it’s not him,” Farr responds. “A killer as smart as Red Bow is going to know to take precautions. I doubt he’d keep anything from his killings in the house. He’d protect his family from that.”

I pause before answering and study the detective for a moment. I may have strong-armed him into letting us search, but I continue to have serious concerns about her objectivity. She seems hellbent on proving that Reuben Barber is our guy regardless of what the evidence—or lack of it—is saying. I understand her hostility for the man. I understand she takes the way he treats these women to heart. I get it. But she seems intent to bend the facts to fit the narrative she’s constructing in her mind surrounding Barber. Farr’s lack of objectivity is troubling. It’s something I’m going to need to watch and nip in the bud if I can.

“What makes you so certain it’s Barber?” I ask.

“Come on, Chief,” she says. “The act of pretending to murder the working girls so he can have sex with their corpses? That screams psychopath.”

“It also screams somebody with a sick fetish we don’t understand,” I tell her. “The truth is, the girls are repulsed by him and afraid of him, but some still go off with him. You know how smart these girls are. Their instincts are second to none, and even though he treats them so disrespectfully, they’d know if something wasn’t right. And because some of them are already on high alert around Barber, if they even thought he might kill them they sure wouldn’t be going off with him. They’d be sounding the alarm and turning him over to you. I think you know that.”

Farr’s lips curl with distaste and frustration, and she looks away, but I think deep down she hears the truth in my words. I think on some level, she understands them. And despite her anger and disgust with Barber, I think she agrees with me.

“I’m not saying he’s not our guy, Cassie. I’m just saying he might not be, and we have to allow for that possibility. We can’t let our emotions dictate the situation to us. We have to follow the evidence free of bias,” I tell her. “You are right about one thing though. If Barber is our UNSUB, he’d protect his family. They’re his cover—they allow him to present himself to the world as a normal family man. If he is in fact a killer, they allow him to hide his true self. So, he would take steps to keep that side of himself hidden from them—if he’s our guy. And if he’s not, he’s just a creep with a really sick fetish.”

“And how do we go about proving that he’s our guy?” she asks. “Or clearing him?”

“Nina?”

“There’s no digital trail. Nothing on his laptop or on his phone. I’ve searched for hidden files, and there’s just nothing there. He’s got some disturbing porn on his laptop that’s in line with what he does with the prostitutes, but nothing exceptionally damning,” she replies. “More than that, I accessed his phone’s GPS, and it shows that he was telling the truth about being home all night the Tuesday Luna Gates was taken.”

“Could he have just left the phone at home to throw us off?” Farr asks.

Nina shakes her head. “I see activity on his phone, which means it wasn’t just sitting there. He ordered some food and did a few internet searches. His phone was in use.”

“And since we’ve established that he is trying to insulate his family from this part of his life, it’s not likely he’d ask them to use his phone to provide cover for him,” Paige says.

“Nina, did you dig into the whole crematorium angle I asked about?”

“I’ll keep digging, but I narrowed it down to bite-size pieces,” she said. “I looked into the power usage in the days after Luna was taken. I was able to match up spikes in the power usage with legitimate cremations. There doesn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary on that front. If I had to guess, I’d say if he’s our guy, he’s either got her stashed somewhere else or he’s not using his crematorium to dispose of the bodies.”

Farr frowns. “He could always have covered it up by burning Luna’s body along with a legitimate cremation.”

“I suppose it’s possible, but I think it’s unlikely. Not unless he completely dismembered her first,” I say. “I don’t know that the ovens are built to accommodate two bodies at once. But I suppose he could have stuffed one body and a lot of body parts inside. Maybe. We’d have to take some measurements to be sure, but I have to be honest… I don’t think that’s what’s going on here. I think it’s a stretch.”

“Especially given that he’d have to have done the first twenty-one with his father looking over his shoulder,” Paige chimes in. “I just don’t see it.”

With every fact we lay on the table, the case against Reuben Barber takes another hit. Even Farr seems to be coming to the conclusion that he’s more than likely not our killer, no matter how much she wants him to be. This is good though. If we can shatter the case against him and demonstrably prove that Barber isn’t our guy, maybe we can get Farr to focus her attention elsewhere—like finding the real killer.

“There’s something else,” Nina says.

“What is it?”

“I got a report back from the lab on the roll of silk you pulled out of Barber’s house,” she goes on. “The roll you found is chiffon, which is a light silk material. All twenty-two pairs of shoes that have been found with that red bow were done with mulberry silk. It’s heavier and is more like the classic material you think of when somebody says silk.”

“So, they don’t match,” I say.

“Right. They don’t match,” she confirms.

It’s not definitive, of course. Given that I found the roll in her craft room, it’s likely Lydia Barber uses the chiffon in her crafting. That the victims’ shoes were all tied with a specific type of silk, that rules out the idea that Barber was borrowing his wife’s roll when doing his deeds. It’s yet another blow to the case against the mortician. And judging by the look on her face, I think even Farr is starting to come around to the idea that he’s not our guy. Reluctantly.

“Cassie, tell me about the other two suspects you developed,” I say. “What landed them on your radar in the first place?”

She looks down at her notebook and flips back through the pages, as if reacquainting herself with her notes from back in the day.

“Scott Olazi was a truck driver who had a pretty extensive record for solicitation and domestic battery,” she said. “He also had a habit of beating on the sex workers he hired. Most of the girls on my usual beat said they steered clear of him. He was a suspect in the beating death of one of the girls back in the day, but they couldn’t make a case against him. I don’t know how hard they tried, but he was allowed to just walk free. That’s what put him on my radar.”

“All right, what about the second one? Melvin Petit, I think it was?”

“Pretty much the same deal as Olazi. Just a real piece of crap. Unlike him, though, Petit was a school teacher. He had a fetish for young-looking girls. The younger the better,” she said. “But he enjoyed roughing them up as well. He was arrested for assaulting a sex worker a few times. But he’s well connected, so no charges were ever filed against him. The DA said he didn’t want to tarnish the man’s sterling record and get him fired from his job for making a mistake.”

“A mistake?” Paige scoffs. “Disgusting.”

“That’s what I said. But I could never get anything definitive on him. Either one of them,” Farr said, still clearly upset. “And now they’re dead, and the killings are still happening, so I guess I was wrong about them.”

“Maybe. But maybe not,” I say. “Nina, look into those two a little deeper. I want to know if they’ve got children—boys, specifically.”

“Olazi didn’t have any children that I knew of,” Farr says. “But Petit had a son. I just never bothered looking into them because they were so young at the time.”

“Well, they’re older now, and we should probably see if any children they’ve had inherited daddy’s legacy,” I say.

“On it,” Nina replies.

“Good. Okay,” I say, then glance at my watch. “Paige, give Nina a hand if you would.”

“Heading out?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I respond as I get to my feet. “Cassie and I have an appointment to keep.”
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“Are you sure she’s going to show up?” I ask.

Farr nods. “She’ll show.”

“What can you tell me about her?”

“Betty? She’s a little rough around the edges, but she’s a sweetheart,” Farr replies. “She’s also fiercely loyal to her loved ones, and she’s scared to death for Luna.”

The door to the coffee house opens, and a woman about my height but thicker and stouter than I am steps inside. She’s wearing blue jeans, a white button-down shirt, and a fire-engine red wig. She’s very pretty with a solid but curvy frame and a streetwise gleam in her eyes.

“That’s Betty,” Farr says as she gives the woman a wave.

Betty makes her way over and sits down across from me. Her hazel eyes take me in. She’s assessing me—deciding whether I’m trustworthy or not. A woman who makes her living on the street relies on her sixth sense and her ingrained BS detector. They can size somebody up and sort out the trustworthy from the rats in a matter of seconds. In many cases, women who work the streets are often better profilers than some of the trained, supposed professionals who come out of Quantico. They’ve got an instinctual sense of people you just can’t teach.

“Got you a caramel latte with extra caramel,” Farr says. “Just the way you like it.”

“Thanks,” Betty replied.

Since Farr had already taken her original statement, we’d agreed before sitting down that I’d do the questioning. The detective sits back in her chair and observes. Betty runs the tip of her finger around the rim of her mug, her eyes never leaving mine, still assessing my trustworthiness. More than that, I can see she expects me to judge her for her profession and lifestyle. I imagine she gets that a lot. Especially when dealing with law enforcement. I don’t. It’s not my place to judge. I don’t know her or the circumstances that led her to this lifestyle. She seems to see that reflected in my eyes because her expression softens, and she gives me a small nod.

“FBI, huh?” she finally asked.

Discreetly pulling my credentials from my pocket, I flip them open and let her inspect them. After a minute, she flips the wallet closed and hands it back to me, then turns to Farr with a mischievous curl of her lips.

“Bringing the feds in,” she says. “I guess you got some juice, Detective Farr.”

“I do my best,” Farr responds.

Betty turns to me. “So? What’s up?”

“Thank you for meeting with us, Betty,” I say. “I’m Unit Chief Blake Wilder.”

“You have any idea who snatched Izzy yet?” she asks.

“We’re still working on that.”

“So, you’ve got nothing,” she scoffs, then turns to Farr. “What are you draggin’ me down here for if you ain’t got nothin’?”

Farr gives her a patient smile. “Like Chief Wilder said, we’re still working on it. We have some things we need to follow up on.”

“Like what?”

“We can’t share the details with you, Betty,” Farr says. “You know that.”

“All right, but you still ain’t told me why I’m here then.”

“We were hoping you could tell us a bit more about Luna—Izzy,” I say.

“Like what do you want to know?”

“I understand you are her best friend?”

“Somethin’ like that, yeah. We look out for each other,” Betty responds. “She’s the closest thing to a little sister I ever had.”

“Okay, good,” I say and take a drink of my coffee. “What can you tell us about her regular clients? Did she have many?”

“She had a few, yeah. But I wish she’d had more,” she says with a laugh. “She should have. She’s a cute little thing, ain’t that right, Detective Farr?”

Farr nods. “She is. She’s a very pretty girl.”

“So, why do you think she didn’t have many regulars?” I ask.

Betty shrugs. “I guess guys out on the prowl ain’t lookin’ for the prom queen. They lookin’ for somethin’ different than what they got at home. That’s probably why they like to call it gettin’ a little strange. You know what I mean? Most of these guys just want somethin’ dirtier than what their wives or girlfriends are willin’ to give ‘em. Most of ‘em like that taboo feelin’ being with one of us gives ‘em.”

It’s a pretty astute assessment that rings true in my ears. Betty has that street wisdom that neither Farr nor I have. Having her insights is useful.

“I pushed her to get more regulars. I kept tellin’ Izzy that regulars is better because at least you know what you’re going to get with them. You know their kinks and whatever,” she goes on. “When you have nothin’ but randos, you just never know what you’re going to get. It’s like playin’ Russian Roulette and eventually, that gun is going to go off.”

“Why do you think Izzy didn’t try to get more regulars?”

“Because she was naïve. She hadn’t been on the streets as long as me and didn’t have that sense to fully protect herself. Not really. She was gettin’ smarter. Wiser. But she was still naïve in a lot of ways. Didn’t think it mattered much whether she was with regulars or randos. I kept tellin’ her that regulars are the way to go. As freaky and weird as some of these guys are, you know what you’re gettin’ when you go with ‘em,” Betty tells us.

“I understand that,” I say. “That makes a lot of sense.”

Betty’s eyes tear up, and she quickly grabs one of the paper napkins, and with a hand that’s shaking wildly, dabs at them. She draws a breath that trembles as much as her hand and lets it out slowly, doing her best to keep her composure. When she’s steady again, she raises her gaze to us.

“Sorry,” she says. “I just… I love that girl so much.”

“There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. This is emotional for you. We understand that,” I tell her gently. “Betty, can you think of anybody she’s mentioned having a problem with? Anybody who might have creeped her out more than usual?”

“I mean, most of these guys creep us out.”

“But nobody in specific?”

She thinks on it for a moment, then shakes her head. “Nah. Nobody in particular. Not that she mentioned to me—and I’m sure she would have.”

“So, you never noticed anybody paying extra attention to her? Maybe not somebody who picked her up, but maybe somebody just watching her or anything?” I ask.

“Nah. Nothing like that,” she says. “If I noticed somebody creepin’ on my girl like that, you better believe I’d have shut that down right away.”

I believe her. Betty has a toughness about her. She seems like the sort of woman who can handle herself pretty well. I guess dealing with the men she’s forced to deal with, she’d have to be. Reaching into my messenger bag, I pull out the photo array—the six-pack—we’d put together before we left Farr’s station. Barber’s photo is in the middle of the second row, number five out of the six in the array. Setting it down on the table, I turn it around and slide it over to Betty. She looks at it for a moment, then raises her eyes to me.

“What’s this?” she asks.

“Betty, I need you to look at these photos and tell me if you recognize any of the men here.”

“Is it one of these guys?” she asks. “Did one of these guys take my girl?”

“Betty, please,” I reply gently. “I just need you to look at the photos and tell me if there is anybody you recognize.”

Her gaze lingers on me a moment longer, but then she looks down at the six-pack on the table in front of her. Farr and I watch her closely, holding our breath, as she scans the photos in the array. My heart thunders when it looks like she pauses on Barber’s photo, but then she moves on and starts over from the top again, taking her time and really scrutinizing the pictures of the men in the six-pack. After several long, tense minutes, she looks up and shakes her head.

“Nah. I don’t recognize any of them. I ain’t seen any of them around before,” I say.

“You’re sure, Betty?” Farr asks.

“Yeah. I’m sure,” she says. “I never seen any of these guys. And I sure as hell never seen Izzy go off with any of them.”

The woman seems to deflate, and she slumps back in her chair, her face a mask of defeat, fear, and concern for her friend. That would seem to put an end to Barber as a serious suspect, and Farr seems to know it because she frowns, disappointment all over her face. Our UNSUB didn’t grab Luna on a whim. He’s highly organized in his methods. He is a meticulous planner, and he takes precautions before he strikes.

I think the odds are good that he’s been watching Luna for a while. Stalking. Planning. I have no doubt he’s had contact with her before and pumped her for information about her routine without her knowing she was giving him critical intel that would make it easier for him to grab her when he was ready. If Barber were our killer, I’m fairly confident that as close an eye as Betty kept on Luna, she would have seen him, if only in passing.

“Did one of these guys take her?” Betty asks.

“I don’t think so,” I respond.

“Who did?”

“We don’t know yet.”

A tear races down her cheek. “She’s dead, ain’t she?”

Farr and I exchange a quick glance. “We’re not assuming anything right now,” Farr says. “We have no evidence proving she’s not alive, Betty. Don’t write her off just yet.”

Farr is dancing around the issue and parsing her words carefully, and Betty seems to know it because the tears begin to flow unchecked. She takes a couple of minutes to collect herself again, dabbing her eyes with the crumpled napkin as she takes slow, steadying breaths. The grief on her face is painful to see. Farr’s cell phone buzzes, so she pulls it out of her pocket and checks her text messages, then turns her gaze to me.

“We need to get back to the station. Now,” she says.

The alarm in her voice piques my curiosity. Something happened. But I don’t want to upset Betty any more than she already is, so I don’t say anything. Instead, I get to my feet and put my hand on the woman’s shoulder, meeting her gaze with a sympathetic expression on my face.

“Any chance you can stay off the streets tonight?” I ask.

“I got to work,” she says.

I nod. “Just… be careful. Please, pair up with somebody if you can. Watch each other’s backs out there.”

“I will,” she says. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

“And Chief Wilder?”

“Yes?”

“Do me a favor?”

“If I can,” I respond.

“When you find this pig, if he did somethin’ bad to Izzy, put him in the ground for me?”

“We’re going to make sure we get justice for Izzy in whatever form that takes.”

She nods and turns away, staring into her coffee cup as fresh tears splash onto the table. Farr gives the woman’s shoulder a sympathetic squeeze, then together, we hustle out of the coffee house and out to the parking lot.

“What’s going on?” I finally ask as we get to the car.

“We’ve got another girl at the station who wants to talk to us,” she says. “Her friend is missing.”
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The girl sitting across the table from us is young. Twenty-two or twenty-three at most. But her deep, brown eyes look like the eyes of a much older woman. She’s seen some things in her young life. Lustrous black hair cascades down over her shoulders, her milky complexion is youthfully smooth, and the short black skirt and tight halter top shows off a pert, petite figure. She’s a pretty girl who—if not for her dark, almost gothic makeup—might look wholesome.

“Missy, it’s nice to see you again,” Farr says.

A wan smile flickers across her lips as she stares at the table, tracing a circle with the tip of her trembling finger.

“Are you all right?” Farr asks.

The girl shrugs her thin shoulders, her face twisted with worry. After a few moments of silence, Missy takes a deep, heaving breath and lets it out.

“What’s going on, Missy?” Farr presses.

“I heard about the girls who’ve been going missing,” she starts quietly.

“Where did you hear that?” Farr asks.

She rolls her eyes. “The girls talk. We all heard that Izzy got snatched. Some of the girls are saying she was taken by the same guy who took all those girls ten years ago. Is that true?”

“Is that why you’re here?” Farr asks. “Do you know something about Izzy’s disappearance?”

She shakes her head. “I didn’t really know Izzy.”

“Then why are you here?”

“My friend is missing,” she says quietly. “I’m afraid she was taken by this same guy.”

“When did you last see her, Missy?” Farr asks.

“Night before last. We were working together—staying with each other like you taught us, Detective. Anyway, I had a date, so I had to leave, and when I got back, Ally was gone,” Missy says. “I thought maybe she had a date, but after a couple of hours, I texted her. I didn’t get a response. I’ve been calling and texting since then, and she hasn’t responded at all. I went by her place, and she wasn’t there either. I’m really scared.”

“And where were you two the last time you saw her?” I ask.

“We were on Howard Street… Howard and State Street,” she replies. “We’d just gotten some hot cocoa from that little coffee place over there.”

“Missy, has she ever just taken off before?” I ask. “Maybe she just needed to get away and clear her head for a couple of days?”

“No. Never. And she’d call me if she was going out of town or something just so I didn’t worry about her. That’s something else we learned from you, Detective Farr—to always stay in communication with each other,” Missy replies.

“That’s good, Missy,” Farr replies. “That’s really good. That’s smart.”

“Fat lot of good it did though, huh?”

Farr’s expression darkens, and she turns away, clearly battling her emotions. It’s not hard to see she’s feeling guilty about yet another girl going missing on her watch. I can’t help but feel bad for her. She’s tried to educate them—done her best to protect them. But she needs to understand there are some things that will be forever out of her control. It’s a hard lesson to learn. It’s necessary, though, just to protect your own mental health.

“Is it possible she’s with a client?” I ask.

“For two days?” the girl scoffs.

“We just need to rule out every possibility, Missy.”

She sighs, impatient. “No, she’s not with a client. We’re not really in the business of having weekend dates, Chief Wilder. This isn’t Pretty Woman and isn’t about romance. Our clients just want to scratch an itch and get out as soon as possible.”

“Understood,” I say. “Do you have a photo of… Ally, was it?”

“Allison Bowe,” she replies.

Missy pulls her phone out of her bag and scrolls through the photos. She pulls one up and hands me the phone. The girl in the photo looks as young, if not a year or two younger, than Missy. Her champagne-blonde hair extends to her shoulders, and she has light, clover-colored eyes. She’s small and petite with the sort of girl-next-door look Missy might have if she ever washed all the dark makeup off her face.

My eyebrow goes up, and I turn the phone to Farr. She looks at the picture and seems to understand what I’m getting at. Soft lines emerge at the corners of her mouth, and her lips pull downward as she studies the face of the young girl with the light-colored hair. Missy catches the bit of silent communication that passes between Farr and me and sits up.

“What is it?” she asks.

“Missy, did Allison ever mention feeling like somebody was following her? Maybe somebody who was paying any extra attention to her?” I ask.

“Anybody who was creeping her out?” Farr adds.

The girl shakes her head. “No, she never mentioned anything like that.”

Apparently not ready to give it up just yet, Farr reaches into my messenger bag and pulls out the six-pack we’d shown to Betty and puts it down on the table.

“Missy, is there anybody in this photo array that looks familiar?” she asks. “Is there anybody here you recognize?”

“Did one of these guys take Ally?”

“We just need to know if any of these men look familiar to you,” Farr says.

I guess I need to give Farr credit for at least restraining herself enough to keep from pointing to Barber’s picture in the array. But this is getting to the point where we’re beating a dead horse. For whatever reason, the man is deep under her skin, and she just can’t seem to let it go. Missy studies the faces of the six men carefully, silent for a couple of minutes before shaking her head.

“No. I haven’t seen any of these men before,” she finally says.

“Okay. That’s okay,” Farr tells her.

“Did one of them take her?”

“We don’t believe so,” I reply. “We just needed to be sure.”

“Then who took her?”

“We don’t know yet, Missy,” I say gently. “We’re working on that.”

“Was she taken by the guy who’s taking all the other girls?”

“Like Chief Wilder said, we’re still following a few different leads, so we can’t say just yet,” Farr says. “We’re still gathering information.”

“Missy, can you give us Allison’s address? We need to see her place.”

A pensive look on her face, the girl takes my notebook from me and scrawls out her friend’s address, then hands it back to me.

“Thank you, Missy,” I say. “And thank you for coming in.”

“Please find her,” she says as the tears start to roll down her cheeks.
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Allison Bowe lives on one side of a small, white-clapboard, one-bedroom duplex. The paint is dull and could stand to be refreshed; it doesn’t seem to have many frills and amenities, but it’s otherwise in decent repair. I hold the screen door open and knock. Farr and I wait for a moment, and when nobody answers, I use the key the landlord gave us to unlock the door and give it a push. It swings open with a low squeal and softly bumps the wall behind it.

“Allison Bowe?” I call. “Unit Chief Wilder and Detective Farr. We’re coming in.”

Drawing my weapon, I step across the threshold and scan the front room of the small house. The air is warm, stale, and stuffy. The place has obviously been buttoned up for a couple of days. The wood flooring creaks beneath our feet as we move through the front room. I step through the door and into the small bedroom and quickly clear it and the even smaller bathroom.

It’s obvious Allison hasn’t been here for the last couple of days. The place just has a vacant feel to it. The room is dim, and it’s hard to see, but as I move, I find myself stepping on clothes and shoes that are strewn all over the floor. Faint traces of Allison’s perfume, light and floral, still hang in the air. Everything seems to be in disarray. It’s not like somebody ransacked the place though. It’s more like Allison Bowe isn’t much of a housekeeper.

“There’s nobody here,” I call out as I holster my weapon.

Moving over to the window, I open the blinds, flooding the room with natural light. And when I see what’s sitting on the bed, I stop moving, the blood in my veins turning to ice.

“There’s nothing out here other than an absolute mess. Somebody needs to teach this girl to clean her place up,” Farr calls back.

“Cassie, you’re going to want to see this.”

“What do you have?”

“Come in here.”

Cassie steps into the doorway and stops, her face going slack when she sees what I called her in here for. Sitting in the middle of the bed is a pair of black high heels tied together with a red silk bow. She leans against the frame as the corners of her mouth pull downward; her eyes fill with sadness as more wood is thrown on the bonfire of guilt burning bright inside of her.

“Dammit,” she says, her voice a shaky whisper.
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“I can tell you the ribbon on the shoes matches the other twenty-two,” Nina says. “The material, like all the others, is mulberry.”

“Why is this guy so fixated on using the same material?” Farr asks.

“It’s part of his ritual,” Paige responds. “And his ritual is everything to him. It has to be the same every single time or he won’t get the same kind of feeling he he’s had with his other victims.”

“That makes no sense to me.”

“Like I always say, it only has to make sense to him,” I reply.

Farr shakes her head, her face a mask of torment. She relates to these girls—perhaps a little too closely. I once again have to question her objectivity and feel the need to rein her in. I don’t like having to call people on the carpet, but I need to keep this investigation going in the right direction rather than taking these detours that ultimately lead us nowhere.

“Cassie, I hope our interview with Missy puts an end to trying to make Barber our suspect,” I say. “We’ve now got two failed IDs and have no evidence tying him to the current crop of crimes. In fact, the evidence we do have, namely his digital trail, seems to exonerate him.”

She sits back in her seat, her lips pursed and her face clouded over with emotion. She runs a hand through her hair and gives me a small nod.

“I know you’ve suspected that this guy could be the Red Bow Killer for a long time, and I know it’s going to take you a minute to pivot off that spot. But if we’re going to find the guy doing this—the actual guy doing this—we need to be flexible enough to adjust course when it becomes obvious we’re following a bad trail,” I tell her.

“I know. And I’m sorry,” she says. “I’ve just got such a visceral dislike for this guy—”

“That it’s clouding your judgment. Your objectivity,” I cut her off. “You’re a good cop, Cassie. And I know how much skin you have in this particular game. But if you can’t take the blinders off, I’ll have your captain remove you from the case altogether. Barber isn’t our guy. I need you to find a way to accept that.”

Farr’s face tightens, and she grits her teeth. She’s angry. “I brought you into this case.”

“You did. But you brought us here to help you solve it. Not to railroad an innocent man.”

“Barber’s hardly innocent.”

“He’s innocent of these crimes. I don’t know how to make it any clearer for you that he is not the Red Bow Killer no matter how bad you want him to be,” I tell her. “You brought us here because you want to protect these girls out on the street. I admire that. But you’re not going to protect them by continuing this crusade against a man you despise while leaving the real killer out there on the streets to victimize these girls again and again. If you can’t get your head in the game—right here and right now—and stop fixating on Barber, the next body that drops will be on you. And I don’t think you want their blood on your hands.”

It’s harsh, but necessary. We need Farr to get her head on straight and focus on the task at hand. I wasn’t lying. She’s a good cop. She’s got good instincts, and she obviously cares. I admire her passion and drive. We just need her to channel all that passion and energy in the right direction. We need her to focus on the case and not let her emotions dictate this case to her.

“You’re right,” she finally says. “You’re absolutely right, and I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. Like I said, you’re deeply invested in this case and making sure these girls are safe. I respect that. I admire that. We just need to move in the right direction.”

She nods. “And what direction is that?”

“Street cameras,” I say. “How is your coverage down here?”

She grimaces. “Not great. In places like New York or LA, you can’t go ten feet without being on camera. But down here, we’ve been a little slower to catch up,” she tells us. “The city is moving in that direction, improving camera coverage, but we don’t have the funding bigger cities have, so right now, we’ve unfortunately still got a lot of dead zones and blind spots.”

“That is unfortunate,” I say.

“I keep telling anybody who’ll listen that if we’re serious about safety, we need to level up. But so far, it’s all fallen on deaf ears,” Farr tells us.

“Nina, see if you can tap into the city cam system,” I say. “See if there’s any coverage on Howard and State Street.”

“Copy that,” she replies.

Nina hunches over her laptop and starts to work, so we give her the time and space she needs. Farr is quiet, no doubt still licking her wounds. Paige steps out of the room, telling me she’s going to grab something to drink. Part of me feels bad for lighting up Farr the way I did. But I need her to understand this isn’t about her or her rabid dislike of a man. This is bigger than her. It’s bigger than any of us. We owe it to these women to put our best foot forward, find out what happened, and bring the person responsible to justice.

“Okay, there isn’t a camera on Howard and State,” Nina reports. “But there is one half a block over. I can pull that up.”

Because there is no central monitor, Farr and I get up and stand behind Nina, watching as she pulls up the security feed on her screen. It’s grainy and dark, but we can see two figures that look like they could be Missy and Allison coming out of the coffee house on the corner.

“Is there any way to zoom in on the girls and lighten the picture?” I ask.

“I can try, but these cameras aren’t exactly state of the art,” Nina replies.

“They’re garbage,” Farr says. “Unfortunately, it’s all we have right now.”

“Well, it’s better than nothing,” I say.

Nina takes a minute as she tries to manipulate the image, zooming in just enough so the faces aren’t pixelated out of existence. We can’t see them with crystal clarity, but we see them well enough to know that it is indeed the girls.

“That’s the best I can do,” Nina says.

“Good enough,” I say. “Let it run.”

The footage plays, and we can see them standing on the corner talking and sipping their coffee. A couple minutes later, a white sedan pulls up next to the pair. We watch as Missy leans into the window and seems to be having a conversation with the driver shortly before climbing in and driving away with him. Allison is left standing on the sidewalk sipping her coffee. She turns and starts to walk, heading down the street toward the camera.

A moment later, though, a black car pulls to a stop beside her. Allison leans down and speaks to the driver through the passenger side window. Even though this is in the past and has already happened, I find myself holding my breath, silently urging the girl to not get into the car. She does though. And when she closes the door, the car zooms off into the night, taking Allison to whatever horrible fate the man behind the wheel has waiting for her.

Nina hits a button and stops the feed, and the room is silent. We all seem to realize we’ve just seen this young girl alive for what is very likely the last time. It’s a heavy feeling. Paige walks into the room, her face lined with curiosity at the dumbfounded shock on ours.

“What did I miss?” she asks.

Farr and I step back and let Nina run the footage for Paige again. When the clip ends, her reaction is similar to ours. Giving myself a little shake and getting my head into the game, I step forward again and take a position right behind Nina.

“Okay, run it again,” I say.

She does, and when the car pulls alongside Allison, I tell her to stop the footage. Leaning closer to the screen, I examine the car.

“He took off the license plates,” I say.

“Clever,” Paige says.

“It’s another forensic countermeasure,” I muse.

“What kind of car is that?” Farr asks.

“It’s a Nissan Altima,” Nina chirps.

We all look at her, making her laugh nervously.

“My sister has one, so I recognize it,” she says.

Farr looks like she’s chomping at the bit, dying to ask the question I know is sitting on the tip of her tongue. I’m tempted to not indulge her, but maybe putting one final nail on the coffin will get her to finally move on from her desperate need to connect Barber to the case.

“Nina, does Reuben Barber have a Nissan Altima registered in his name?” I ask.

Farr gives me a grin and a small shrug. I just shake my head. I’ve said my piece about it and really shouldn’t be indulging her, but the more ways we can rule the man out, the better—for all our sakes—since the truth is, I haven’t ruled him out completely. I’ve simply moved him to the back burner. We don’t have anything connecting him to the disappearances, but honestly, the same could be said for a lot of guys I’ve locked up. The good ones are clever and make it really difficult to make a case. But I trust my gut. It rarely steers me wrong. And my gut is telling me that Barber is a creep and a freak, but he’s not a killer.

“Reuben Barber doesn’t have an Altima registered to him,” Nina says, then turns around with an inscrutable expression on her face. “But his son, Harrison, does.”

Farr’s face lights up like a kid on Christmas morning as a groan drifts from my mouth.

“Dammit,” I mutter.
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Barber Family Funeral Home, Garden District; New Orleans, LA

“You have got to be kidding me,” Barber screams, as he steps out of the house and onto his porch. “What in the hell do you want this time?”

Paige, Farr, and I stop at the bottom of the short staircase and look up at the man. His face is red, and a large vein protrudes from the middle of his forehead. I’m half afraid if he doesn’t calm down, he’s going to have a stroke.

“Mr. Barber, let’s all take it down a few notches,” I say.

He pounds down the steps and gets in my face, the tip of his nose hovering mere inches from mine. I put a hand on his chest and give him a gentle push backward.

“You’re going to want to get out of my face,” I tell him.

His eyes narrowed to slits and a snarl on his face, Barber slaps my hand away and takes a step forward, thrusting his finger at me. But Paige steps forward and smoothly grabs his wrist, bending his hand backward, then twists his entire arm behind his back. Barber cries out in pain.

“What are you doing? Let go of my husband!”

We turn to see a stout brunette woman pounding down the steps, her face red and her lips curled back in a sneer as she charges at us like an angry rhino. Hand on the butt of her sidearm, Farr calmly steps in front of her.

“Stop, Mrs. Barber,” she says.

The woman stops short, a ripple of fear crossing her face before she settles in and glowers at us, her face the same shade of red as her husband’s. She gathers herself enough to let loose a string of curses so vile that it shocks me. But Paige turns away, doing her best to stifle a giggle. Admittedly, it’s kind of strange and a little funny to see a woman who looks like the sweet, demure, June Cleaver sort of housewife cursing up a blue streak. It’s kind of like hearing a toddler drop an F-bomb. It’s so totally unexpected and shocking, you can’t help but laugh.

Any amusement I might feel dwindles, though, when I see the Barber children huddled together on the porch, their cheeks wet with tears. At just sixteen years old, Jasmine is the youngest of the three children and looks the most terrified, but Melinda and Harrison stand close to her, their arms around her protectively. It makes me wish we’d been able to coordinate this when they weren’t home, but we’ve already pushed all our chips into the middle of the table as far as Barber is concerned, and the last thing I want to do is give him any more time than he’s already had to destroy any potential evidence inside the Altima.

“Are you going to calm down?” Paige asks.

Still in her grasp, Barber struggles for a moment before he seems to deflate. He lets out an audible sigh, then nods. Paige lets go of his arm and takes a wary step backward, her body still taut and ready if he launches another attack. He doesn’t. Seeming to take her cue from her husband, the sneer fades from Lydia’s face, and she settles down. Farr takes her hand away from her weapon and steps back, though she remains wary and watchful.

The air crackles with tension, but everybody is silent for a long minute, exchanging glances like it’s a showdown at high noon. All that’s missing is a tuft of tumbleweed crossing the dusty street and the ticking of the clock tower. Barber turns to me.

“I gave you everything you wanted. I’ve cooperated,” he says. “What is this about now?”

“Reuben, what is going on?” Lydia asks.

Unsurprisingly, he didn’t tell his wife what was happening. He glances at her, his face reddening, though this time, not out of anger. He shifts on his feet uncomfortably and won’t meet his wife’s eyes.

“Reuben?”

He remains silent, seeming to not know what to say to her, so Lydia turns to me.

“What is this about? What’s going on here?” she demands.

Paige, Farr, and I all present our badges. “Unit Chief Blake Wilder, Special Agent Paige Boyle, FBI, and this is Detective Cassie Farr, NOPD—”

“What in the hell is this about?” she cuts me off, her eyes wide.

“Mrs. Barber, we have twenty-three young women who’ve gone missing and are presumed dead,” Farr says. “Your husband is a person of interest—”

“What? No. You’re wrong,” she cries and turns to her husband. “Tell them they’re wrong.”

“They’re very wrong,” Barber says. “They have been harassing me for days now. This is nothing more than a witch hunt.”

“Why do they think you did it?”

“We’re not saying he did it, Mrs. Barber,” I say.

“Not yet,” Farr adds.

I cut her off with a hard glare before she can get rolling, then turn back to the couple. “Right now, we’re collecting information, and we have video footage of a young woman who went missing just a couple of days ago getting into a black Altima—”

“This is ridiculous,” Barber snaps. “Do you know how many black Altimas are in town?”

“Quite a few,” Farr admits. “But the only one we’ve found belonging to somebody who terrorizes the prostitutes he frequents is yours and—”

“Detective Farr,” I snarl. “Stand down.”

Mrs. Barber’s eyes grow so wide it looks like they’re about to pop out of her head. She turns to her husband, then to me and back again, her mouth opening and closing without any sounds coming out. I glower at her, then step between Farr and the couple. I pull the warrant we finally convinced Judge Hersh to provide out of the inside pocket of my blazer and hand it over to them.

“We have a warrant to impound the black Altima—”

“What? Why?” Lydia shrieks.

“This is outrageous,” Barber growls. “You can’t come up with something on me, so you’re going after my son? This is beyond outrageous!”

The tow truck and a backup unit of uniform cops pull onto the grounds, further heightening the tension. Harrison stands on the porch with his sisters, his face a mask of fear and confusion. I motion for him to come down.

“Harrison, I need to have a word with you, please,” I say.

Lydia puts herself between me and her son and bares her teeth at me. “You will not speak to our son. I will not allow it.”

“Mrs. Barber, your son is eighteen. He’s a legal adult,” I tell her. “I can either have a casual conversation with him here, or I can take him down to the station and question him there. Officially and on the record.”

She looks to her husband, her eyes pleading, but Barber looks away, unable to meet her gaze. His jaw is clenched, and his hands are balled into fists at his side.

“Let them talk to him,” he finally concedes through gritted teeth. “We have nothing to hide, so let’s just get this over with.”

“Reuben—”

“Stop. Just let them talk to Harris.”

She’s not happy about it, but she steps out of the way. I motion to him again.

“Harrison, please,” I say. “Come with me for a minute.”

Moving slowly and uncertainly, the boy comes down the stairs on legs shaking so hard I’m afraid they’re going to give out beneath him. Barber moves to put his arm around his wife, but with a sour expression on her face, she shrugs him off and takes a couple of steps away from him. If I was a betting woman, I’d wager there are going to be some difficult conversations in the Barber household tonight.

Harrison steps over to me, pale as a sheet and trembling from head to toe. He licks his lips, then swallows hard but stands up as straight as he can and meets my gaze.

“Wh—what did you want to speak to me about?” he asks.

“Step over here with me please, Harris,” I say gently.

Farr follows us, but I turn and glare at her. “Not you.”

“Blake—”

“Go oversee the impounding of the vehicle.”

“This is my—”

“Detective Farr, I am not in the mood for this right now,” I growl. “Go oversee the impounding of the vehicle or get out of here. I am not playing with you.”

She’s shocked but manages to stuff it all down. She turns on her heel and storms away to help oversee the tow truck driver hooking up Harrison’s car. The kid follows me a few steps away—out of earshot—while Paige hovers near the parents, making sure neither of them get antsy. I’m not sure when she decided to take on the role of being my bodyguard, but I’m kind of enjoying it.

I turn and take the boy in for a moment. With mousy brown hair and hazel-colored eyes, he’s got the long face and angular features of his father. He’s about my height but is a bit gangly. His physical traits aside, though, the first thing I notice about Harrison Barber is that he’s soft-spoken. He seems sensitive. More than that, he’s got a gentleness about him that’s incompatible with the sort of sociopath we’re hunting. The kid doesn’t seem the type who’d hurt anybody.

Sociopaths are notorious for their ability to manipulate and mimic emotions, but I am not getting that vibe off this kid. Honestly, he ticks off none of the boxes on my profile. None. Nor do I think an eighteen-year-old will be sophisticated or criminally intelligent enough to pull off both abductions as smoothly as they were. Even though I think this is going to be a waste of time, part of this job is doing our due diligence, and the black Altima we saw picking up Allison Bowe might have been his.

“Harrison, I’m Unit Chief Wilder with the FBI,” I say. “I just have a couple of questions.”

“FBI?” he gasps.

I nod. “Yes, I’m with the FBI—”

“Why would you want to ask me questions?”

I pull out my phone and call up the picture of Allison Bowe, then show it to him, studying and gauging his reactions closely.

“Do you know this young woman?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

He shakes his head. “N—no. I don’t know her.”

I scroll to the next picture on my phone, that of Luna Gates, and show it to him—again to clock his reaction. All I see is confusion.

“How about her?” I ask.

Harrison once again shakes his head. “I don’t know who she is,” he says and raises his gaze to me. “What’s this about, Chief Wilder?”

“Harrison, I need to be clear. You don’t know either of these two women?”

“I’ve never seen them before in my life. What’s this about?”

“Do you ever loan your car out to anybody?” I ask.

“No. My folks would never let me loan my car out.”

“Does your father ever use it?”

“No. Never. He’s got his own car.”

I’m uncomfortable with where I need to take this line of questioning but know I don’t have any other choice. I need to ask. I need to hear his answers to get a feel for how honest Harrison Barber is being with me.

“Harrison, have you ever frequented the prostitutes down in the Quarter?” I ask.

The expression of horror on his face is immediate. “What? No! Never. Why would you even ask me a question like that?”

“I’m sorry to upset you. It’s just part of our investigation.”

“I don’t understand,” he says. “What’s going on?”

He’s likely going to hear what’s going on from his parents later tonight, so I don’t feel the need to enlighten him. It’s not my place. Plus, it will probably only add fuel to the fire that’s already threatening to burn out of control in the Barber household. All that matters to me right now is that I am positive Harrison Barber is not our guy, and though I admittedly have some reservations about his father, I’m almost sure he isn’t either.

But the evidence we find in the car—or don’t find in the car—should be able to either lead us to make an arrest or close the book on the Barbers once and for all. The way Farr is glaring at me, I know which way she hopes it goes.

“All right, Harrison,” I say. “Thank you for speaking with me. If I have anything else, I’ll reach out to you.”

He nods. “Yeah. Okay.”

He walks off, practically sprinting up the porch to stand with his sisters as Lydia and Reuben stare daggers at me. I watch as the driver finally gets the Altima hooked up, then motion to Paige. She turns away from the couple, then joins me at the vehicle. Moving slowly and reluctantly, petulance and anger simmering on her face, Farr walks over to us without a word and climbs into the back seat, slamming the door behind her.

“I’ll let you both know when the car has been processed and is ready for release,” I say.

“This is outrageous, Agent Wilder,” Barber says. “I’m going to have your badges for this. This is nothing but harassment.”

“We’re just doing our jobs,” I reply and hand him a card. “But my name is there on the front, so just make sure you spell it right when you file your complaint.”

And with that, we turn and slip into the SUV. With Farr in the back seat pouting, the car is silent and filled with tension as we drive off, leaving the Barbers standing there watching us go. In the rearview mirror, I watch as Lydia pushes his hand away from her, then turns and storms back into the house, leaving him standing in the driveway.

I wouldn’t want to be in Barber’s shoes or in that house tonight at all.


[image: ]

[image: ]

8th District Police Station Interview Room, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“Cassie, what you did out there was completely unacceptable,” I tell her. “You are letting your emotions dictate this case to you.”

“That’s not what I’m doing—”

“That’s exactly what you’re doing.”

After getting back to the station after having Harrison’s car impounded, I pulled Farr into one of the interview rooms, preferring to have this conversation with her in private. She’s leaning against the wall on the far side of the room, arms folded over her chest, a scowl on her face.

“I told you to keep your personal bias out of this.”

“This isn’t my bias,” she counters. “We had a legitimate reason to be there and do what we did. We have to check out that car.”

“But there was no reason for you to blow up Barber’s life the way you did,” I snarl. “What investigative purpose did you have in telling Lydia Barber that her husband was frequenting prostitutes? Please, tell me.”

“She was going to find out eventually anyway,” Farr argues. “Did you think she wouldn’t ask why we were impounding her son’s car?”

“She may have. Barber may have come clean with her after we left if you hadn’t said anything,” I counter. “But that was for him to do. It wasn’t for you to out him.”

“Why in the hell are you defending that piece of filth?”

“I’m not defending him. But it was not our place to tell his wife what he gets up to when he’s not at home. It was unprofessional and served absolutely no purpose other than to satisfy your own personal agenda, Cassie,” I tell her.

She turns away, unable to meet my eyes. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Farr knows I’m right—knows she crossed the line out there today. Judging by the look on her face, though, she still doesn’t care.

“What if you’re wrong?” I ask. “What if Barber has absolutely nothing to do with this case?”

“It has to be him.”

“No. It doesn’t have to be him,” I say firmly. “And everything we’ve found to this point says it’s not him. The only thing linking him to these abductions is your fervent belief that he’s involved, Detective Farr.”

“And the car? What about the Altima? It belongs—”

“It remains to be seen whether the Altima we saw Allison getting into in the video is the same car,” I tell her. “Forensics—”

“You said yourself that this guy is skilled in forensic countermeasures,” she argues. “With as much time as he’s had, he very well might have cleaned it out already.”

I bite off the scathing reply that’s sitting on the tip of my tongue and lower my gaze to the floor, taking a few seconds to let my blood cool. I’m perfectly fine with spirited disagreements. I’m perfectly fine with my team not signing off on everything I say. I encourage it.

But what Farr is doing isn’t a simple disagreement. Nor is it collaborative. This is blind emotion. This is her pursuing a personal agenda—a vendetta—against a man she finds detestable. And he is, no question about it. But that doesn’t make him a killer. In fact, everything in me is telling me he is not our guy. Given the car in the video, I’m allowing for the possibility that I’m wrong, but my gut is telling me this is going to be a dead end.

“Cassie, I told you before that if I feel you can’t be objective, I’ll remove you from this case,” I tell her. “We’re at that point—”

“Blake, I’m telling you—this is our guy.”

“And what evidence do you have to support that?”

“He’s too clever to leave evidence. You’ve seen that for yourself,” Farr presses. “The only way we’re going to get this guy to crack is by getting him into a box and leaning hard on him.”

“We’re not going to do that.”

“Blake, we have to do something.”

“Yes, we do. We need to find a viable lead. We need to build a case,” I tell her. “What we can’t do is keep chasing the wrong guy.”

She purses her lips and glares at me. “And if you’re wrong? What if we happen to find something in the car?”

“Then I will gladly tell you that I was wrong and you were right,” I say. “Then I’ll drive you back out to the Barber place personally and let you slap the cuffs on him yourself.”

Farr has a strange expression on her face that I can’t quite interpret. It’s like she’s in pain or something. I’ve known this case is personal to her from the start, but there’s something about her demeanor and her almost desperate need to make Reuben Barber the villain in this story that makes me think it runs deeper than I first thought. It’s even more deeply personal than I imagined. Wanting to get to the root of it all while lowering the temperature in the room, I sit down at the table and lay my palms flat on the surface.

“Why don’t you have a seat, Cassie?”

She’s reluctant at first, the anger crackling off her like electricity, but she eventually relents and drops heavily into the chair across from me. She’s still defensive: her arms are crossed over her chest, and her jaw remains clenched as she glares at me through eyes that are narrow and angry.

“What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing’s going on. I just want to put this guy away.”

“I thought you wanted to put the right guy away.”

“I do.”

“But you seem dead set on Barber being that guy.”

“Because I believe he is.”

“Based on nothing but your emotional response to him,” I say.

“Based on my personal experience with guys like him.”

I lean back in my chair and try to keep the irritation off my face and out of my voice. It’s important we get to the bottom of this so we can move on and actually solve this case. But we can’t do that until we can figure out what’s keeping Farr from moving off this spot. It would be easier to simply remove her from the case altogether. I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some part of me tempted to do just that. But the other part of me knows just how much this case means to her, and I want to give her the chance to see it through. She’s making it difficult to continue justifying her presence here, but I don’t want to yank her unless I absolutely have to.

“What is it about Barber that’s setting you off? Why can’t you let it go and accept that he might not be our guy?”

Farr is silent. Her face tightens, and she seems to close in on herself even more. I can see the big emotions swirling around inside of her. Whatever’s going on inside of Farr, it’s deep. It’s visceral. It has a primal, powerful grip on her.

“Farr, talk to me.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to make me understand why you’re so focused on this one guy. What is it about Barber that’s making you see red?”

She swallows hard and keeps her eyes on the table. Farr’s lips quiver, and her eyes shimmer with tears she’s fighting hard to keep from falling. She sniffs, then turns away, muttering to herself, too inaudible for me to hear. We sit in absolute silence for a couple of minutes. It drags on so long I’m not sure she’s going to answer me.

“I was in a foster home when I was fifteen. Arnold and Stacy Hines. She was a drug addict, and he was an abusive drunk. To this day, I’ll never understand how they were approved to be fosters. They presented a nice image and said and did all the right things, but if the social workers would have really looked, they would have seen them for what they really were,” she starts. “Anyway, Arnold was a lot like Barber. Just like him. He treated his wife like absolute dirt. He had no respect for her at all and used to beat on her regularly for nothing at all. He treated her—he treated all of us—like pure and utter garbage. Barber reminds me of him. Barber even wears the same cologne, and I swear to God, whenever I smell it, I just want to beat him to death.”

I lean forward, absorbing every word that comes out of her mouth. This is the root of it all. I imagined this might tie into Farr’s origin story. It’s likely why she decided to become a cop and why she’s so protective of the girls out on the stroll. And this is the reason she’s so fixed on Barber.

“How many fosters did they have?” I ask.

“Three girls. Macy and Gabby were a couple years older than me, but we were all really close. They took care of me. They always looked out for me,” she replies softly.

Her voice is monotone, her eyes far away. Haunted. She’s back in that house, fifteen years old again, reliving everything Arnold and Stacy Hines had put her through.

“I was the youngest of the girls—Macy and Gabby were seventeen—and he started pimping them out. He’d let his friends pay to have sex with them,” she says. “And when they didn’t earn enough, he’d beat the crap out of them.”

“And you?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No. Macy and Gabby refused to let him pimp me out. They protected me. So, instead of forcing me to have sex for money, Arnold kept me for himself. It started when I was fourteen and continued until I aged out. None of the social workers listened to me. They never believed me when I told them what Arnold was doing. They didn’t care.”

“What happened to Macy and Gabby?”

“They always pushed me to stay away from the life. Pushed me to get my education. Pushed me to do something better and make something of myself,” she says as a tear spills down her cheek. “They both got hooked on drugs and kept working the streets. They both eventually died. Macy OD’d when she was nineteen, and a john murdered Gabby when she was twenty. I tried to get them off the streets, but they were too deep into it and couldn’t make that turn. It just had too tight of a grip on them.”

The heartache in her voice is difficult to listen to. I can hear just how powerless she felt—in some ways, how she still feels. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for her to be forced to live through that. I can’t imagine the burden she carries with her every single day. But it does tell me a lot about Farr. It helps me to understand why she is the way she is. It also helps explain her fixation on Barber. And I can see now just how deep it is for her and that it might be an even bigger problem than I first imagined it would be.

“Reuben Barber isn’t Arnold Hines, Cassie,” I say as gently as I can.

“I know. I just… I know he’s not.”

“Do you though? Because—”

“I’ll do better. Please. Just don’t take me off this case.”

“All the evidence we have so far points at somebody other than Barber, and you can’t seem to see it,” I tell her. “We can’t keep—”

“The Altima in the video could belong to his son,” she says. “I’m not saying it definitely does, I’m just saying it could.”

“Fine. It could. But if it doesn’t?”

“Then I’ll move on. I swear. If the evidence doesn’t pan out, you’ll never hear me mention Barber’s name again,” she says. “I just want to catch the guy who’s hurting these girls.”

There’s a soft knock on the interview room door and then it opens. Paige sticks her head in with an apologetic expression.

“Sorry to bother you,” she says. “But we just got the forensics back on the car.”

I give Farr a pointed look, then turn back to Paige. “We’re on our way.”
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As we walk through the hallways of the station, my brain is telling me to pull Farr off the case. It’s telling me she can’t be objective no matter how much she says otherwise. Her past experiences, undoubtedly terrible and scarring, are coloring her view of this case, which is impacting how she’s doing her job. Her antics out at the Barber place are just one example of that. She made a conscious decision to blow up his life and tell his wife what he was doing out of spite—out of her hatred for the man who’d abused her and, ultimately, caused the deaths of her two friends. My brain is screaming at me to send her packing.

My heart, though, is telling me to do the exact opposite. I can’t imagine the horrors and the grief she’s experienced in her life, but now I understand where her drive and passion come from. I understand why she’s so determined to protect these girls. I can see why this case is so personal and so important to her. It all makes sense now, and I understand her better. Taking her off the case would be devastating. It would crush her. The last thing I want to do is destroy her spirit or strip her of her purpose. I deal with people who seem to revel in doing that all the time and know just how frustrating and dispiriting it can be.

I just don’t know if I can trust her. I don’t know if I can trust her to follow the evidence rather than try to bend it to fit her desire to see Barber locked up.

“What do we have?” I ask as we walk into the conference room.

Paige and Nina both glance at Farr, then at me, the questions obvious in their eyes. I give them both a small shake of the head as I take my seat at the table. Farr opens her notebook and pulls out her pen as she sits down, seemingly ready to get back to work. All I can do is hope she takes my concerns, and my words, to heart. I guess we’ll see.

Paige opens a folder and scans the sheet inside, then hands copies of the report to me and Farr. I take a moment to peruse the page.

“Unfortunately, we have nothing more than we did before we impounded the car,” Paige says. “Allison Bowe’s prints were nowhere in the car. They found hair and fibers and will be testing those, but the hairs they found didn’t match her hair color—”

Farr frowns. “It says they found fluid in the back seat—”

“Not blood. I’m sure you can guess what the mystery fluid is,” Paige says. “They’ll be running it for DNA, but that’s going to take some time.”

“If it’s not blood, and they’re not finding Allison’s hair in the car, we probably don’t need to waste the time or resources,” I say.

“Was the car cleaned out prior to impound?” Farr asks.

“It doesn’t appear so,” Paige answers. “But Nina found something that will close the door on it being Harrison Barber’s Altima altogether.”

I turn to Nina, and she taps a few keys on her laptop. “So, I looked closer at the footage and did a little digging on my own. It appears the car in the surveillance footage might be a model from 2015 or thereabouts. Harrison Barber’s is a 2023.”

“How can you be sure about that?” Farr asks.

“There is usually a difference in body design or some feature from year to year,” Nina says. “I’m sending you a side-by-side comparison of the 2015 model versus the 2023 model.”

We all open our laptops and have to wait for Nina’s email to come through. I feel like we’ve stepped back into the stone age. It’s slow and inefficient, which makes me miss having the large central monitor so we can see it all in real time. Her email finally comes through, and I open the attachment, studying the side-by-side photo she sent us. And sure enough, the bodies of the cars aren’t quite the same. The differences are small but noticeable. I can’t say that the 2015 model is definitely the car in the video, but it’s definitely not Harrison Barber’s car.

“There’s one more thing,” Nina says. “I cleaned up the footage as best as I could and noticed something we didn’t see originally. The car that picked up Allison Bowe had a dent in the passenger side front quarter panel. Harrison Barber’s car does not.”

A moment later, my computer chimes with Nina’s incoming email, and I open the attachment. Another side-by-side view, one the grainy footage from the surveillance camera and the other a photo from the impound lot. The surveillance footage is messy, but Nina was able to highlight the dent well enough for us to see. A flaw missing from Harrison’s car.

“Okay, that seems to seal it,” I say. “Let’s return Harrison’s car with our apologies and move on to the next lead.”

My statement is pointed, and I turn to Farr as I say it. She’s still studying the photographs, an expression of surprised disappointment on her face. She seems to be having trouble letting it go, which renews my concerns about keeping her on the case. After a long moment, though, she leans back in her chair and nods as she glances over at me.

“Okay, you’re right. It’s not Barber,” she says. “What’s our next lead?”

Before I can answer her question, though, the door to the conference room opens, and a man with a head full of silver-white hair and onyx-colored eyes steps in. Six-three and almost as wide as he is tall, the man’s got a barrel chest and a comfortable paunch around his midsection. Farr is on her feet in a heartbeat, her body rigid. He surveys the room, his face cold and emotionless, though a spark of irritation burns in his eyes.

“Superintendent Arceneaux,” she says. “What are you doing here?”

“That’s what I wanted to ask,” he says, his baritone voice gruff, booming, and colored with that New Orleans accent. “I heard the Bureau has taken up shop in our conference room, and the only reason I heard about it is because I see the budget reports and see that you’re using up a lot of the money allocated to our forensics department.”

I get to my feet and turn to the newcomer, extending my hand. “My apologies, Superintendent. I had assumed that Captain Dufresne would have mentioned it,” I say. “I’m Unit Chief Blake Wilder. This is Special Agent—”

“Not really interested in learning your names. No offense,” he grumbles. “What I want to know is why you’ve all planted your butts in my district, suckin’ up all my resources.”

“I’m not sure if you’re aware, but two women in the Quarter have gone missing,” I tell him. “Their abductions bear striking similarities to a series of abductions—”

“I’m aware of what’s going on in my city,” he cuts me off. “But it seems obvious to me that we got a copycat at work here.”

“I’m not so certain about that, Superintendent,” I respond.

“It’s been ten years—”

“And assuming he hasn’t been operating using a different signature this whole time, it’s not unheard of for serial offenders to have long gaps between activity,” I explain. “These two current abductions have too many of the same hallmarks of the previous set to be a coincidence.”

“Superintendent, we have twenty-three missing women—”

“We have two,” he snaps. “We have two.”

“Be that as it may, that’s still two missing women—”

“Who have high-risk lifestyles,” he growls. “They’re prostitutes and drug abusers. They put themselves in bad positions. It’s unfortunate, but it’s the reality of the life they live.”

From the corner of my eye, I see Farr’s face turning red. I quickly catch her eye and shake my head, telling her to hold it together and that I’ll take whatever slings and arrows are about to come our way. She’s choking on the words she’s swallowing down, but keeps herself together.

“Superintendent Arceneaux, regardless of their profession or circumstance, they are still women in your city. They’re human beings. As such, they deserve to have their disappearances taken seriously. They deserve dignity and respect. And most of all, they deserve justice. We’re here to make sure they get that,” I tell him.

Arceneaux frowns, his expression sour enough to curdle milk. He walks over to the whiteboard and takes a minute to read the notes I’ve put up. The air in the conference room is heavy and fraught with tension. With a sneer on his lips, he turns and gestures dismissively to the board.

“What’s all this?” he asks.

“It’s our working profile of the offender we’re hunting.”

He snorts derisively. “Profiling. I’ve never been on board with all the psychobabble mumbo-jumbo you folks do. All you’re doing is guessing. I thought you all were here to actually do some honest-to-God investigating.”

My face is starting to heat up, and I know I’m going to be as red-cheeked as Farr if I don’t settle down, so I bite the inside of my cheek. Hard. Arceneaux isn’t the first person to express their skepticism and ignorance about what I do, and he’s not going to be the last. It never fails to irritate me though. It probably never will.

“It’s a little more sophisticated than that,” I say through gritted teeth.

He arches an eyebrow. “Is it though?” he asks. “I mean, how can you possibly know he’s a white man? How could you possibly know he’s in his forties?”

“Superintendent Arceneaux, profiling is based on experience and psychology,” I tell him. “It’s all very quantifiable, and accurate psychological profiling has led to the arrests—”

He waves me off. “I’m not here to argue the merits of what you do, Chief Wilder.”

“Then why are you here?”

“To find out who’s burning through my budget and on what,” he says. “And let me just say, I do not think this is money being spent wisely.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.”

“Do you have any leads?”

“We’re working a number of different leads—”

“Which is a whole lot of words to say, no you don’t.”

“Sir, I’m sure you’re familiar with the nature of an investigation and the many different courses it takes—”

“You sure do use a lot of words to say very little,” he cuts me off. “Is that an FBI thing, or is it specific to you profilers?”

My body is taut and my jaw clenched so hard I feel like I might shatter my teeth. I glance at Farr and see the shoe is on the other foot. She’s shaking her head, telling me with her eyes to let it go and not take the bait.

“Superintendent Arceneaux, if you’re done, we have work to do,” I say sharply.

He frowns, clearly disappointed I’m not going to stand here and argue with him. What his purpose is in trying to provoke me, though, is a mystery. I guess he just wants to make sure his disdain for my methods is on the record. He wouldn’t be the first who just wanted me to know how little they think of the process of profiling. But it just amazes me in this day and age, with the number of successes we’ve had, just how many still doubt the effectiveness of what we do. But whatever.

“You’re wasting your time, Chief Wilder,” Arceneaux says. “This isn’t the same guy as before. This here’s a copycat.”

“We don’t believe that’s the case.”

He holds his hands up in mock surrender. “If you say so. I’m just tryin’ to save you a little time. I’ve always found dwelling on the past is a fruitless endeavor. But that’s just me.”

“It is just you.”

He chuckles, seeming to be amused by me. “Do what you like, Chief. That’s fine. I just wanted to tell you to be careful about using up all my resources. We’re not the Feds. We don’t have an unlimited budget, and we’ve got other cases that are more pressing than finding people who live a transient, high-risk lifestyle.”

“Your compassion for the people in your city is touching, Superintendent.”

He grimaces. “Watch yourself, Chief. You’re here at my indulgence. Get on my bad side any more than you already are, and I’ll have you yanked out of her with one phone call.”

“Apologies, sir,” I say, trying to muster a shred of sincerity.

“Focus on the two current cases,” he snaps. “Forget about what happened more than ten years ago. It’s not relevant.”

His angry, narrowed eyes linger on me for a moment, so I do my best to look contrite. It’s not easy, given how badly I want to punch him in the face. But he finally nods, then turns on his heel and storms out of the conference room, his heavy footsteps receding.

“He’s charming,” I say.

“You have no idea,” Farr replies. “No freaking idea.”
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“So, is Arceneaux always that pleasant?” Paige asks.

“Oh, you caught him on a good day,” Farr says. “That was him being nice and trying to make you all feel welcome.”

“Wow. Remind me to never accept a dinner invite to his place,” I say.

Farr purses her lips as she stares into her glass of tea. “The truth is, he can be a jerk, but he’s not a bad guy. And once upon a time, he was a great cop. He’s a legend in the department.”

“What happened?” Paige asks.

“He became a politician,” she replies with a shrug. “Superintendent is a political job, so once he got that chair, he changed the way he thinks and does things. We honestly thought we were going to have a Super who was on our side because he used to be one of us. He walked a beat. He knows the challenges we face. But once he got that job, he stopped being a cop. He started worrying way more about budgets than actual police work. It’s disappointing.”

“The one thing he can’t stop is good cops like you doing your job,” I say.

“Not for lack of trying,” she responds wryly. “Honestly, because we expected more and better from him, his tenure at the top has been far more demoralizing than if it had been a lifelong bureaucrat doing this to us. At least with one of those cretins, we would have seen it coming.”

For almost an hour after that rousing pep talk Superintendent Arceneaux gave us, we struggled to do much of anything. Or rather, I struggled to do much of anything. It’s not often somebody gets under my skin that badly, but the man managed to do just that. After he left, much to my eternal shame and chagrin, I was so mad that I couldn’t focus. I’d let him push my buttons like few ever have. So, I opted to get us all out of the war room for some lunch instead of standing there continuing to beat my head against the wall.

“The food here is amazing,” I say.

“This is New Orleans, Blake,” Cassie says lightly. “All the food is amazing.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Nina says with a mock toast of her sweet tea.

While the café isn’t much to look at, I have to wonder how much of its griminess is more affect than reality. Tourists expect a certain level of grime in the hole-in the-wall, down-home eateries, and Billy’s delivers on that front. Located in one large room with a dingy, black and white tiled floor, walls that are faded yellow and look like they needed to be refreshed ten years ago, and Formica-topped tables that are battered and scarred, the café just looks weathered and worn. It’s a dive café.

But the aromas that drift out of the kitchen, saturating the air around us, are absolutely sublime. I had a bowl of jambalaya with a side of fresh, homemade cornbread slathered in butter and honey that I’m never going to forget. It’s one of the best things I’ve ever eaten in literally my entire life. And judging by the lack of conversation around the table once our food came out, I’m guessing Paige and Nina were just as transfixed by the amazing food as I was.

“How you doin’, Detective Farr?”

We turn to see a tall, thin woman standing beside our table. With warm, russet-colored skin, obsidian hair and eyes, delicate features, and full, heart-shaped lips, the woman is striking. Her face is smooth and unlined, making her age ambiguous. She’s wearing chef’s whites with the sleeves of her jacket rolled up along with checkered pants, and she has a colorful wrap tying her hair back.

“I am fat and happy now, Ines,” Farr says. “Everything was amazing, as usual.”

“Glad to hear that,” she purrs in her soft Creole accent. “Who are your friends?”

“Ines, this is Unit Chief Blake Wilder, Special Agent Paige Boyle, and tech analyst Nina Alvarado,” Farr says. “They’re with the FBI,” Farr introduces us. “Ladies, this is Ines Laurent, daughter of the original Bayou Billy.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Ines. And just call me Blake, please,” I say. “The food here is absolutely amazing.”

“Thank you, but I can’t take all the credit,” she says. “My daddy made sure to give me his recipe book when he passed on.”

“And she’s put her own flair on everything,” Farr says. “Ines is classically trained and has worked in some of the best spots in New York before coming home.”

“No need to rehash ancient history. Anyway, it’s lovely to meet you, ladies,” Ines says. “And what is the FBI doing hanging around a rabble-rousing malcontent like Detective Farr here?”

I can’t help but let out a grin. “Rabble-rousing malcontent?” I ask.

A small smile creases Farr’s lips. “That wasn’t my first run-in with Superintendent Arceneaux. Let’s just say he’s not my biggest fan, so that little episode in the conference room had more to do with him showing me how short the leash I’m on is than it had to do with you.”

“See? Rabble-rouser,” Ines says with a smooth and sultry laugh.

“I like to think of myself more as an advocate for the voiceless than a rabble-rouser.”

“I’m sure you would, sweetheart,” Ines says, then turns to me, her expression sobering. “Are you here about the Red Bow killer?”

“What makes you think that?” I ask.

She scoffs. “New Orleans ain’t that big a town, sweetheart. People talk. People listen,” she says. “When them girls went missing, word got around that he might be back. Girls on the stroll out there are scared. And they’ve got good reason to be.”

“You don’t happen to have any suspects in mind, do you?” Paige asks with a grin.

“Wish I did, honey. But policing isn’t my forte,” she replies. “I’ll leave that to you all. I just hope you find him soon. These girls deserve to feel safe. Or at the very least, they deserve to not be hunted like animals.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Farr says.

“Well, I should get back to work. These orders ain’t goin’ to cook themselves,” she says. “Can I get you ladies anything?”

“I wouldn’t mind some more sweet tea,” Farr responds.

“I’ll make sure we get some out to you,” Ines says. “Also, your lunch is on me.”

“Oh, that’s nice, but—”

“No buts. You’re doing some good work here lookin’ out for these girls,” Ines cuts me off. “The least I can do is make sure you got a full belly so you can do your best work.”

“Thank you, Ines,” I say.

“You’re quite welcome.”

The woman offers us another smile, then turns and walks away. A moment later, the waitress arrives and refreshes our glasses and clears the table. The lunch rush is over, so the place is only about half full right now, and nobody is sitting at the tables directly around us, so I’m confident we won’t be overheard. My anger at the Superintendent has ebbed, and I’m thinking clearly again. I take a quick sip of my tea, then set my glass down and lean forward.

“All right, so I hate to ruin an amazing meal with shop talk, but—”

“But you’re going to anyway,” Paige says with a chuckle.

“Afraid I have to. We’ve got work to do.”

Nina shrugs. “At least we’ve got sweet tea.”

“Sweet tea makes everything better,” Paige agrees.

“So, what are you thinking?” Farr asks.

“I keep coming back to the ten years he went dormant,” I say.

“What about it?” Farr asks.

“I want to know where he was for all those years.”

“How are we going to find that out?” Paige asks.

I run the tip of my finger around the rim of my glass, thinking about it for a minute.

“She’s got that look on her face. She’s about to come up with one of those outlandish, outside-the-box theories again, isn’t she?” Farr asks.

Paige nods. “Yeah, probably.”

“It’s not such an outlandish or outside-the-box theory. It’s just some good, old-fashioned, police work,” I tell them.

“When you say good, old-fashioned police work, I’m picking up the distinct vibe that you’re about to drop a truckload of work on me,” Nina says.

“You are wise beyond your years, my child,” I tell her.

She grins ruefully. “Lay it on me. What am I looking for?”

“I want to get a list of all the convicts who went away around 2014 and were released in 2024,” I tell her. “But you can narrow it down by filtering in all convicts who match our profile—white males in their early to mid-forties.”

Nina pulls a face. “I feel like that’s too easy. There has to be a curveball.”

“Not so much a curveball. Just a little extra cross-referencing,” I tell her. “Once you have the list of convicts, cross-reference that against any of them who own a Nissan Altima. And widen the year of the model—take it back to 2012 to 2017. I want to cast as wide a net as possible and start to winnow it down from there.”

“Got it. I’ll get on that when we get back to the war room,” Nina says.

“What do you have for us?” Farr asks.

“We’re going to work on our geographic profile,” I say.

“Our what?”

I give her a smile. “Come on. We have much to teach you.”
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“Okay, walk me through this again,” Farr says.

Standing in front of the map we’d tacked to the wall, I point to each of the red push pins we’d put in to indicate the location each pair of red bow bound shoes was found. Seeing all twenty-three pins on the board is heavy. It somehow makes the fact that we’ve got twenty-three missing, very-likely-dead women on our hands all the more concrete. It puts abstract into focus and reminds me that there are twenty-three women crying out for justice. As if I need the reminder.

“All right, geographic profiling is the idea that a serial killer has a zone of comfort. And they very likely will not kill within that zone of comfort,” I start.

“Why is that?” Farr asks.

“Because within that zone of comfort, more times than not, will be their residence, and they don’t want to taint that area,” I say. “And the last thing they want to do is have the police combing the streets near where they live. So, they will kill outside of that zone. This leaves a very clearly defined void in the kill map.”

Farr steps over to the map, and I watch as she takes it in. Her eyes move from one pin to the next, the weight of the case perhaps settling down over her once more. It’s not hard to see the weight of the burden she’s been carrying for years now and the toll it’s taken on her. I’ll give her credit though. She’s been true to her word about moving on from Barber now that it seems definitive that he had nothing to do with it; she seems to be pouring all her energy and focus into finding the person actually responsible for these girls going missing.

She circles an area on the map with her finger. “So, if we go by your geographical profile idea, our guy lives within this area?”

“More likely than not, yes,” Paige says.

“It still leaves a lot of area to cover,” she remarks.

“It does,” I agree. “But it helps us begin to narrow things down some.”

“How definitive is this?” Farr asks.

I shrug. “I don’t think anything is truly definitive. There are always outliers, and there will always be a lot of wiggle room one way or another with most anything,” I admit. “Most killers aren’t even consciously aware they’re doing it, but among those the Bureau has analyzed over the years, it’s turned out to be pretty accurate. Geographic profiling is right far more than it’s wrong, but like everything else, it’s just one tool in our box.”

Farr studies the map for a moment longer, then turns back to me. “Okay, show me how this thing works. You’ve piqued my curiosity.”

“Okay, Nina. How are we doing on those lists?” I ask.

“Whew!” she says. “Louisiana incarcerates a lot of people every year.”

“That we do.”

Nina has her head down and is still pecking furiously at her keyboard as she works to come up with the information I asked for. After a few more moments, she raises her head.

“Okay, I worked backward and simply started with the prisoners who match our profile who were let out this year, then cross-referenced that against black Altimas in the time period you laid out,” she said. “I have three matches.”

“Do you have locations on them?” I ask.

She nods and grabs some blue push pins from the small box on the table, then gets up and walks to the board. Nina takes a minute as she studies the map, very methodically and deliberately putting pins into the residential locations the parolees gave their parole officers. When she’s done, she steps back and surveys her work, then nods.

“That’s it,” she says.

“All three are outside the void in the map,” Farr notes.

“Which means we’re going to have to talk to all three,” I say. “Nina, what can you tell us about these upstanding citizens?”

“First up is Ty Beltser, forty-four years old, did eight years for armed robbery,” she says. “Paroled in January and currently working as a mechanic.”

She gives me a few moments to jot it all down in my notebook.

“Our second eligible bachelor is Clarence Union, forty-six,” Nina reads. “He did seven years for stalking and menacing—”

“Seven years for stalking?” Paige asks. “That seems like a pretty stiff sentence.”

“Welcome to Louisiana justice. We’re not afraid to drop the hammer on people here,” Farr says with a rueful chuckle.

“To be fair, it looks like that wasn’t his first conviction,” Nina offers.

“What is Mr. Union doing now?” I ask.

“He is working as a janitor, according to his parole officer’s filing.”

“All right,” I respond as I make a few notes. “And our next finalist?”

“Bachelor number three is Elias Starber, forty-five years old. He works construction and did nine years for grand theft auto, evading police, resisting arrest—”

“You weren’t kidding, Cassie,” Paige says. “Nine years for that?”

“I remember this one,” Farr says. “An officer was seriously injured when he wrecked out during the high-speed chase. As best as I recall, that led to an enhancement in his sentence.”

“That makes sense,” I say.

Glancing at my notes, I study the map. All three are outside the void. But something just isn’t feeling right about these guys.

“Nina, do any of them have any sort of background with law enforcement?” I ask. “Other than being arrested, I mean. Did any of them ever work for an agency, take criminal justices or forensics classes… anything that ties them to the department in any way?”

“One moment please,” Nina says.

The conference room is filled with the sound of her fingers striking her keys. My shoulders are tight, and although I want to believe we’re close to finding the Red Bow Killer, my gut is telling me we’re still way off base.

“Nothing I can find, Boss,” Nina says. “None of them went to college, and none have ever worked for any law enforcement agency. As far as I can see, none of the three have any sort of connection to the police outside of being arrested at all.”

“What are you thinking?” Paige asks.

“I’m thinking that these guys have no connection to law enforcement. They’re all manual laborers. Would they have the sophistication and savvy to account for all the forensic countermeasures we’ve seen?” I ask.

“You can learn this kind of stuff from TV or the internet these days though,” Farr offers.

“Yeah, maybe. But from a bigger picture, they don’t seem right,” I say. “They’re ticking some of the boxes on the profile, but really only the most superficial ones. These men don’t strike me as especially sophisticated thinkers, and I’m starting to wonder if we’re looking the wrong way.”

“Well, to be fair, we are basing our initial suspect pool on the car,” Paige says. “What if the car doesn’t belong to our guy? What if he borrowed it, rented it, or maybe bought it used and just hasn’t registered it in his name?”

“What if he stole it from another city or state?” Nina adds.

I nod as I absorb their words. They’re right. The viability of these three as suspects depends entirely on the car, which is a tenuous thing. Our offender has a certain elegance and sophistication to the crimes. He’s highly organized. Careful. Meticulous. My belief is our guy is college educated. And while it’s possible any one of the three Nina found could be our guy, the sort of organized, higher-level thinking required to kill and avoid detection for more than two decades, not to mention the discipline necessary to stop killing, isn’t going to be found in men who are manual laborers who seem to have the sort of impulse control problems their crimes suggest they have.

“Profiles aren’t perfect,” Paige offers. “Maybe our guy just learned what he knows about forensic countermeasures on YouTube.”

“Not in 1998, he didn’t,” I counter.

I’m frustrated that this seems to be yet another dead end. No, profiling is not a perfect science, and we sometimes get things wrong. But I don’t usually get things that wrong. I still believe our guy has some sort of background with law enforcement. With the forensic countermeasures he’s taken and with his ability to evade law enforcement for as long as he has, he just has to. There’s no other way.

“Chief?” Paige asks.

The moment those thoughts pass through my mind, though, I realize how much I sound like Farr and her refusal to move off Barber as a suspect. It’s like I can accept the possibility that I’m wrong, but I don’t really believe it. I have to keep from slapping myself. I’m not infallible.

“Yeah,” I say. “All right, Paige, Cassie, let’s each take one of these guys and go have a chat with them. See what sort of hit we get off them.”

“Copy that,” Paige says.

“Nina, I want you to do a deeper dive on these three. Find out anything you can. Specifically, I want to know more about their backgrounds, whether they have family members who were cops, and also if they ever crossed paths with our victims. Scrub their socials if they have them. See if any of the names of the missing women pop up. Also, just in case, I want you to expand the search of parolees to include those who fit our profile but don’t own a black Altima. We may need to start looking at those names too.”

“On it, Boss.”

“Great. Thank you,” I say. “Cassie, go see what Clarence is all about. Paige, you go see Ty, and I’ll go have a chat with Elias.”

“Sounds good,” Farr says.

“Watch your backs out there,” I say. “One of these guys could be our offender, so don’t do anything stupid. If you get the slightest hit off them, back out and call for backup. Do not take any chances out there. Am I clear?”

“Clear,” Paige responds.

“Crystal,” Farr says.

“All right. Be careful. We all come home tonight,” I say. “Let’s roll.”
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Starber Residence, Desire Neighborhood; New Orleans, LA

Like many areas in New Orleans, the neighborhood of Desire is dotted with empty, crumbling homes and businesses. It’s an area that’s incredibly poor, and with nobody looking to move in and revitalize it, real estate prices are in the toilet. Frankly, I’m surprised that some money-minded real estate developer hasn’t swooped in and bought the whole place up with plans to drop in a lot of high-end condos. But then, maybe because it sits right at sea level, the specter of Katrina still hovering over the city is keeping anybody from plunking down big money.

Elias Starber lives in a shotgun house that might have been a charmingly vivid shade of violet with white trim at some point but is too dull, faded, and dirty to tell for sure anymore. It’s the same way all over the neighborhood. Half the houses that are still occupied are either filthy and in bad repair, and the other half are already starting to collapse. Calling it a neighborhood in decline would be generous.

I climb out of the SUV and settle the gun on my hip as I pull my jacket down over my holster. The sound of a dog barking echoes down the street, and two houses over, a couple of large, tough-looking men are eyeballing me closely, perhaps deciding whether I’m an easy mark or not. I casually pull my blazer back, letting them see the badge on one hip and my Glock on the other. They make the wise decision to go back to smoking and talking among themselves.

The narrow sidewalk is cracked and pitted with weeds and dead grass sprouting up through the fissures. The two windows in the front of the house, one on either side of the front door, have so much dirt caked on them they’re opaque. A screen door hangs crookedly from one rusty hinge, and the front door is open, giving me a view straight through to the back door. I step gingerly across a porch that’s sagging and creaking as I mount the stairs, avoiding the gaping holes in the wood, afraid if I step too hard, I’m going to fall straight through.

“Elias Starber,” I call as I knock on the frame beside the door.

The sound of video game machine guns and explosions goes silent as I assume he pauses his game, and then I hear shuffling footsteps. Accompanied by the thick stench of cheap weed, a man steps through the doorway of the front room on the right and looks at me through half-closed, bloodshot eyes. He’s maybe six feet tall with a head full of curly brown hair and dull brown eyes. He’s pale and gaunt and looks like he hasn’t seen a razor in days. Dressed in loose fitting shorts, a T-shirt that’s got as many holes at it has stains, and a pair of bright pink Crocs, he looks like the walking embodiment of the phrase, “zero F’s to give.”

“What?” he grunts.

“Elias Starber?” I ask.

“What?”

I flash him my badge. “Blake Wilder, FBI.”

He doesn’t look impressed. Or scared. He just continues to stare at me with that dull, dopey, half-baked expression on his face.

“I understand you’re on parole,” I say.

“You my new PO?”

“No. And you should probably be thankful,” I tell him. “I can smell the weed halfway down the block, which I’m pretty sure is a parole violation.”

He shrugs his narrow shoulders. “Whatever. Take me in. I don’t care.”

I believe him. He genuinely does not seem to care. Just how many F’s he doesn’t give is almost impressive.

“I’d rather not do that, Mr. Starber.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I’d like to have a conversation with you.”

“So? Talk.”

“Would you mind coming outside for a minute?”

“Nah. I’ll pass.”

And just like that, his lack of care has gone from amusing and impressive to annoying. I’m already relatively certain he’s not our guy. Unless this whole ambivalent, stoner persona is all just an act, and I’m pretty sure it’s not, he isn’t put together enough and doesn’t seem to have the sophistication our guy has. I doubt he’s able to plan what he’s doing tomorrow, let alone a complex kidnapping and body disposal. But, in the name of due diligence, I need to have a chat with Starber and really size him up, just to be sure.

“Look, we need to have a chat. You can either come out, talk to me, and then I’ll get out of your hair, or I can call your PO and have him come down and drag you out of there so we can talk,” I tell him. “It’s your choice, Elias.”

“Why are you hassling me? What did I do, man?”

“Like I said, I just want to talk.”

His sigh is loud and dramatic, and he barges through his screen door so abruptly I’m surprised he didn’t tear it right off the hinges. I back down the rickety wooden steps, eager to get off that death trap and onto the solid concrete sidewalk. His hands in his pockets and a surly expression on his face, Starber follows me down, stopping a few feet in front of me and waits.

“Mr. Starber, do you know a woman named Luna Gates or Allison Bowe?”

He frowns. “Nah. Who are they?”

I pull my phone out of my pocket, then call up their pictures and turn it around for him to see. Squinting, he leans forward and studies the pictures for a minute before shaking his head.

“Never seen them before in my life.”

“Do you ever frequent prostitutes in the Quarter, Mr. Starber?”

He laughs. “Do I look like I got the money to frequent the prostitutes in the Quarter?”

“Sounded like you had a pretty nice gaming system in your house.”

“A friend gave it to me after he got the new one.”

“It also smells like you can afford to keep yourself in weed.”

He scoffs. “It’s barely weed. I have to get the cheapest stuff I can find.”

“Construction usually pays a decent wage.”

“Not the jobs I get,” he replies scornfully. “Most of the good firms don’t hire guys with records. I get stuck with the leftover that pay like crap.”

“How’d you buy this house?”

“It was my mom’s,” he replies. “She left it to me when she died.”

I nod and look around the depressing neighborhood as I get my next line of questions together in my head. When I’m ready, I turn back to him.

“Mr. Starber, aside from being arrested, have you ever had any experience with law enforcement?” I ask. “Ever take any classes or work with law enforcement in any capacity?”

He chuckles. “Right. Because I look like the law enforcement type, right?”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“The answer is no. I hate cops. No offense,” he growls.

“None taken. Why do you hate cops?” I ask.

“Because all they ever do is hassle me. They find reasons to bust me,” he says simply. “Like you are right now.”

Maybe the reasons they find to bust him are because he breaks the law. I want to say it but don’t. We’re having a useful dialogue right now, and I don’t want to derail it with my usual sarcasm. Snark probably wouldn’t be appreciated.

“Do you own a car, Mr. Starber?”

“Do you see one in the driveway?”

“Just answer the question.”

“I wish I did. But I rely on public transportation,” he grumbles. “Have to take two and sometimes three buses to get to my work site. Usually takes more than an hour.”

“So, just to reiterate, you’ve never engaged either Luna Gates or Allison Bowe’s services?”

“Did I stutter?”

Irritation flashes across my face, and he apparently sees it because he holds his hands up.

“Sorry, sorry,” he says. “No, I never, as you say, engaged either woman’s services. But I tell you, I wish I had the money to do it. They’re both smokin’ hot.”

Rolling my eyes, a snort of disgust bursts from my mouth.

“What’s this about, anyway? Who are those chicks?” he asks. “They in trouble? You arresting them for being hookers or something?”

I go through the list of questions in my mind once more, making sure I’m not leaving anything out. I’m not. And I’m surer now than I was when I got here that Elias Starber has nothing to do with the Red Bow murders. He’s a lot of things, but a killer isn’t one. The sort of planning, organization, and forethought required for those crimes are most definitely not in his toolbox. He’s barely getting by and doesn’t think much past his next high.

“All right, I think I have what I need. Thank you for your time, Mr. Starber.”

“What did those chicks do? Come on, tell me.”

“Have a nice day.”

“That’s not cool, dude. What did they do?”

I turn and walk back to the SUV, Starber’s voice chasing me the entire way. Even as I climb in, he’s still shouting questions, demanding to know what the girls did.

“Have a good day, Elias,” I shout through the open window. “And do yourself a favor… clean up your act and do something with your life.”

He shoots me the finger as I pull away from the curb and point the SUV back toward the station. I’m curious what Paige and Farr have gotten from their interviews, but I’m not expecting much. I have a feeling their guys won’t be any more helpful than Starber. Which is a problem since we don’t have anything else to go on at the moment.

When I get back to the war room, my suspicions are confirmed: Beltser and Union are both deadbeats and dead ends too. It’s back to the drawing board for us once more.
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Saint-Helaire Park, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

On the far side of the Quarter is Saint-Helaire park, a small green space that perhaps once upon a time, children enjoyed. But those days seem long past. Now, it’s little more than the skeletons of rusted out playground equipment, dried up grass, and garbage. The park has been taken over by drug users, dealers, and gang bangers. Graffiti marks the dilapidated brick building that had previously been the park’s restroom facilities but is now a semi-private place where people can shoot up after purchasing their dope. Yeah, Saint-Helaire is a one-stop shop for all your narcotics needs.

Lights flashing, squad cars fill the small parking lot that’s buzzing with activity. Yellow crime scene tape is strung up across the park’s entrance, and half a dozen uniformed cops are busy keeping the lookie-loos off the scene. As a black van from the coroner’s office squeezes into the lot, narrowly missing our SUV, it touches off a ripple of voices from the crowd assembled on the other side of the tape, adding to the chaos.

“What are we doing out here?” I ask.

Farr frowns. “The desk sergeant called and said we needed to get out here ASAP. Said we have a fresh body out here that matches our serial.”

“We have a body?” I ask.

“That’s what he said.”

Paige and I exchange a glance, both of us wearing the same perplexed expression. Farr turns and cocks her head when she sees our faces.

“What is it?” she asks.

“Something about this doesn’t feel right,” I respond.

“Our guy doesn’t leave bodies,” Paige offers.

“Maybe he got interrupted and had to improvise,” Farr says. “Maybe he’s changing up his MO. I mean, didn’t you say serials sometimes change up their MOs to avoid detection? That was a theory about where he’s been these last ten years, right?”

“Yeah, sometimes they do,” I tell her. “But in those cases, they change their MOs so completely it’s not easy to link it back to them. Obviously, this one still bears enough similarities to the previous crimes that your desk sergeant was able to recognize it well enough to call you. It just doesn’t add up to me.”

“Maybe he’s evolving?” Paige asks, though without much conviction.

“I mean, it’s possible. I guess. Unlikely, but possible.”

“How about we go look at the body and speculate after that?” Farr says.

She leads us deeper into the park and into the blue tent that had been set up to protect the body of the victim from the prying eyes of the public. Not everything needs to be on TikTok and Twitter. A trio clad in dark blue coveralls are gathering evidence and processing the scene and look up when we walk in.

“Can we get a few minutes?” Farr asks.

The crime scene techs say a few quiet words to Farr on their way out and let the tent flap close behind them. It’s warm and stuffy inside the tent, and the air is filled with the unmistakable scent of death. On the ground in front of us is the body of a shapely young woman in a black micro-skirt, fishnet stockings, and a tight, black top that accentuates her full bust. She’s no more than twenty, if I had to guess. Her long, ebony hair is fanned out on the ground, creating a dark halo around her head, and her eyes, dark chips of onyx, are wide open and staring into nothing. The girl’s skin has an unnatural light blue tint to it, and her full lips are parted and bloodless.

“Did the techs already get photographs?” I ask.

“They did. We’re good to go in here,” Farr replies.

“Good,” I say. “Do you know this girl, Cassie?”

She shakes her head. “No. She must be new in the Quarter. I’ve never seen her before,” she says. “But they ran her prints with the mobile scanner, and her name is Winter Franks.”

“Got it.”

Large, dark contusions mark both of the girl’s soft, smooth cheeks. Dried blood is crusted around her nostrils, and a thin, rust-colored rivulet runs down the side of her face. She was obviously beaten. Gloving up, I squat down beside the girl, then use the tip of a pen to brush aside the locks of hair that had spilled across her neck. Long, deep, purple bruises that look like fingers encircle her throat, and she’s got a matching set on her left forearm. The girl’s eyes show petechiae that, when combined with the bruising, seems to make manual strangulation the obvious cause of death here.

Standing up again, my eyes fall on the set of high heels on the ground beside her, bound with a red bow. I walk over and pick them up, looking closely at the bow. A dissatisfied grunt bursts from my mouth as I place the shoes down where I found them.

“What do you see, Paige?” I ask.

“I see bruising around her forearm. That suggests to me that she was grabbed, likely spun around, and smacked across the face. My guess is that our offender softened her up with a few slaps and punches, then when she was dazed and disoriented, he strangled her,” she responds. “The petechiae in her eyes and bruising around her neck suggests strangulation was the COD.”

“Good. Very good,” I say. “What else do you see?”

Paige frowns as she squats down, looking closer at the girl’s body. Walking around the perimeter of the tent, I give her a couple of minutes to absorb and process the scene. As good an agent as she is, she’s still a little green, and I like taking whatever opportunities arise to teach her. I want her to be able to see the scene the way I do. I want her to learn to begin profiling an offender based on the scene they’ve left behind. And I want it to become second nature to her.

In her relatively short time with my unit, Paige is already making tremendous strides in her ability to read a scene. She’s growing into the role and is learning to process a scene more effectively. But judging by how she seems to be struggling right now, it’s clear she’s got a ways to go yet. She’ll get there. She just needs a little more seasoning.

“I give,” she finally says. “What are you seeing that I’m not?”

Standing on the far side of the tent, I stop pacing and fold my arms over my chest. “This isn’t the Red Bow Killer. This scene is fake.”

Farr pulls a face, her eyes filled with skepticism. “What makes you think that?”

“This is the first body our offender has left behind,” I say.

“Like I said before, maybe he got interrupted. Maybe he didn’t have time to do things the way he normally does,” Farr replies.

“Or maybe he’s evolving. Maybe he’s deciding to come out of the shadows,” Paige suggests. “Displaying the body, posed like this, could be interpreted as a big middle finger to us.”

They both have valid points. Or rather, they would if they weren’t both overlooking the most obvious thing—and frankly, I’m a little surprised that Paige is missing it.

“You have a different opinion,” Farr says. “Obviously.”

“I do.”

“What are you thinking? Why do you think this is staged?” Farr asks.

“Look at the girl,” I say. “What’s different?”

Farr sighs. “How about you just tell us?”

“Paige?”

Paige studies the body for a moment, and then I see the light go on in her eyes as she realizes what she missed.

“The victimology is different,” she says.

“That’s right,” I reply.

“What do you mean?” Farr asks. “She’s in her twenties. A sex worker—”

“But she doesn’t match the physical appearance of the others,” Paige says. “Her hair is black. So are her eyes. The other victims, all twenty-three of them, had light-colored hair and eyes.”

“If he’s evolving, couldn’t he be branching out when picking his victims?” Farr asks.

“Very unlikely. Especially if he’s using his victims as surrogates for somebody else,” I say. “Once they lock in on a specific person, when they’re picking victims, they serve as an avatar. They don’t change things up like that because in their minds, they’re killing that specific person every time they take another life. This isn’t just a thrill kill. After twenty-three disappearances, this is targeted and specific. This girl doesn’t fit our victimology. This one was done by somebody else.”

Farr studies the girl’s body, her face etched with skepticism. It doesn’t matter, though, because I know I’m right. This body wasn’t dropped by the Red Bow Killer. I’d bet anything on it.

“There’s also this,” I say and pick up the shoes again. “The material of the bow is different.”

“Are you sure?” Paige asks.

I nod. “This isn’t the mulberry silk Nina told us was used on the original twenty-three pairs of shoes. This is something else. You can tell because it just looks and feels different.”

“Okay, let’s say you’re right,” Farr says. “Why would somebody stage this scene?”

“That bit I don’t know yet. It might be a copycat who’s getting off on mimicking the original crimes. Or maybe this killer is paying tribute to the original Red Bow Killer,” I say.

“Could it be another forensic countermeasure?” Paige asks. “What if this really is Red Bow, but he wants us looking somewhere else instead of at him?”

“It’s possible, but I tend to think not. This wouldn’t put us off the original Red Bow killings, so unless he doesn’t think we can walk and chew gum at the same time, I’d have to believe he would know this isn’t a distraction,” I say.

“Then who did this?” Farr asks. “And why?”

“We won’t know for sure until we figure out who did this and can ask them ourselves.”

“So, if you’re right, we’re looking for the original killer and now, one of his fanboys,” Farr grouses.

“I think so, yeah. The only thing I can say with absolute certainty, though, is this girl was not killed by the Red Bow Killer,” I say.

“Wonderful,” Farr mutters. “It was bad enough trying to find one of these guys. Now we have to look for a second? This is just getting better and better.”

“So, let’s go back to the war room and figure this out,” I say. “Let’s get this done.”
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8th District Police Station Conference Room, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“My name is Odette Simeon,” she says. “The man at the desk walked me down here and told me to wait for you all.”

After coming back from the crime scene, we found this young woman sitting in the war room waiting for us. Twenty-one, maybe twenty-two, Odette is about five-four with wavy black hair that falls to the middle of her back and golden-hazel eyes. She’s petite but curvy and is wearing black yoga pants, Ugg boots, and an oversized pink hoodie. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and she’s drawn back in her seat, but her foot is tapping furiously on the floor. Odette licks her dry, cracked lips, her tawny skin looks pale, beads of sweat dot her forehead, and she’s got dark shadows beneath her eyes. It’s not hard to see the girl is a junkie, and judging by how fidgety she is, it’s been a little while since her last fix.

I catch Farr’s eye and see her lips curl down. She’s seeing what I’m seeing and isn’t too thrilled with it. I’m curious, though, and want to know what she has to say, so I lean back in my chair and fix her with a steady gaze.

“Okay, so what can we do for you, Odette?” I ask.

“The girl you found in the park this morning,” she says. “She was my friend.”

Part of me expected something like this when we walked in and found her at the conference table. Maybe I’m cynical, but I’m always a little bit suspicious when witnesses with vital information appear out of the blue. Yeah, it happens. I’ve turned cases on that sort of thing happening. But knowing the scene at the park was staged and not knowing exactly why, and now having this key witness appear out of thin air has my hackles up.

“And what was her name?” I ask, just to verify both the identification from the mobile scanner and whether this girl is a crank or not.

“Her name is—was—Winter,” she says. “Winter Franks.”

Odette’s eyes well with tears, and her face flushes bright red. Paige slides a box of tissues to her, and the woman quickly takes one and dabs her eyes. The emotion I see in her seems genuine. She seems authentically torn up about what happened to the girl in the park. And I have to admit, it’s an unexpected reaction. If this was some sort of set up, I would have expected her to deliver the lines by rote, without emotion or inflection in her voice. Unless she’s a great actress, maybe I need to start rethinking how I’m seeing Odette and her place in this case. Maybe.

“So, why did you come in today, Odette?” Farr asks. “Did you see something?”

She dabs her eyes again and nods. “I knew she shouldn’t have gone with him.”

“Gone with who?” I ask.

“I don’t know who he is. I didn’t really see him. I just saw Winter talking to him through his car window. I didn’t see his face. Just his car,” she tells us.

“Okay, why don’t you walk us through what happened?” Farr says.

Odette sniffs heavily and wipes away the fresh stream of tears rolling down her cheek with the back of her trembling hand.

“Me and Winter was working last night,” she begins, her voice as shaky as her hand.

“I’m pretty familiar with most of the girls on the stroll,” Farr interrupts. “But I don’t know Winter. Or you, Odette. Are you both new around here?”

“I been doing this for about six months now, so I guess I’m still new. I got hooked on a bad habit that needs to be fed,” she admits.

“What are you on?” Farr asks gently. “Oxy? Meth?”

“Heroin.”

Farr grimaces. Drugs are all bad, of course. But heroin is pretty hard-core and one of the toughest to kick from what I understand. I’ve been told that once that stuff has its hooks in you, it’s really hard to break that cycle. And I can’t imagine a girl working the streets is getting quality stuff. It’s a dangerous lifestyle.

“Anyway, Winter just started to work,” Odette tells us. “She had some problems and needed to earn some fast money. I known her since high school, so I told her I’d show her the ropes.”

“She hooked on H too?” Farr asks.

Odette shakes her head. “No. Nothing like that. She’s just got a bad living situation. Got a stepdaddy who beats on her, and she needed money to get out.”

“Odette, was it her stepfather who might have done this to her?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No. Wasn’t him.”

“How do you know?” I ask. “You said you didn’t see his face.”

“It wasn’t his car. I know his car, and besides, Winter wouldn’t have gone nowhere with him anyway. She hates him,” she says firmly.

“Okay, that’s fine. But, just for the record, what is his name?” I ask.

Her leg is bouncing harder, and she’s getting jitterier. The girl needs a fix in the worst way possible and seems to be barely holding it together.

“Terry,” she says. “Terry Blanchard.”

I jot the name down. “Okay, thank you, Odette.”

“Yeah. Anyway, Winter and me was working last night. This black car pulls up and like I said, she talks to him then tells me she’s going to go with him. I didn’t hear from her again and got scared. She wasn’t returning my calls or texts, then this morning, I heard they found her,” Odette says amid a fresh river of tears.

As she speaks, I watch her closely, paying particular attention to her body language. She’s closed off and defensive, which is probably to be expected after learning your friend is dead. But there’s something more there, just below the surface. Her body is taut, shoulders bunched, and Odette is looking everywhere around the room and can’t seem to meet our eyes. It makes me feel like there’s something more than meets the eye going on here. I just can’t tell what yet.

“Odette, can you tell me what kind of car the man was driving?” I ask.

She shrugs. “It was black. I don’t know cars.”

“Two doors or four?” Farr asks.

“Two,” she says then shakes her head. “No. Four. It had four doors.”

“Are you sure?” Farr presses.

She nods. “Yeah. I’m sure it was four.”

“Odette, did you happen to see the license plate?” I ask.

“Not the whole thing.”

“You saw part of it?” I ask, my ears perking up.

She nods. “Yeah, I got the first four numbers. Well, three numbers and a letter.”

“What was it?” I ask.

“Umm… it was seven-three-six-A.”

I quickly jot it down. “And you’re sure about that?”

“Positive. I tried to get the whole number just because I got a bad feeling about the guy in the car, but he drove away too fast,” she says.

A frown creases Farr’s lips. “Why did you get a bad feeling about the guy in the car? I mean, you said you didn’t even see his face, right?”

“I don’t know. I just… you kind of get a sixth sense or something about people when you’re working out on the streets,” she replies.

“That’s what I’m told,” Farr says.

Her answer might be understandable, but something about it isn’t sitting right with me. She sounds sincere, and her emotions seem authentic. She genuinely seems rattled. I know I’m cynical and suspicious by nature, but something about this whole thing is bothering me for reasons I can’t quite put my finger on just yet.

“All right, is there anything else you can remember about the car or the guy, Odette?” Farr asks. “Anything at all?”

She looks away for a moment and seems to be considering it, then shakes her head. “No. I think that’s about it.”

“We’ll look into this,” I tell her. “Thank you for coming in. You were very helpful.”

“I hope you can find the guy.”

“Me too,” I say. “Paige, can you make sure she gets home?”

“Of course,” she replies and gets to her feet.

Paige escorts the woman out of the conference room, and we listen to their footsteps receding. When we can’t hear them anymore, I turn to Farr.

“Well? What do you think?” I ask.

“I think she’s not telling us the whole story.”

“I got that feeling too.”

“She seemed pretty shaken up. That seemed real…”

“But it feels like she’s withholding.”

“Right. Yeah.”

“Nina, I need you to get me a list of cars with that partial,” I say. “Run it statewide.”

“No problem. But that’s going to take a little time,” she replies.

“That’s fine. Just get it as quickly as you can,” I say. “In the meantime, what can you tell us about this Terry Blanchard?”

“One moment please,” Nina says, her fingers flying over her keyboard as she works. “Okay, Terry Blanchard, forty-two years old, born and raised here in New Orleans. He works in construction and has two DUIs, assault, and a reckless driving charge on his permanent record. Looks like he married Winter’s mother about three years ago, and judging by the three police reports for domestic disturbance, it doesn’t look like it’s exactly marital bliss. No charges were ever filed in those cases though.”

“The responding officers probably figured it was more trouble than it was worth,” Farr mutters grimly.

“Okay, good. Thank you, Nina,” I say. “While you’re running that partial, Cassie and I are going to have a quick word with Terry Blanchard. If we talk to him, maybe we can figure out what Odette’s holding back from us. If nothing else, we need to make the death notification.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Farr says.

“All right. Let’s do it then,” I say and get to my feet.
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Blanchard Residence, Dixon District; New Orleans, LA

Not far from the French Quarter is the poverty-stricken neighborhood of Dixon. Despite being close to the wealth and extravagance of the Quarter, Dixon is run down with plenty of homes that are boarded up and plenty of others that are falling apart. There’s a sense of desolation mixed with desperation in the area that reminds me a lot of the Desire neighborhood, where Elias Starber lives. If what he’s doing can actually be called living.

“Poverty has been rampant in Louisiana for a long, long time,” Farr notes. “And some areas never recovered after Katrina. In some ways, it’s not surprising so many people have turned to lives of crime and drugs. There simply aren’t a lot of opportunities.”

“There are a lot of places like that in this country. In this world. It’s unfortunate,” I reply.

“Believe it or not, though, this neighborhood is the Quarter’s unofficial artist’s colony.”

“Artist’s colony?”

She nods. “Lots of artists and musicians live here in Dixon. Most of them aren’t making a lot of money, and the cost of living here obviously isn’t that high.”

Some of the houses we pass are brightly colored and in better repair than many of the others we pass. Now that Farr has mentioned it, I guess I am catching a funky, artsy vibe. It’s just hard to see among all the desolation and despair that permeates the area. Farr pulls her car to a stop in front of a small, one-story house that’s painted up like it’s ready for Mardis Gras. The home is a bright, vivid shade of purple with lime green trim. Metal sculptures fill the dry, brown front yard, glinting in the sun. The pieces are odd but in some strange way, I find them interesting. Beautiful even.

“I guess Winter’s mother is an artist?” I note.

“That’d be my guess,” Farr replies. “Terry Blanchard doesn’t strike me as an artist.”

We climb out of the car and head up the narrow walk that leads to the raised porch, the sound of a couple arguing floating through the open front door. I knock hard on the frame beside the screen door. The arguing stops, and heavy, angry footsteps approach. A moment later a shirtless man, barefoot and wearing nothing but cutoff jeans, throws the screen door open and scowls at us.

“What?” he demands.

Six-three and with a round, swollen beer belly that looks strange and out of place on an otherwise scrawny frame, Terry Blanchard glares at us. His light brown eyes are bloodshot, and his thinning chestnut hair is mussed and sticking out in a thousand different directions. Blanchard looks hungover and like he just rolled out of bed. Even standing a few feet away from him, the stench of alcohol is so thick it’s almost overpowering.

Farr and I badge him. “Unit Chief Wilder, FBI, Detective Farr, NOPD.”

“And?”

“May we come in, Mr. Blanchard?”

“You got a warrant?”

“We don’t,” Farr says. “We just needed to have a conversation with you and your wife.”

“Then no. You can’t come in.”

“Mr. Blanchard, please. We need—”

“I don’t care what you need. You ain’t got a warrant, you ain’t coming in. Period.”

Farr and I exchange a glance and a shrug. There’s nothing we can do. We can’t force our way in, and as he aptly notes, we don’t have a warrant, so like it or not, we’ll have to have this conversation on his front porch.

“All right, Mr. Blanchard. Have it your way,” Farr says, her voice brittle with irritation. “But we will need your wife here for this.”

“What’s this about?” he demands.

“We need to speak with your wife,” I say. “If you’re not going to let us in, then please call her outside to speak with us.”

He doesn’t need to call her, though, as she steps into the doorway, earning a dark, irritated scowl from her husband. Five-two with a short bob of ashy-blond hair, cerulean eyes, and delicate, almost fragile features, Faye Blanchard, formerly Franks, is petite and pixie-like. Dressed in blue overalls with a white T-shirt that’s smudged with different colors of paint, she exudes the bohemian artist vibe.

What she’s doing with a drunken brute like Blanchard, I don’t know. I will never understand women who willingly tie themselves to men who look as if they’re comfortable being tanked half the time and beating on them the other half. She’s a pretty woman and is obviously creative and artistic. She could do better.

“What is this about?” she asks in a soft voice.

Farr clears her throat and stands up a little straighter, taking a second to steel herself. I know how heavy this moment is for her. Making a death notification is one of the hardest parts of the job, and it never gets easier, no matter how many times you have to do it.

“Mrs. Blanchard, I’m afraid we have some bad news,” Farr begins. “Your daughter, Winter, was found in Saint-Helaire park this morning. I’m afraid she was murdered.”

The woman’s face blanches and is twisted by an expression of stark disbelief. She shakes her head, then lowers her gaze for a moment before looking up again. I glance at Blanchard and see that he’s got no reaction whatsoever. His face is blank, his eyes are narrow, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. What I can tell, though, is he doesn’t seem entirely upset. He doesn’t seem especially shocked or saddened by the news.

“No. That can’t be,” she says.

“I’m afraid it is,” Farr says. “We’re very sorry for your loss.”

A choked sob bursts from Faye’s mouth, and she shakes her head again, trying with all her might to deny the news.

“You’re wrong. You have to be wrong,” she cries.

“We’re very sorry, Mrs. Blanchard.”

The woman buries her face in her hands, then turns and sprints deeper into the house, the sound of her agonized sobbing ringing in our ears. Blanchard continues to stand in the doorway, his hands in the pockets of his cutoffs, his lips pursed and his face still not showing the barest hint of emotion. He’s just… cold.

“You don’t seem particularly upset, Mr. Blanchard,” I say.

He shrugs. “Ain’t a secret that Winter and I didn’t get on. She’s a difficult girl. But I ain’t never wished no harm on her,” he says. “How’d she die? Overdose or something?”

“We believe she was strangled,” Farr says.

He nods, and for the first time, the corners of his mouth pull downward, and something akin to sadness creeps into his face.

“Hard way to go,” he says. “She was a pill, but she didn’t deserve that.”

“Mr. Blanchard, you said you and Winter didn’t get along. Did things between the two of you ever get physical?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Nah. I never laid a hand on her. Never once. Who’s tellin’ you that? Her cracked-out friend Odette?”

“So, you’re telling us you never struck Winter?” Farr presses.

“Didn’t I just say that?” he grumbles. “No. We’d scream at each other pretty good now and then, but I never hit her. If I had, Faye would have beat me bloody.”

“Faye would have beat you bloody?” Farr asks, her voice dripping with skepticism.

“She’s done it before,” he complains. “Don’t underestimate her because she’s small. I did and paid the price. I ain’t raised a hand to her since.”

Farr arches an eyebrow. “So, the police reports we have of domestic disturbances—”

“That was her beating on me,” he says, the admission obviously wounding his pride. “I called the police to protect myself. Look it up. Listen, I’m a piece of crap. I ain’t a good husband, and I wasn’t much of a daddy to Winter. I know that. But I ain’t no woman beater.”

It’s not what I expected to hear but is so outlandish, I have to believe it’s true. It’s also easy enough to verify, which I plan on doing.

“Mr. Blanchard, where were you last night?” I ask.

“Down at Dwight’s,” he says.

“Dwight’s?” I ask.

“It’s a local bar,” Farr answers.

“All right. What time did you get there and what time did you leave?”

His face darkens. “You all think I got something to do with this, don’t you?”

“We’re exploring a number of different scenarios,” I tell him.

“I didn’t like that kid much, but I never would’ve hurt her,” he objects. “Never.”

He sounds sincere, and I’m inclined to believe him. Everything he’s said to us has echoed with the truth, and he’s been up front about his contentious relationship with Winter. As far as I can tell, he’s not hiding anything from us.

“What time did you get to Dwight’s?” Farr asks. “And what time did you leave?”

He sighs. “I got there about seven or eight, I guess. Was there until closing at two. You can talk to Dwight. He’ll vouch for me.”

I turn to Farr and give her a nod. “I think we have what we need for now,” I say. “But please, tell Mrs. Blanchard to give us a call when she’s able. We’d like to ask her some follow-up questions as well.”

Slipping my hand into my breast pocket, I pull out a card and hand it to him. He’s reluctant, but he takes it and slips it into his back pocket.

“That it?” he asks.

“That’s it,” Farr replies.

“For now,” I say. “We’ll be in touch.”

He steps back into the house, and with a scowl stretched across his lips, slams the door in our faces. And with that, we turn and head back to the car.

“Where is this famous Southern hospitality I always heard about?” I say.

“It obviously skipped a generation here,” she replies with a dark chuckle. “So, what do you think? You believe him?”

I glance back at the house as I climb into the car, then nod. “Actually, I do.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

Farr starts the car and pulls away from the curb, then speeds down the street and back toward the district. This was a bust. But, like I always say, dead ends are part of the job. It’s what we do next that counts.
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8th District Police Station Conference Room, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“I’m loving the image of this teeny, tiny woman beating the snot out of that guy,” Nina says. “Tiny but mighty. Don’t underestimate us.”

The image draws a laugh out of me, though admittedly, there really is nothing funny about domestic violence one way or the other.

“So, you don’t think Blanchard had anything to do with Winter’s murder?” Paige asks.

I shake my head. “No. I think he’s a bit of a creep, but I didn’t get that hit off him.”

“Ditto,” Farr adds. “He seems more bark than bite to me.”

“Plus, his alibi checks out. He was at Dwight’s all night like he said,” I say.

“Which means we still don’t know what Odette wasn’t telling us,” Paige notes.

“Right,” I say. “That also means we’re down to you, Nina. Please tell me you got something off the partial plate she gave us.”

Nina sits up in her chair with a grin on her face. “In fact, I did.”

An expression of relief crosses my face. “Excellent. What do you have?”

“Can we just take a moment to marvel at my brilliance?”

“Tell you what, we’ll take two moments to marvel at your brilliance when this is all said and done,” I reply with a chuckle.

“And you’ll make sure to tell Rick just how brilliant I am?”

“I will make sure he knows. Promise.”

“I can live with that,” she says brightly. “Okay, so statewide, we had thirteen plates that started with that partial. Of those, four are out of operation. Of the remaining nine, six belong to trucks and vans. And of the final three, one is registered to a woman and the other two to men.”

“All right, that narrows it down. We only have two to question then,” Paige says.

“But of those two, only one has a record.”

My lips crease with a wide smile. “Okay, you are brilliant.”

“As if there was any doubt,” Nina chirps.

“So? Who’s our guy?” Paige asks.

“Gerald ‘Jerry’ Vidrine,” she replies. “Thirty-four years old. Lives in a trailer on some land in an unincorporated area on Lake Pontchartrain.”

“Swamp dweller. That’s awesome,” Farr remarks.

“What kind of record does he have?” I ask.

“Mostly drug-related charges,” Nina reports. “But he’s had some weapons charges as well.”

“Out in the swampland, you’re going to find a lot of meth cookers,” Farr says. “They’re usually heavily armed and not afraid to throw shots at us.”

“This should be fun,” Paige says.

“You have no idea,” Farr says and laughs. “Some of these guys are meaner than the gators. Personally, I hate going out to deal with the swamp folk. They’re just a different breed.”

I look at the map on the wall and frown when I see the area that Nina is pointing out as the location where Vidrine has his trailer. A feeling of trepidation wraps itself around me and squeezes so tight I can’t breathe for a moment.

“What are you thinking?” Farr asks.

“I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on in the grand scheme of things,” I say. “It’s obvious Vidrine isn’t the Red Bow Killer. He doesn’t live in Red Bow’s sweet spot, and the fact that he left a body behind when he could have just as easily fed Winter to the gators in Lake Pontchartrain, like the other twenty-two, only makes it that much clearer. But somebody is putting in a lot of effort to make us think he is. Who? And why?”

“Well, why don’t we ask him when he haul him in?” Farr asks.

“I have a feeling this guy is a patsy,” I reply. “He’s probably not going to know anything.”

“If nothing else, we’re going to get a killer off the streets—Winter’s killer,” Paige points out. “Maybe he’s not the killer we want or came here to get, but he’s a killer nonetheless, Chief.”

“Deal with the micro, it might help us see the macro,” Nina chimes in.

I nod. “Yeah. Maybe so. I just wish I knew how Jerry Vidrine fit into the bigger picture.”

“Maybe he’ll be able to tell us,” Farr offers.

“That’s the thing: I don’t think he’s going to be able to tell us anything. My gut is telling me he’s being set up,” I say. “I just have this feeling Vidrine didn’t kill Winter, but somebody wants us to think he did.”

“So, you think Odette lied to us?” Farr asks incredulously.

“I think she’s hiding something, yeah,” I respond. “Maybe she was bribed. Or maybe she was forced to spin that story about seeing Vidrine with Winter. I don’t know. But I know she wasn’t one hundred percent truthful with us, and I know you don’t think she was either.”

“No, I don’t,” Farr admits. “But that doesn’t mean I think she’s part of some wider serial killer’s conspiracy either.”

“Vidrine just doesn’t make sense to me,” I say.

Farr frowns. “Maybe not, but you’re getting pretty deep into tin-foil land, Blake.”

“Maybe I am. But there are just things about all of this that aren’t adding up for me. It feels like somebody’s trying to make us force a square peg into a round hole.”

“Okay, who?” Farr asks.

I shake my head. “Red Bow. I don’t know why, especially when he’s been able to operate undetected for so long, but I just feel like for some reason, he’s trying to throw us off the scent.”

“Maybe Jerry’s not our guy. But maybe he is,” Paige says. “We aren’t going to know until we get him into a box and have a talk with him.”

I blow out a loud breath of frustration. I know something’s off with this whole thing, and I feel like we’re being manipulated and moved around a board. I can’t figure out exactly what is hitting me so wrong, but I don’t like it. Nope. I don’t like it at all.

“Chief,” Paige says. “We need to bring this guy in just in case he’s involved somehow.”

Her words settle into my brain, and I nod. “Yeah. You’re right. Okay, let’s gear up,” I finally say. “Body armor and long guns. I don’t know what we’re walking into, but I want to be prepared.”

“Copy that,” Paige and Farr say together.
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Down in the station’s armory, Farr is geared up. Paige and I already have our own armor and long guns in the SUV. As she’s outfitting herself, a man in tactical gear walks in and steps over to us. I cut a glance at Farr who frowns. The newcomer is a tall, burly man with shaggy dark hair and bright blue eyes. Dressed in olive-colored fatigues and a heavy Kevlar tactical vest studded with comms equipment, spare magazines, and a large knife, he looks ready to go to war.

“Sergeant Victor Scott, SWAT Commander,” he says.

“Unit Chief Wilder and Special Agent Boyle. I assume you already know Detective Farr?” I reply, the question in my voice clear.

“I do,” he says.

“And how can I help you, Sergeant?” I ask.

He looks at me with an expression of confusion. “My team was assigned to assist with the apprehension of your suspect.”

“I appreciate the offer, but we’re all right. We don’t want to go in heavy. I don’t want to escalate the situation unnecessarily,” I tell him.

“I’m sorry, but we’ve been ordered to come with your team,” Scott says.

“How did Dufresne even know—”

I bite my words off and turn to Farr who cringes.

“He’s my captain. I have to update him on my case,” she says. “I didn’t know he was going to assign a SWAT team to come with us.”

Shaking my head, I turn to the SWAT commander. “I’m thankful for the offer of assistance, but like I said, I don’t want to go in heavy and chance escalating the situation.”

“I’m sorry, Chief, but I have my orders,” he says.

“This is an FBI op, and I’m telling you, I appreciate the offer, but I don’t want you with us.”

“Captain Dufresne said you might resist and wanted me to tell you that this order comes straight from the Superintendent. He also wanted me to remind you that you’re working out of his shop, so ultimately, he’s the one calling the shots,” Scott adds with a sheepish shrug. “Those aren’t my words, Chief. I was ordered to tell you this in case you refused. I don’t want any bad blood here. I just want to do my job.”

“You know, we’re going out there to deal with the swamp folk,” Farr says. “It might not be a bad idea to have a little heavily armed backup. If this guy is a cook like we think he is, he might not exactly welcome us with open arms.”

I sigh. In my experience, injecting a lot of men with too much testosterone and too many guns into a situation already fraught with tension is rarely a good thing. I want to handle this situation without having a shot fired. Especially given my uncertainty that Vidrine is even our guy. But there’s also the fact that Farr knows the swamp folk and I don’t. If she thinks having an armed escort might be beneficial and potentially even lifesaving, perhaps I need to factor that in as well.

“I guess it’s not like we have much of a choice but to bring you guys with us,” I say.

“Not really,” Scott replies. “Sorry about that.”

“Not your fault. Like you said, you’re just following orders.”

“I am,” he says.

“Okay, well, let’s get our game plan together, then saddle up,” I say.

“We’re ready to rock, Chief.”

“One thing before we go,” I say. “You and your men are not going in there guns blazing. I don’t want you firing a single shot unless I give the green light. Are we clear?”

“Regardless of what you may have heard, we’re not a bunch of gunslinging cowboys,” he replies with a smirk. “But I hear you. No shots fired until you give the green light.”

“All right. Let’s get the briefing going. Have your team meet us in the war room.”

“Copy that, Chief.”

As Scott walks out, I exchange glances with Paige. He seems like a decent enough guy. Likeable even. But something about this whole situation reeks to me, and a sense of something darkly ominous settles down on my shoulders. It presses down so hard I feel like I’m being smothered and can’t shake the feeling that this is all going to go sideways in a hurry.
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Vidrine Residence, Unincorporated Swampland, Lake Pontchartrain; New Orleans, LA

Parked in a clearing about half a mile from the target house, Sergeant Scott steps over to us, his face stony. Paige, Farr, and I stand near the vehicles looking at maps of the area and devising a strategy. There’s a lot working against us. For starters, for a full-blown op with tactical team involvement like this, I would have preferred time to plan just to be sure nothing goes haywire and nobody goes off script.

I’d also like to be the one in actual command of the op. But Captain Dufresne has made it clear Sergeant Scott and his team are running point. I don’t know this team, which means I can’t trust them. Not really. And that makes me nervous. He seems like a straightforward kind of guy, but he doesn’t answer to me or to the Bureau, which means he doesn’t have to do a thing I say. Call me a control freak, but I prefer a heavily armed tactical unit to be under my control.

“All right, we’ve got two trailers and an outbuilding on the property,” Scott says. “The good news is it’s all sitting in a clearing surrounded by trees that will cover our approach. He’ll never see us coming, which should help keep the temperature down, Chief.”

“That’s good. The calmer we can keep this situation, the better,” I reply.

“I’ll have my team form a ring and ten-yard intervals and make the approach,” Scott says. “You three can shadow us and move in once we have the scene secured.”

I bristle at his battle plan, mostly because he’s the one drawing it up instead of me. This is my investigation, and I don’t like having to take a back seat to anybody. But Scott made it clear that at Superintendent Arceneaux’s orders, by way of Captain Dufresne, NOPD would be taking the lead on this raid. Apparently, they don’t want the Bureau to claim the glory. Farr says that’s pretty much SOP with both Arceneaux and Dufresne—they claim all the credit and accept none of the blame.

It would be fine. We don’t want or need the credit and glory. That’s not why we do this. But that’s such a foreign concept to guys like them, so they seem to assume we’re trying to backhandedly shaft them to make ourselves look good while making them out to be incompetent rubes. It’s not the first time I’ve dealt with guys like these two. But the simple fact is we’re here at NOPD’s invitation, and they can revoke that at any time, so there’s nothing I can do but go along and hope everything works out.

“For the record, I don’t like this plan,” I say. “I don’t think we should be going in heavy, and I’m afraid this is going to go sideways real fast.”

“Noted, Chief. But this is happening, so you can either stay here by the cars or shadow us into the site,” Scott says. “It’s your call.”

His voice and body are tight. He’s a little gruff and short with me as he gets into the mental headspace required to walk into the lion’s den. I turn to Paige and Farr.

“Strap up,” I say. “Keep your eyes open, be ready for everything, and keep your heads on a swivel. We all go home tonight, okay?”

“Copy you,” Paige says, and Farr nods.

Turning back to Scott, I gesture to the woods. “We’ll be right behind you.”

“Good. Okay. Then let’s move out,” Scott says.

He says a few quiet words to his six-man team, and they quickly spread out. Weapons at the ready, the team moves quietly but deliberately through the trees, moving toward Vidrine’s little swamp compound. Farr, Paige, and I fall in behind Scott. The heat and humidity of the swamp are horrible, and I’m sweating profusely underneath my vest. Beads of perspiration roll down my forehead, and I blink them out of my eyes. There is an earthy musk filling the air beneath the trees that’s thick and cloying.

The shuffling of the team moving through the undergrowth sounds too loud, making me grimace. It sounds like a herd of elephants. Vidrine would have to be deaf to not hear us coming.

“Sergeant Scott, don’t you think we’re being a little loud?” I whisper into my mic.

He glances over his shoulder at me and frowns, obviously irritated by my critique. He shakes his head, then opens his mic.

“Quiet it down, guys,” he says softly. “We don’t want him knowing—”

Before he can finish that statement, though, gunfire erupts. The SWAT team scatters amid shouts and calls to their teammates to get down and take cover. I duck behind the wide trunk of a tree and see that Paige and Farr do the same. Scott is on a knee beside me, his weapon up and his lips curled back in a sneer.

“I guess you were right,” he says, his voice tight. “He heard us coming.”

“No, he saw us,” I say and point to the camera mounted high in a tree.

“Dammit. I should have seen that.”

“We’ll count up our mistakes later,” I tell him. “Right now, we need to focus on ending this and bringing Vidrine in alive.”

“We’ll do our best, but I’m not going to risk the lives of my men,” he says.

“Understood,” I reply.

As the chatter of automatic gunfire echoes through the forest, Scott issues orders to his men, and they start to move. He has a pair moving to flank Vidrine from the left and a pair from the right. Scott and his two remaining team members move forward, low and quickly, seeming to be getting themselves into position to draw Vidrine’s fire. Farr, Paige, and I fall in behind him and shelter behind a wide tree. Just up ahead, through the branches of a tall bush, we can see Vidrine peeking through the window of his trailer.

“You all get the hell out of here now,” he screams. “You ain’t got no business here!”

Scott hisses at me when I lean out from around the tree. “Mr. Vidrine, we just want to talk to you. There’s no need for this.”

My call is answered by a burst of gunfire that peppers the trees around us. Scott casts a darkly irritated gaze at me.

“Can you not do that again?” he sneers.

“I’m just trying to de-escalate.”

“I think it’s a little late for that.”

“Sergeant, we need to bring the temperature down here. We need Vidrine alive.”

“That’s his decision to make.”

Gritting my teeth, I glare hard at him. “Let me try to talk him down. Let’s end this—”

“Like I said, we’ll do our best, but I can’t make any promises,” he growls. “He fired on us. We didn’t take the first shot. And I am not going to lose any of my men.”

“Sergeant—”

“Enough,” he roars, then turns away and keys open his mic. “Alpha, Beta teams, roll in.”

I watch in horror as the two teams approach Vidrine’s trailer from opposite sides. Vidrine screams incoherently and begins firing wildly, sweeping the barrel of his weapon left then right. Scott’s team opens fire and rocks the trailer with dozens of rounds.

“Cease fire,” Scott calls.

The shooting stops and plunges the woods into an uncomfortable silence. The birds and insects that usually fill the woods with their chirping have fallen silent, and not a single noise comes from the trailer. It’s so quiet and unnaturally still, it feels like the world is holding its breath. The two teams at the trailer wait, weapons up, ready to deliver another barrage. But the seconds continue to tick by without a thing happening.

“Alpha team, move in,” Scott says into his mic. “Beta team, provide cover.”

“Copy that. Moving in.”

My jaw clenched so tight it’s painful, we watch as the two-man team moves in with the second team watching the windows. The first man reaches the trailer door, and with his partner providing cover, he throws it open. The barrel of his weapon leading the way, the cover man rushes in, disappearing from view. A moment later, our earpieces crackle.

“Suspect is down,” he says. “DOA.”

“Dammit,” I growl and rip my earpiece out.

Standing with my hands on my hips, I turn away from the trailer. Anger and frustration flow through my veins, superheating my blood. Scott steps over to me.

“I’m sorry, Chief. I really didn’t mean for things to go down this way,” he says.

“And yet, here we are.”

There are a hundred different ways this could have gone down without it ending up in a bloodbath and our suspect not being killed. If I really was the tin-foil hat type, I’d suspect this was a set up—that this was the desired outcome all along. Hell, part of me does think that.

“They had no choice, Blake,” Farr says. “Vidrine opened fire on us.”

“They didn’t even try to de-escalate,” I reply. “I asked you for a chance to de-escalate.”

“Come on, you know how it goes when the bullets start flying. When that happens and our suspect is trying to kill us, all bets are off,” she says.

“I asked for a chance to de-escalate the situation,” I say to Scott. “I could have talked him down.”

“Maybe. But it was too great a risk,” he growls. “You could have gotten yourself or one of my teammates shot.”

“I guess we’ll never know,” I say with a disgusted snort.

“I had tactical command and was not going to run the risk,” he says coldly. “If you have a problem with my decisions, take it up with Captain Dufresne or Superintendent Arceneaux.”

Without another word, I turn and walk away from him before I say something I might regret later. As the SWAT team continues to clear and lock the scene down, I walk into the trailer. Vidrine is on his back in a large crimson pool, his mouth hanging open, his dark eyes wide open and staring into the void of death. By my count, there are no fewer than six bullet holes in his body. Disgusted and angry, I turn away from Vidrine’s body and walk through his cramped, filthy trailer. The air is thick with the stench of rotting food and body odor, the sheets on the narrow bed in the back are brown and crusty, and the floor is littered with empty beer cans and trash.

“This is disgusting,” Paige says as she steps into the trailer.

“It’s beyond disgusting,” I reply heatedly. “Does this look like the sort of place somebody as meticulous and exacting as Red Bow would live?”

Paige shakes her head. “No.”

Farr sticks her head in through the doorway, and perhaps smelling the foul odor emanating from the trailer, frowns and puts a hand over her nose. Honestly, I’m so pissed I barely notice it.

“Hey, you’re going to want to see this,” she says.

She quickly ducks out of the trailer, likely trying to get out of the stench. When we step out of the trailer, Paige turns to me and frowns as she holds her blazer open.

“I don’t think I’m going to be able to get the stink out of this,” she says.

“Could have been worse. Could have been the stink of decomp,” I reply.

“Come on,” Farr says.

She leads us behind the trailer and waves dismissively to the second trailer Scott’s guys spotted earlier. Two of them are already searching it.

“It’s just as filthy as the other one,” Farr says. “I didn’t see anything of value inside. There’s no need for you guys to go marinate in that stench.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I say.

Farr then points to the black Nissan Maxima parked between them. The partial plate that Odette gave us matches up, making it the car she ID’d. I walk around the car, looking at it closely, then tap the quarter panel and shake my head, my belief that we’re on the wrong path confirmed.

“There’s no dent,” I say. “This isn’t the car that Allison Bowe got into in that surveillance video. This isn’t Red Bow’s car.”

“There’s more. Follow me,” Farr says.

She leads us into the small, rickety outbuilding which is little more than aluminum siding nailed onto a crudely formed wooden frame. Unlike the trailers, the outbuilding is close to immaculate. It has been divided up into quarters, separated by plastic sheeting, creating something like surgical clean rooms. The building is well ventilated and organized.

“It’s like a lab in here,” Paige says.

“This is his cookhouse,” Farr says. “Vidrine’s got quite the supply of meth over on the far side of the building. He’s got enough stock that he would have gone to prison for the rest of his life.”

“Which is probably why he opened fire the moment he saw us moving in,” Paige says.

Some of the pieces of this puzzle and Vidrine’s part in the play start falling into place. My lips curl downward, and that sense of unease in my chest tightens. Farr disappears behind one of the plastic sheets only to return a moment later holding a spool of red ribbon as well as a plastic evidence bag containing Allison Bowe’s wallet and ID and what I assume are her panties.

“Just laying out in the open for us to find, huh?” I ask.

“Well, in a box under a worktable. But yeah, not very well hidden,” she replies.

“What is it?” Paige asks.

“Somebody’s trying to play us,” I say.

“How do you mean?”

“I mean that somebody knew about Vidrine’s stash house and knew he would likely open up on us,” I say. “Somebody planted this supposed evidence, then put us here hoping that we’d take Vidrine out to tie things off.”

“To what end?” Paige asks.

“My guess is that whoever is behind this is hoping we’ll take the easy way out, pin all the Red Bow killings on him, close the case, and move on,” I say.

“I admit that some things aren’t quite lining up here, but that seems pretty far out. Like I said before, you’re pretty close to venturing into tin-foil land,” Farr says. “We have Vidrine on video picking up Allison. We have Winter’s body. We have the spool of red—”

“The car that picked up Allison had a dent; Vidrine’s doesn’t! And how do you account for the suddenly radically different victimology, his lack of a law enforcement background, and the fact that the ribbon you’re holding is different from the bow he used for his other twenty-two victims?” I ask.

Farr shakes her head. “I don’t know. Maybe the profile is wrong. I mean, you said yourself they’re just a tool or a guidepost. We’ve been searching for physical evidence, and here it is.”

“Convenient, right?”

“Blake, I know that you really believe in your profiles—and I think there’s real value in what you guys do—but haven’t you ever gotten it wrong before?” Farr asks.

“Sure. I’ve gotten it wrong before. But the only thing Vidrine has in common with my profile is that he’s white and in his forties—”

“Nobody bats a thousand, Blake. God knows you all are close, but nobody ever gets it right one hundred percent of the time,” Farr presses.

“If you’re right and Vidrine is Red Bow, and you believe all this supposed evidence, then this is the first time, in my entire career, that one of my profiles has been this wrong,” I tell her.

Farr looks down at the items in her hands, a thoughtful expression on her face. I can tell she wants to close this case. Like me, she relies on physical evidence, on the things we can see and touch. She’s holding evidence of Vidrine’s involvement in at least Allison Bowe’s murder and is having trouble making the turn that I’ve made… to believing this is all staged and the cooker was set up. But she’s wavering. Farr wants to do right by the women she feels responsible for. And as long as there’s a sliver of doubt in her mind, she’s not going to be able to rest. Not until she’s satisfied that justice has truly been done. It’s one reason she’s a good cop.

“Okay, so how are you going to prove your theory? Because I can promise you that there will be a full court press to close this case now that we’ve got evidence of Vidrine’s involvement in the red bow killings,” she finally asks.

My gaze falls to the bag in Farr’s hands, tracing Allison Bowe’s face. Her death is such a waste. The deaths of all the women who’ve gone missing are a total waste. Their deaths are senseless. Pointless. And knowing their killer is still running around out there, going on with his life, enrages me. As I stare at Allison’s ID, though, an idea occurs to me.

“I think I know where we can get the answers we’re looking for,” I say.
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8th District Police Station Conference Room, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

Once the crime scene techs and department investigators showed up and took our statements about the shooting—a process that took an irritatingly long time—we head back to the war room as fast as we can. With Vidrine dead, things are now in motion that I can’t stop. If I want to close this case the right way, by getting the right guy, I’m going to need to stay a step ahead of everybody else. Two or three steps, actually.

“Okay, so enlighten me,” Farr says. “What’s your plan here?”

“We’re going to find out who set Vidrine up and why.”

“And you’re going to do that… how?” Farr presses.

“We’re going to talk to the person who put us on to him in the first place.”

“Odette?”

I nod. “Yes. Odette,” I confirm. “Nina, do me a favor and ping her phone please. Find out where she is. We need to speak with her as quickly as we can. I have a gut feeling we’re going be shut down here pretty quickly.”

An expression of horror dawns on Farr’s face. “You’re not telling me you think Captain Dufresne and Superintendent Arceneaux are behind this, are you? I have my issues with both of them, but suggesting they had something to do with this is beyond the pale.”

“I’m not suggesting anything other than they both want this case closed,” I tell her. “They both want the win. And if they can close the case on Vidrine’s back and call it a win, it serves them both in the public eye. And let’s not forget you’re the one who told me they’re both very motivated by public opinion. That’s all I’m saying.”

She frowns, seeming to be upset that I’d even come that close to tarnishing her department’s good name. But she nods her acceptance.

“Yeah, okay. You’re not wrong about that,” she says. “Closing out a case as high profile as this serves them both. It scores points with the public, no question.”

“Good. Now, let’s figure out where Odette is and get to work—”

“Just to play devil’s advocate, what if you’re wrong? What if your profile is wrong and Vidrine really is Red Bow?” Farr asks. “What if you’re so fixed on it not being Vidrine that you’ve blinded yourself to the truth… just like I did with Barber?”

“If I’m wrong—if my profile is wrong—then so be it. I can admit when I’m wrong,” I tell her. “But there are just too many things that don’t line up and too many unresolved questions for me to be satisfied walking away. These women deserve justice, and I don’t think we’ve given it to them yet. But I’m open to the possibility that I’m wrong—that I incorrectly profiled our killer. I just want to get out there and prove it one way or the other.”

Farr nods. “All right. Let’s do it then.”

“Nina, have you—”

“Congratulations, Chief Wilder. You and your team—and of course, you, too, Detective Farr—have done some excellent work.”

Superintendent Arceneaux’s big, booming voice precedes him. He steps into the war room with a wide, satisfied smile on his face and gives us a round of applause that I guess is supposed to be his stamp of approval. He’s here to send us packing, and when I glance at Farr, I can see she’s seeing the same thing I am. I hate being right all the time.

“Thank you, Superintendent,” I say. “But the job’s not quite done.”

He turns to me with a perplexed expression on his face. “But you all got him. Jerry Vidrine is dead. My understanding is that you found evidence at his place that links him to the Red Bow killings. Have I misunderstood something?”

“There are items in evidence suggesting he could be, but there are still a few unanswered questions I have,” I tell him.

“Well, I’ve seen the after-action reports and the preliminary case summaries and feel comfortable closing this case naming Vidrine the Red Bow Killer,” he says. “I’ve already got a press conference scheduled to make the announcement. You don’t even know the sigh of relief you’re going to hear coming out of the Big Easy thanks to you all. I’d imagine there’s going to be one hell of a party down here the Quarter tonight.”

Farr glances at me, giving me a small shake of her head as if cautioning me to tread lightly. It’s not bad advice. Especially since I’m relying on his indulgence to stick around his department for a little while longer. Discretion is the better part of valor and all that.

“I understand, sir. And you should do what you feel comfortable with.”

He nods, that satisfied smirk on his face growing wider. “I want to thank you for all your help, Chief Wilder. You and your team have done amazing work. You’ve definitely lived up to all the hype, let me tell you. I will be calling Deputy Director Church personally to sing your praises.”

“I appreciate that, but it’s not really necessary,” I tell him. “We don’t do this for credit or positive reviews.”

He waves me off. “It’s the least I can do for you folks helping close a case like this. It’s haunted my city for a long time now, and you guys came in, did your thing, and got a killer off the streets. Permanently. Of course, I’m going to tell your boss how impressed I am with your team.”

“That’s very kind of you, sir,” I say. “We appreciate that.”

“Think nothing of it,” he replies.

We all stand in a silence that grows awkward after a couple of seconds. Arceneaux claps his hands and rubs them together, making a dry, scratchy sound as he nods.

“Well then. I guess I should get out of your hair and let you all pack up,” he says. “I imagine you’ll be heading onto your next case in the morning, huh?”

I open my mouth to reply, but he holds a finger up and cuts me off.

“Hey, you should let Detective Farr take you to dinner… on the department, of course. Just a thank you for doing a good job,” he says brightly. “Cassie, why don’t you take them somewhere nice tonight. Make sure you give them a taste of what this city’s all about.”

“I’ll do that, sir,” Farr says.

“Good, good,” he replies. “That’s good.”

“Sir, we’re actually going to be here for a couple more days,” I tell him.

His smile slips, and he cocks his head. “But the case is done and over. Why would you need to stick around, Chief?”

I don’t want to put him on the defensive or give him cause to run us out. Like it or not, we’re here at his pleasure. If he tells us to go, we have no choice but to leave. I don’t want to give him a reason to do that.

“It’s just our normal procedure,” I tell him. “We always do a postmortem on the case to make sure we didn’t miss anything. I always like to make sure everything is buttoned down before leaving so there’s nothing a defense attorney can use to get these dirtbags off.”

It’s not exactly a lie. I do like making sure all the t’s are crossed and the i’s are dotted before I officially close a case. That’s just not what’s going on here now. It’s the last thing I’m going to tell Arceneaux, though, since he does already have a presser scheduled after all.

He seems to consider my words, then nods. “Making sure we’re solid up and down. I like that. No, I appreciate that, Chief.”

“It’s all just part of the job,” I tell him. “We’re a full-service outfit after all.”

He laughs like it’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard. He offers his hand and grips mine tightly as we shake.

“I sure do appreciate all the good work you’ve done here, Chief,” he says. “You’re going to help people in this city sleep easy tonight.”

“Well, Detective Farr is a big part of what we’ve done,” I say.

He turns to her. “She’s one of our best and brightest.”

“She’s an excellent detective. You’re lucky to have her,” I say.

“Don’t I know it,” he replies. “Anyway, I should get moving. I need to get prepped before the press conference. Make sure you all get a good, New Orleans dinner in your bellies tonight. I won’t have you leaving here without some real Southern hospitality. See to it, Detective Farr.”

“I’ll do that, sir,” she says.

He gives us all one last smile, then turns and heads out. When he’s gone, I turn to the rest of the team and roll my eyes, drawing a laugh from them.
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Miss Etienne’s Boarding House, Irish Channel District; New Orleans, LA

An offshoot of the toney Garden District, the Irish Channel is a working-class neighborhood that, back in the day, was populated mostly by, as the name suggests, Irish immigrants. While not as wealthy and ornate as the homes in the Garden District, the homes in the Irish Channel are nicely kept. The residents obviously take pride in their neighborhood, and it’s got an undeniable charm.

The street we’re on is lined with magnolia trees and houses that are brightly colored with wrought iron to spare. Every house looks so different from one another, but it’s the riot of colors that somehow seems to tie them all together seamlessly like a giant patchwork quilt. The entire neighborhood is vibrant and exudes a fun, positive energy.

“Here we are,” Farr says.

She pulls to a stop in front of a three-story, Victorian-style house painted a bright plum color. The windows and eaves are all trimmed in white, and the sign out front reads, “Miss Etienne’s Boarding House.” We climb out of the car, and I admire the house for a moment. A white railing runs around a wide covered porch that holds a pair of rocking chairs with a table between them. The front yard, encircled by a white picket fence, is beautifully landscaped with Spanish moss hanging from the branches of the large tree. The whole place just has a charming, appealing vibe.

“I didn’t think boarding houses were a thing anymore,” I say.

“This is the South, honey. Lots of things you thought were extinct are alive and well here,” Farr says with a chuckle. “Honestly, though, between Katrina and the general poverty in the area, boarding houses have made a comeback. It gives people a cheaper place to live without having to try to survive in places like Desire or Dixon.”

I nod. “Makes a lot of sense.”

According to what Nina found, Odette is renting a room on the third floor of Miss Etienne’s boarding house. Having left Paige and Nina behind to make a show of packing up the war room just to appease Captain Dufresne and Superintendent Arceneaux, Farr and I walk up the steps and onto the porch of the boarding house. The screen door opens with a squeak, and a short, stout, older woman steps out. She’s got a head full of silver hair that contrasts sharply with her ebony skin, and her dark eyes hold wisdom and compassion. Her smile is as wide as it is warm, and I instantly feel welcome in her presence.

“I’m Miss Etienne. What can I do for you, Officers?” she says, then laughs when she sees my expression. “Yes, you do look like a cop. You both do.”

A frown creases my lips as she echoes something Astra, Paige, and the rest of the team have teased me about on more than a few occasions. Farr just shrugs. She is either used to being pegged as a cop or just doesn’t care. I don’t know why it bothers me. It shouldn’t. I mean, I am a cop. It’s just one of those strange and silly things that does because I like to think I’m more than that.

“We’re here to speak with Odette Simeon. Is she in?” Farr asks.

“Lovely girl. A little troubled, but a lovely girl. And yes, she’s in the back garden,” Miss Etienne says without surprise at our presence. “Just follow that path there around to the back.”

“Thank you, Miss Etienne,” Farr says.

“Thank you,” I add.

“Of course. If there’s anything else I can do for you, you just let me know,” she adds sincerely.

We step off the porch and follow the narrow concrete path that leads around the house. The sound of falling water fills the air, and when we round the corner, we find ourselves in a lush garden paradise. Although the backyard area itself isn’t overly large, Miss Etienne has used every spare inch of it to create a green space filled with plants, fountains, and an overwhelming sense of peace and calm. It’s beautiful.

“I could get used to having something like this in my backyard,” Farr says.

“This makes me wish I had a backyard,” I reply.

She laughs softly as we follow the path to a gazebo set near the back. Dressed in a pair of blue sweatpants and a red hoodie, Odette is sitting in the gazebo having a cigarette as she’s scrolling on her phone. When she hears us approaching, she looks up, and her eyes widen. Odette’s face blanches, and an expression close to panic flashes across her face.

“How are you doing, Odette?” I ask.

Farr and I step into the gazebo and take a seat on the bench across from her. Nobody says a word for several long moments, and the tension in the air between us starts to thicken. Smoke drifts from her slightly parted lips as she watches us, her eyes filled with fear. She quickly wets her lips, then takes a long drag off her cigarette, doing her best to convey an image of confidence. She can’t sustain it in the face of our silence though.

“Wh—what are y’all doing here?” she asks, a nervous tremor in her voice.

“Well, we came to have a word with you,” Farr says.

“We had some more questions that we need you to answer,” I add.

Her hand is trembling so hard, she misses her mouth the first time she tries to pop her cigarette between her lips, and hits herself in the nose. Forcing herself to slow down, she manages to get her cigarette in the right spot and takes a deep drag.

“Questions about what?” she asks through a cloud of smoke.

“About what you told us before,” Farr replies. “We can’t shake the feeling that you didn’t tell us everything you knew.”

“I—I did.”

“Did you though?” I ask, arching an eyebrow.

“I did,” she says. “I watched Ally get into that car and drive away with that man I had a bad feeling about. Just like I told you.”

“We know what you told us,” I press. “But I don’t think you told us everything.”

Her hand is shaking hard, and she’s gone so pale, she’s almost translucent. Odette takes another deep drag of her cigarette and turns away, no longer able to meet our eyes. That sense that she’s withholding something grows stronger. So strong, in fact, that when Farr turns to me, I can see the realization dawning on her as well.

Leaning forward, I pitch my voice low, doing my best to sound menacing. “Odette, give me your eyes. Now.”

The young woman takes another drag of her cigarette and blows out a thin streamer of smoke, doing her best to resist my order. But her body seems to betray her, and she turns, finally meeting my gaze. Her lips quiver, and she crosses one leg over the other, bouncing it furiously, squirming so much she’s in danger of falling right off the bench. When I’m confident I have her attention, though, I lean forward a little more.

“Listen to me, Odette, and listen close. We need the truth from you. Right now. We’re done playing games,” I tell her. “So, you either come clean with us right now, or we are going to charge you with obstruction of justice. We’ll put you in jail.”

She blinks at me but says nothing as she licks her lips then swallows hard. Her face is etched with fear, and she bounces her foot even faster.

“Odette, is that in any way unclear?” I ask.

“No,” she says softly.

“Good,” Farr says. “Then answer Chief Wilder’s questions. What is it you’re holding back from us? What aren’t you saying?”

Tears leak out of the corner of her eyes and race down her pale cheeks. Her hand is trembling so hard, she almost looks like she’s having a seizure. The girl is terrified. But I suddenly realize it’s not us she’s scared of. There’s something else. Or rather, there’s somebody else in this whole sordid equation that scares her more than we do.

“Who is it, Odette?” I ask. “Who told you to feed us that story?”

She lowers her head, her tears splashing onto the concrete beneath her feet. “I can’t,” she whispers. “I just can’t. He’ll kill me. He’ll kill my little sister.”

“Who will?” I ask.

“Odette, whatever is going on, we can protect you,” Farr says. “We can protect you and your little sister too. Who are you talking about? Who told you to give us that information?”

“I can’t,” she says as her tears continue to fall.

“Odette, look at us,” I say.

She doesn’t. She sits there, head bowed, body shaking as she silently sobs.

“Odette,” I repeat, firmer this time.

She finally raises her head. The girl’s eyes are bloodshot and watery, and her cheeks are stained with tears. She sniffs and uses the back of her hand to wipe her eyes.

“Who is it you’re afraid of? Who made you feed us that story?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “He said he’ll kill us if I talk.”

“We’re going to protect you,” Farr repeats. “We’ll go and get your little sister and take you into protective custody—”

“No. You can’t,” she cries, her face lined with panic. “You can’t take me in to the police.”

Her response regarding going to the cops is so strong and visceral, it tells me that, without question, I’ve been on the right path this entire time.

“Odette, is the person who threatened you a cop?” I ask.

Farr looks at me, bristling at the suggestion. I hold a hand up, though, silently telling her to give me a minute. I understand it’s hard for her to accept that one of her fellow officers could be involved. She doesn’t want to believe one of her own could be responsible for what’s going on. I get that. But I know we’re looking for a cop. I know it as surely as I know my own name.

“Odette? Was it a cop who threatened you?” I repeat. “Tell me the truth, and I’ll make sure you’re protected. I’ll have the Bureau, not the NOPD, put you in a safe house.”

Farr’s face darkens, and her jaw tightens, but she bites back whatever reply is sitting on the tip of her tongue. I’m sure she’s hoping the girl says no so she can throw it back in my face, but I’m willing to roll those dice since I know I’m not going to roll snake eyes. I know I’m right.

“Was it a cop?” I press.

Fresh tears fall, but the girl finally nods her head. “Yes.”

Farr sits back and turns to me, her expression wavering somewhere between shock and nausea. I can see she’s having trouble wrapping her mind around it. I know she’s realistic enough to know there are bad cops out there, but it’s clear she’d never been personally impacted by one. Not until now. And it’s not hard to see it’s leaving a very bad taste in her mouth.

We don’t have time to wait for her to adjust to the reality of it though. She’s going to need to talk that out with her rabbi later. Now that we have confirmation of what I’ve known on a gut level all along, we need to find out who it is and then round him up.

“Who is it?” Farr croaks. “Who is the cop who told you to feed us that story?”

“I—I can’t,” she cries.

“Odette, tell me what we need to know, or I really will haul you in for obstruction,” I growl.

“Who’s going to protect your little sister with you sitting in a box?” Farr presses. “Do you really believe this mystery cop is going to trust you not to speak? Or do you think he’s the type to snatch up your sister and use her as leverage to ensure you don’t?”

“He wouldn’t.”

“Why not? He threatened to kill her,” Farr counters. “Take Chief Wilder’s offer. Tell us what we want to know, and you’ll go into federal, not local, protection.”

“You and your little sister will be safe and far out of his reach,” I tell her. “I promise you that you will both be safe.”

She sniffs and rubs her eyes again. Dropping her cigarette to the ground, she crushes it beneath her foot, then quickly lights another one and takes a deep draw.

“Odette,” I say. “Give us his name.”

She finally raises her gaze to me. “You promise that me and Lizzy will be safe?”

“I’ll make sure to get somebody from the local field office to take you into protective custody as soon as you give us the name,” I say.

She takes another moment to consider it, then blows out a cloud of smoke and nods. “His name is Arceneaux. Clete Arceneaux.”

My stomach drops, and my mouth falls open. Farr’s face has gone bone white, and her eyes are so wide she looks like an anime character.

“Superintendent Clete Arceneaux?” Farr finally asks.

Odette nods. “Yeah. He’s been a client of mine for a little while. He gave me five grand to feed y’all that story—and threatened me if I talked,” she says. “So, you can get me and my little sister out of here now?”

“Yeah, I… just need to make a call,” I say, still stunned.

My mind is spinning like a tornado, and I’m having a hard time latching on to any one coherent thought. I figured there was a cop involved somewhere, but Arceneaux is the last person I expected it to be. It changes nothing though. If anything, it makes things even more urgent.

“Okay. I’m going to call the field office and get them to take Odette and her sister to a safe house. After that, I’ll have Nina and Paige meet us at my hotel,” I say.

“Why your hotel?”

“Knowing what we know now, we can’t trust the walls in your district to not have ears,” I say. “We need to be able to work without having our chief suspect looking over our shoulders.”

“And what are we going to do?” Farr asks.

“We’re going to bring Red Bow in and close this case once and for all.”
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Crescent City Hotel & Suites, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“Nina?”

She finishes her circuit around the hotel room, her eyes fixed to the screen on the black box in her hand, then shakes her head. She shuts her machine off, then sets it down on the table.

“Room’s clean,” she replies. “No bugs. We’re good.”

Folding my arms over my chest, I start pacing around my room. Farr and Paige are seated in the chairs at the small, round table in the corner, and Nina drops heavily onto the corner of the bed. The Crescent City Hotel isn’t exactly a top-of-the-line establishment, but it’s also not the type I’d expect to find a body underneath the bed either. The carpet and bedding seem to be clean, the furniture is in good repair, and there aren’t strange smells baked into everything, so I guess I can’t complain too much.

“I would say that’s a little paranoid, but given what’s going on, I’m starting to think it’s paranoid enough,” Farr grouses.

“So, not to be a Negative Nancy or anything, but is Odette a reliable source?” Paige asks. “I mean, she did lie to us once already.”

“She didn’t exactly lie to us,” Farr says. “She just didn’t tell us anything.”

“Sounds like a distinction without a difference to me,” Paige counters.

“Well, if you’d seen her, you’d know she was telling us the full truth this time. The girl was terrified. I have absolutely no doubt she was being honest,” Farr says.

“Same,” I reply. “I’m convinced we got the truth out of her.”

“Okay. Good enough for me then,” Paige replies.

“Where is she right now?” Nina asks.

“Safe. I had a couple of agents from the local field office take her to a safe house. They’re sitting on her and her little sister right now,” I answer.

“I still can’t believe Superintendent Arceneaux is involved in all this,” Farr says.

She slumps back in her chair, still shellshocked by the bomb Odette dropped on us. She may have butted heads with him at times, but it’s clear she respected him, and now she must feel like the rug has been pulled out from under her. It’s hard not to feel for her.

“I just can’t believe it,” she repeats in almost a whisper. “I feel like an absolute idiot.”

“There’s no way you could have known,” I offer.

She grimaces, and I can tell there’s nothing I can say that’s going to alleviate her shock and disappointment over the situation, so I don’t bother continuing to try. The best thing we can do right now is keep moving forward. Once we close this, she can find a way to navigate the professional as well as emotional fallout of it all.

“So, what’s our next step?” Paige asks.

“First, we need to figure out who all is involved,” I say.

“You don’t think Arceneaux is Red Bow?” Paige questions.

I shake my head. “I don’t. I think he knows who Red Bow is though. I think he’s always known and has been protecting him all these years.”

“What makes you say that?” Farr asks. “Couldn’t he have had Odette feed us that story then set up Vidrine to protect himself? I mean, he had to know Vidrine would open up the way he did and that Scott and his SWAT team would return fire. He had to know Vidrine would end up dead. Maybe Arceneaux felt the walls closing in and wanted to throw us off his scent?”

Continuing to pace, I shake my head again. “It’s a good theory, but Arceneaux doesn’t fit the age we profiled Red Bow to be. We profiled him as being in his twenties when he first started killing. Arceneaux would have been in his forties at the time.”

“You also said age is the hardest thing to profile,” Farr counters.

“It is. But the age of the victims—then and now—is a tell,” I respond. “It’s more likely than not that the original Red Bow started off by killing women in his age bracket. Arceneaux doesn’t fit in that range.”

Farr scrubs her face with her hands. “Well, I’ve been wrong about everything, and you’ve turned out to be right, so I’m not going to argue too loudly.”

“I wouldn’t say you got everything wrong,” I reply. “Bayou Billy’s was definitely the right place to go eat.”

The room is silent for a moment, and everybody is staring at me incredulously. Then Farr erupts into laughter. Paige and Nina follow suit, and just like that, the bubble of tension we’ve been encased in since we walked in pops, and everybody seems to be a bit more at ease. Nina sits back cross-legged against the headboard with the computer in her lap. She raises her eyes to me, letting me know she’s ready to work.

“All right, Cassie, what can you tell us about Arceneaux?” I ask.

“He can be a jerk, but he’s a decent man. He’s a lot more concerned with public opinion than with actual police work anymore and seems to be enjoying life at the top of the ladder. He took to it like a fish to water, I tell you,” she replies.

“What was he like as a cop?” I ask.

She pulls a face. “Tough. Hard-nosed. Unforgiving. He saw the world in black and white, legal or illegal. But he was always fair. At least, he was with us. I’m sure the perps out there probably feel a bit differently though,” she continues.

“I’d say they do,” Nina says, gesturing to her laptop. “There are several official reprimands on his record… excessive use of force complaints, mostly.”

“You know how it is with these perps. They’ll complain about anything and everything to make us look bad,” Farr says.

She’s not wrong, but it’s also not hard to note the defensive tone in her voice. I understand it. She feels like her department—and maybe she by extension—is under attack. Intellectually, I know she understands that’s not the case. But she loves being a cop, and she loves her department, so it’s always going to be tough to hear criticisms of it. I’m just as defensive whenever somebody goes after my team, so I get it.

But the fact of the matter is that he’s involved in something bad. Really bad. Even worse, it appears that he’s been mixed up in it for a very long time. That’s probably one of the things she’s having the toughest time coming to grips with. I’m sure she’s asking herself how she couldn’t have known or how she hadn’t noticed for all those years. I’ve been there. It inspires uncertainty. It makes a person second-guess themselves and leaves them questioning their abilities. Farr will get through this, and she’ll be fine. I have no doubt. It’s just going to take her a minute.

“Arceneaux was a good cop back in the day,” she says. “He was respected by all of us in uniform and feared by the dirtbags out on the street.”

“Nobody’s doubting that,” I reply. “But he’s obviously got some conflicts of interest we’re going to need to sort out because from everything we’re seeing right now, he’s been protecting a serial predator for decades.”

Farr frowns but nods. “Yeah. I know. So, like Paige asked, what are our next steps?”

“The first thing we need to do is figure out who he’s been protecting,” I say. “Given the incredible risk he’s taking, as well as the age of the victims, I’m inclined to think it has to be a son. Assuming he has any boys.”

“He’s got four,” Farr replies. “Joel, Adam, Stephen, and Garrett is the youngest. But they’re all within a few years of each other.”

“So, theoretically, any one of them can be our guy,” Paige says.

“If they’re all within a few years of each other, then theoretically, yeah,” I say. “We’re going to need a workup on all of them.”

“On it,” Nina says.

Farr slumps forward in her chair and buries her face in her hands, shaking her head miserably. We give her the time she needs.

“I know all these guys. Three of them are cops. They’re all good men,” she says quietly. “I can’t believe any one of them could be mixed up in this.”

“You said three of them are cops,” I say. “What about the fourth?”

“Garrett? Yeah, he was a cop for a while but then moved away. We thought it was to get out from under his father’s shadow. I imagine it has to be pretty stifling to live under the shadow Superintendent Arceneaux casts,” she says.

“Where is he now?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I have no idea. I didn’t keep up with him, and I don’t have the kind of relationship with the Superintendent where we share personal details of our lives. I only know his boys because of the job. I’ve worked with them all at one point or another.”

“Thinking back on them now, can you recall anything about them that seemed off, or anything that might set off any red flags if you looked at it now, knowing what we know? Is there anything that, in hindsight, stands out?” I ask.

We give her a minute; she lowers her gaze to the floor and seems to ponder her answer. Trying to think back through a lot of years and apply what we’ve learned now to behaviors she saw back then isn’t easy. Back then, she didn’t know Red Bow was a cop and was being protected by a cop—and she wouldn’t have known to be looking for any sort of suspicious behavior. So, when she raises her head and frowns, I’m not surprised.

“I honestly can’t think of anything that might have set me off back then. Not now, after all this time has passed, anyway,” she says.

“That’s all right,” I reply. “I knew asking was a long shot. That’s a lot of years’ worth of history to sort through.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Nothing for you to be sorry about. You couldn’t have known,” I reply.

“I was working the case back then—sort of,” she says. “I should have seen it.”

“There’s no way you could have. Especially since you didn’t have access to the original case file or the detectives’ notes. Go easy on yourself, Cassie.”

She doesn’t look reassured, though, and seems to be beating herself up about not knowing something that was unknowable. Glancing at my watch, I see that it’s getting late. I think what we need is to open the pressure release valve a bit. We need a change of scenery and maybe that will change our perspective.

“All right, it’s getting late, and I’m hungry. I bet you all are too,” I say. “Let’s go get some food and clear our heads a bit.”

“Sounds good to me,” Paige says. “I’m starving.”

Farr nods. “Yeah. Me too. I need a drink.”

“Then let’s go get one,” I say.
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Laughin’ Gator Café, Bywater Historic District; New Orleans, LA

“Fried alligator isn’t something I ever thought I’d enjoy eating,” Nina says.

“Me either,” Paige adds as she pops another bit into her mouth. “But this is incredible.”

Tucked away in a corner of the Bywater District, a historic neighborhood in New Orleans, is the Laughin’ Gator Café, a longtime, family-owned joint that’s been a stalwart in the changing demographics of the area brought on by an influx of money, and of course, gentrification. Back in the day, Bywater was mostly plantation land but has since become a colorful and vibrant artistic community, which of course, has folded in an active hipster scene as evidenced by the number of local and artisanal restaurants, cafes, and galleries.

Farr brought us here because the food is amazing and also because of the artsy, hipster vibe: it’s not a place frequented by her fellow cops, which makes it perfect for our little working dinner. The manager, who seems to know Farr well, gave us a private room in the back to use and then plied us with enough food for an army. Every dish he brings out is incredible, and even though I’m bursting at the seams, I can’t stop shoveling food into my mouth.

“Cassie, the food in this place is incredible,” Paige groans. “But I’ve eaten so much, I think I’m going to be sick.”

“There’s some buckets out back for that. Just go empty out your belly, then come back in and keep eating,” Farr says dryly.

Paige looks at her with wide eyes, startled, which prompts Farr to burst into laughter. Realizing she’s been had, Paige shakes her head and laughs along with her. The mood in the room is light, the tension from earlier having evaporated, which is what I wanted. I’ve always found the best thinking is done on a full belly when everybody is relaxed.

“Okay, that’s just nasty,” Nina says with a laugh.

“All right, not to spoil this amazing feast, but we do have some work to do,” I say.

My words are met with dramatic groans, but they all understand that we’ve got a killer to catch and the clock is still running.

“So, where do we begin?” Farr asks.

“We need to look into Arceneaux’s sons,” I say.

Nina pulls her laptop out of her bag and sets it on the table, then opens it. She logs in quickly, then turns to me, waiting for instructions. I take a sip of my scotch.

“All right, let’s run down the roster of Arceneaux’s kids,” I say.

“Okay, first up is Joel Arceneaux,” Nina says. “Forty-eight years old, Detective First Grade. No history of complaints against him. His record is clean as a whistle, and he’s got a solid case-closure rate. Joel has been married to Geraldine for twenty-five years and they have two kids, Julia, twenty-three and Drake, twenty-one.”

“Cassie, can you fill in any of the blanks here?” I ask.

“I mean, I really only know these guys by reputation. We don’t exactly move in the same social circles or anything,” she replies.

“Whatever you can add is appreciated.”

“Okay, well, I’ll tell you what I can,” she says. “But I’m not sure that I’ll be able to add anything of real value.”

“Anything you add will be valuable.”

“Umm… well, Joel’s got a sterling reputation. A by-the-book sort of guy. People call him a boy scout,” Farr adds. “He’s got his sights set on the higher rungs of the department, and there’s no doubt he’ll get there. He’s good.”

“Okay, good. Who’s next?” I ask.

Nina taps a few keys on her laptop. “Sergeant Adam Arceneaux. Forty-seven years old. Married to Ellie for eight years, they have no children. He has a couple of blemishes on his record, but nothing serious—”

“Define nothing serious,” I say.

“He had an excessive use of force complaint about ten years ago. The charges weren’t sustained though,” she replies. “He’s also got a couple of administrative write ups that don’t seem to amount to much.”

“Nothing violent in his past?” I ask.

“Not that I see. Looks like his last write up was before he got married,” Nina says.

“Adam was known as a bit of a party boy back then. He drank a lot from what I recall,” Farr says. “My understanding is that Ellie settled him down quite a bit. He started to rehab his image and earn some promotions and commendations after he got married.”

“Next up, is Stephen Arceneaux,” Nina says. “Forty-five years old, single, no kids, and still works patrol. He’s got some commendations in his file, but he’s also got a pile of administrative write ups and complaints filed against him.”

“He’s a hothead. Has always acted before stopping to think about what he’s doing,” Farr fills us in. “The fact that his dad is the superintendent is probably why he’s still got a job.”

That piques my interest. “Does Arceneaux actively cover for him? Have you ever heard of him whitewashing any of these complaints?”

“I don’t know about that. I haven’t heard about him going out of his way to cover anything up for Stephen, but at the same time, it probably wouldn’t surprise me either. Sometimes, it’s all about who you know,” Farr says. “But I honestly haven’t heard of the Super covering up anything for his son. I think it’s more a case of the family name being a shield from the fallout when he screws up. You know?”

I nod. “Yeah, I know. That’s something we’re going to have to look into a little deeper though. If Arceneaux is covering up official misdeeds on Stephen’s behalf, it’s not that much of a leap to think he could be covering up other things as well.”

A frown creases Farr’s lips, but she nods. “I guess I didn’t think of it like that before. But yeah, I can see that. Sure. But couldn’t it be just as possible the Super is covering up for the other two as well? Being a boy scout doesn’t preclude you being a serial killer.”

“No, you’re right. And we’ll definitely do our due diligence on the others as well. But right now, I’m looking for specific markers. Of the three so far, only Stephen is tickling those wires.”

“That’s fair,” she says. “The last of the Arceneaux sons is Garrett.”

Nina’s fingers fly over the keyboard. “Garrett Arceneaux, forty-four years old…”

Her voice trails off, but her eyes continue flicking back and forth as she reads. And whatever she’s reading has her intrigued. Or disturbed. It’s hard to tell, really.

“Farr, what can you tell us about the youngest of the Arceneaux boys?” I ask.

She blows out a loud breath. “He’s the one I remember the least. But what I do recall is that he was a good cop. He had a pretty good reputation. I do recall some people saying they thought he tried too hard though.”

“Tried too hard?”

“To impress his father. I remember people saying he only became a cop because he was chasing his father’s approval,” she said.

“Nina, what do you have?”

“Umm… it looks like Garrett joined the Marines right out of high school but was mustered out before he even finished basic. Became a cop right after that,” she says. “He worked patrol until 2014 when he resigned, then dropped off the face of the earth after that. But then he pops back up in New Orleans in 2020 and has been working a warehouse job since. He’s living a pretty quiet life now and seems to be keeping his nose clean.”

“So, where was he between 2014 and 2020?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Nina says, sounding frustrated. “It’s like he just vanished. I can’t find anything. No W-2’s, no tax returns, no nothing.”

“Nobody just vanishes,” I say.

“Ordinarily, I agree,” Nina says. “But there is a six-year hole in Garrett’s digital time line.”

“That seems impossible,” Paige says.

“I agree,” Farr chimes in. “Nobody disappears these days.”

Pacing the room again, I work the problem in my mind. In this day and age—where everything is tracked digitally, every banking transaction, every tax return, every grocery store purchase—to have a six-year donut hole is so outrageous as to be unbelievable. The only time I’ve ever heard of somebody going completely off the grid like that…

“Nina, is there any way you can find out if Garrett Arceneaux was in a rehab center or some sort of mental health facility?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “There’s no way I could get access to those records. Not unless I do some very illegal hacking. But if I did that, it would make them completely unusable in any sort of court action.”

“Yeah, we don’t want that,” I say.

Nina cocks her head. “Unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Hold that thought,” she says.

She lowers her head and starts working, her fingers a blur over the keys. I’m not sure what idea she’s latched onto, but it seems like she’s on to something. And when Nina has a scent, I’ve found it’s always best to let her do her thing because she’s one of the smartest, most capable, and most resourceful people I’ve ever met.

Aside from the tap-tap-tap of the keys on her laptop, the room is silent. Farr, Paige, and I all exchange glances as the tension in the room grows thicker than the fog in San Francisco. After what feels like an eternity, Nina raises her head, a satisfied smile stretched across her lips.

“Always follow the money,” she says.

“What did you find?”

“During that time period when Garrett was missing, Superintendent Arceneaux paid for an exclusive, upscale mental health facility in Colorado. The payments to the facility stopped when Garrett arrived back in New Orleans,” Nina says.

“All right, so he was in a country club looney bin,” Farr says.

“Stress from the job?” Paige asks.

“Or maybe the crushing weight of chasing his father’s approval,” Farr says.

“Probably some combination of the two,” I say. “But his disappearance coincides with when the Red Bow killings stopped.”

“But if he’s Red Bow, why hasn’t he killed in the last four years?” Farr asks. “Why did he only start up again now even though he’s been here since 2020?”

“It might be that the therapy he got finally wore off?” Paige asks.

“More likely that there was a trigger of some sort. Some inciting event,” I say. “Nina—”

“Looking,” she replies as she works her keyboard. “Here it is. His mother died six weeks ago. That would count as a trigger, right?”

“It very well could,” I say.

“Oh. Oh my.”

The tone in Nina’s voice rings the warning bells in my head. “What is it?”

She turns her computer around so we can see the photo of the woman on the screen. It’s an older photo, but when I see the woman in it, I immediately see why Nina had such a strong reaction.

“This is Eunice Arceneaux—Garrett’s mother,” Nina says.

“She has light-colored hair and eyes,” I say.

“She looks just like some of the girls who were taken,” Paige notes.

“My God,” Farr adds. “You were right. About everything.”

There is no doubt in my mind now that Garrett Arceneaux is the man who has been terrorizing sex workers in the French Quarter for more than twenty years now. This is who the Superintendent has been protecting and cleaning up after. This is who the Superintendent murdered one woman and arranged the death of another man for. The pieces of the puzzle are falling into place, but there are still a number of questions I need answers to.

“Nina, why did Garrett wash out of the Marine Corps?” I ask.

She turns her computer back around and goes to work. Her brow furrows, and a frown creases her lips as she stares at her computer screen. After a couple minutes of working, she shakes her head.

“His file is sealed. I can’t get into it,” she says. “I’m sorry, Boss.”

“Sealed?”

She nods. “Sealed. I can’t get access to it.”

That’s unusual and only serves to pique my curiosity even more. I have a feeling that whatever is in that file is going to prove critical. We need access to that file.

“I need to make a phone call,” I say.
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Crescent City Hotel & Suites, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

“Hey, I brought beignets and coffee,” Farr says as she steps into my room.

“Bless you,” Paige says.

“Hey, Boss, do you think we can move our HQ here, like permanently? The food here is just too good,” Nina asks as she plucks a beignet out of the box.

I laugh. “So, you want to weigh five hundred pounds?”

Nina sighs dramatically. “There is that.”

After calling a contact I have in the Department of Defense while we were still at the restaurant, we decided to call it a night. I told everybody to get a good night’s sleep and that we’d hit it fresh first thing in the morning. We had a major breakthrough last night, but we still need to place a few more pieces in this puzzle to get the full and complete picture of it. Plus, my friend in the DOD—who made no promises about being able to unseal Garrett’s record for me at all—said if he was going to be able to get access to it, it wouldn’t be until today, so we were at a standstill last night anyway.

“Did you get the file?” Farr asked.

“Not yet,” I respond.

“Damn,” she mutters.

We all take a couple of minutes to indulge in the coffee and those fried bits of deliciousness. As we ramp up for the day ahead, I have a feeling it’s going to be a long one.

“All right, while we’re waiting for the file, let’s go over the case again,” I say. “Let’s see about plugging any holes that might be lurking.”

I realize it’s mostly just busy work. I’m just stalling and trying to buy a little more time for my friend to get me that file. I have a feeling it’s going to tie everything together with a nice, big red bow for us. But if he can’t get me the file, we’re going to have to find a way to make the case without it, and that’s going to entail getting Superintendent Arceneaux to crack. We need him to not just crack but serve his son up to us on a silver platter. And I know that dealing with a cop as experienced as he is won’t be easy.

“Okay, so we start at the start,” Paige says. “We think Garrett gets drummed out of the Corps, joins the NOPD, and then starts murdering sex workers. His father eventually catches wind of what his son is up to and, rather than turn him in, forces his resignation, covers it up, then sends him to a mental health facility in Colorado. Garrett comes back with a clean bill of mental health, keeps his nose clean for four years, his mother dies, and he starts killing again. His father, with us breathing down his son’s neck, murders a girl to throw us off, then arranges to pin the murder on a meth cooker and has him killed. Have I about covered it?”

“That sounds about right. That’s what I’ve got on my scorecard,” I say with a nod. “Now, where are our weak spots?”

“How are we going to prove he murdered Allison Bowe?” Farr asks.

“We’ve got Odette who will testify that he set it up,” I reply.

“That’s not really proof.”

“No. But we can hit him with it and hope it’s enough to make him crack,” I say. “If not, hopefully Odette’s testimony will be enough.”

Farr frowns and sits back in her chair. “I’m not sure, Blake. Everything we have is circumstantial. We don’t have anything conclusively tying either Garrett or his father to any of these crimes. It sounds like we’re counting on the Superintendent folding to make this case.”

“Yeah. We basically are right now,” I tell her. “I admit, it’s a roll of the dice. But he’s managed to clean Garrett’s crimes up so thoroughly, unless we can get one of them to flip, we might not be able to make the case at all.”

“I don’t like going into a case like that,” Farr says.

“Neither do I. But we’ve got no bodies, no crime scene, and no way to concretely prove what we know is true. So, we’ll do the best with what we have,” I tell her. “To borrow an old saying, we have to go to war with the army we have, not the army we wish we had.”

“Trust her, Cassie. I’ve seen her do more with less,” Paige says.

“The Chief is like a magician. I’ve seen her pull roses out a pile of crap,” Nina agrees.

“The one ace we’re holding is Allison Bowe’s murder and Odette. That might be enough to crack Arceneaux. And if he is the self-serving, political animal who puts his own well-being above anybody else’s that I think he is, when he realizes we’ve got him in a corner, I’m hoping he’ll be willing to deal,” I say.

“But do we think he will?” Paige asks. “I mean, given everything he did to protect his son to this point… do we really think he’d serve him up?”

“Up until now, he hasn’t been in real jeopardy himself,” I say. “My hope is that when he realizes he’s up against it and his own hide is in danger, he may resort to his base instinct and do everything in his power to protect himself. I’m relying on that sense of self-preservation that most climbers and political animals tend to have.”

Farr frowns. “That’s a whole lot of ifs and maybes.”

“It is. But it’s all we have to work with right now,” I reply. “If you’ve got any better ideas, though, I’m all ears.”

“I… don’t,” Farr admits.

I don’t like the idea of relying on somebody giving up the goods either. In fact, I hate it. But when we have no body and no physical evidence connecting the two men we know to be responsible for these crimes, we don’t have much of a choice. When we don’t have anything, it comes down to having to run a game on the suspects. We tell them what we know, tell them what’s going to happen, lean heavily on threats, and hope they crack under the pressure.

As a general rule, most criminals aren’t very smart. Most don’t have the sort of fortitude to withstand intense scrutiny and even more intense questioning. Despite what you see on television and in the movies, the majority of suspects fold very quickly once we get them in the box. They tend to know the jig is up and will look to cut a deal. Once they know they’re caught, their sense of self-preservation kicks in, and they’ll do what they can to cushion their fall.

A man like Arceneaux though… he’s a different animal altogether. He’s smart, clever—and worst of all for us—knows the system inside and out. He’s not going to be as simple to crack as most common criminals. Threats won’t work on him. But if we can leverage something important to him—his freedom or his son—then maybe, just maybe, we can get him to fold. Garrett obviously means something to him, given that he’s risked so much to protect him for so long.

Will knowing that we know his son is the Red Bow killer and that we are in the process of taking him down be enough to convince him that the game is over and that he should be thinking about himself? Will the threat of facing prison time himself be enough to get him to turn on his son?

“Why his mother though?” Farr asks. “You said these women Garrett has been killing are avatars for his mother—that he was using them in his fantasies about killing her. Why?”

“We won’t know for sure until we talk to him,” I say. “But if I had to guess, I’d say there was some abuse there in the past.”

“It must have been some terrible abuse,” Paige adds.

“More than likely,” I reply. “Severe physical or emotional abuse can often trigger the onset of dangerous psychoses like we’re seeing here.”

“So, you’re saying Eunice turned her son into a serial killer?” Farr asks.

“I’m saying she had a hand in it,” I reply. “He probably already had the urge to kill inside of him at an early age, even if he didn’t understand what it was. Abuse at the hands of his mother may have helped clarify those urges. Then, he fixated on her. He symbolically killed her every time he took another girl.”

“But why didn’t he just kill her?” Farr asks. “I mean, if he hated her so much—”

“Because he feared her even more,” Paige jumps in. “That fear of his mother kept him from lashing out at her directly—which is why he needed to find surrogates who resembled her to kill.”

“He eventually may have worked up the nerve to kill her. Maybe,” I begin. “But the fact that she died deprived him of that chance. And I think her death is what triggered him to relapse and begin killing again.”

Farr sits back in her chair and shakes her head again. “Seems like his daddy wasted a lot of money at that high-end nut farm.”

“You can’t cure a psychopath. Not really. Not any more than you can cure a pedophile of their attraction to children,” I tell her. “Those urges to kill will always remain dormant inside of them, and it only takes one small spark to ignite another wildfire.”

A wry grin twists Farr’s lips. “I sure am glad I have you here to interpret all these psychological twists and turns for me.”

My phone chimes with an incoming text message, sending a charge of adrenaline rushing through me. Snatching it up, I open my inbox and pump my fist when I read the message: “You owe me for this. Big time.”

“We got the file,” I say.

Grabbing my tablet, I go to my email box, locate the message, and open the file, quickly scanning through all the particulars of Garrett’s dismissal from the Corps. And as I read, more and more pieces of the puzzle start falling into place. The picture starts becoming clearer. And when I get to the original crime scene photos, my eyes grow wide, and my mouth falls open.

“Bingo,” I say. “We’ve got him.”
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Arceneaux Residence, Audubon District; New Orleans, LA

Home of Tulane and Loyola Universities, the Audubon district is one of incredible affluence. Most of the homes are large and built with the neoclassical, Georgian and Greek styles favored by antebellum architects and home builders. Audubon is known for its leafy, secluded parks, chic and stylish eateries, the almost obscene wealth of its residents, and a cost of living that’s hundreds of times higher than elsewhere in New Orleans.

Farr pulls through the gate and stops in the circular driveway in front of the massive house. It’s three stories and square in design, white with dark blue shutters and trim, four tall white columns line the porch, holding up the high-peaked roof that covers it. Three chimneys rise from the slate-colored shingles on the roof, and the front yard is spacious and expertly landscaped with copious amounts of Spanish moss and neatly trimmed magnolia trees.

“Superintendent Arceneaux has done well for himself,” I say.

“The way I hear it, he married into money,” Farr replies. “His wife comes from what they call old money down here.”

“Old money. I see.”

“Rich is rich to me. I don’t care if the money came a thousand years ago or yesterday, you know what I mean?”

“I do,” I reply with a laugh.

We get out of the car and walk up the red brick staircase that leads to the wide front porch that’s lined with ornately carved benches and chairs to sit and enjoy a glass of sweet tea during those sticky, warm Louisiana nights. The place is so stately and regal, I almost feel like I’m walking up to the doors of the White House itself. I guess that’s what old money feels like.

“Ready for this?” I ask.

“Not really.”

“Suck it up,” I say, then knock on the door.

A moment later, already in his uniform, Superintendent Clete Arceneaux opens the door, and an expression of surprise crosses his face when he sees us standing on his porch. To be fair, though, I’m kind of surprised to see him standing there too.

“Wow,” I say. “You open your own door.”

“Of course, I do.”

“Sorry. I guess I just expected you to have a butler,” I tell him and gesture to the house.

He doesn’t look amused. Farr, on the other hand, looks a little green around the gills, and I’m half-afraid she’s going to throw up on his nice brick porch.

“Chief Wilder. Detective Farr. What are you doing here?”

“We need to talk, Superintendent Arceneaux.”

“I’m getting ready to go into the office—”

“We really need to talk, sir,” I say. “Now.”

His expression darkens, and his lips curl into a scowl. “What is this about?”

“It’s about your son,” I reply. “And our investigation into the Red Bow killings.”

Though he tries to rein it in, his face blanches and flashes with panic. He gets himself back under control, though, and regains his composure in the blink of an eye. Arceneaux gazes at us coolly, his expression one of haughty contempt.

“What are you doing, Chief? What are you implying?” he asks.

“I’m not implying anything, sir. I’m flat-out saying it. Your son Garrett is and always has been the Red Bow killer,” I say.

His eyes narrow to slits, and his face colors. “You’re going to want to choose your next words very carefully, Chief Wilder.”

“And why is that, Superintendent?”

“Because when you have been around and played the game as long as I have, you make friends in high places,” he says. “I can make your life very, very uncomfortable.”

“You wouldn’t be the first to try,” I tell him honestly.

“And what about you, Detective Farr? Are you willing to throw your career away? This ship will be going down very quickly. Are you sure you want to take that ride?”

Farr says nothing and can’t meet my gaze. There’s a slight tremble in her hands, and I can tell she’s fighting hard to keep from getting sick. She’s terrified and is probably envisioning her career—something she’s worked hard to build and means everything to her—circling the bowl. It makes me realize, I probably should have brought Paige and left her behind if for no other reason than to protect her from the potential fallout if this gambit doesn’t work. But knowing Farr as I do, that probably wouldn’t have set well with her. The best—and maybe only—thing I can do for her now is to deflect Arceneaux’s wrath onto me.

“See, here’s the thing, Superintendent. We know you know he’s the Red Bow killer. And we know you’ve known since he started killing more than twenty years ago,” I tell him. “We also know you’ve been covering up his crimes and that you murdered Allison Bowe and tried to frame Jerry Vidrine for it. On top of all that, you arranged to have Vidrine murdered just to sweep up your tracks behind you. And just in case you think we’re full of crap, just know that we’ve got Odette Simeon and her little sister in protective custody—that’s federal protective custody—and she’s telling us everything we could possibly want to know.”

“She doesn’t know anything,” he growls.

“She knows enough to put you with Allison Bowe and with the money you gave her to send us down a false path,” I respond.

His frown deepens, and I can tell I’ve scored a direct hit. He’s doing his best to keep from showing it, but the eyes never lie. I can see the fear behind his eyes that he’s doing his best to hide. Arceneaux swallows hard and shifts on his feet. He seems to ponder my words for a moment, then opens the door wide and motions for us to step inside.

“Might as well have this conversation over a cup of coffee like civilized people,” he says.

Without waiting for us, he turns and walks away. I turn to Farr.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

She nods. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m not really in the habit of rocking the boat. I’m just having visions of my entire career being flushed down the toilet right now. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without it.”

“It’s not going to come to that.”

“How do you know?”

“The fact that he opened his door to us,” I tell her. “That tells me we’ve got him exactly where we want him, Cassie. Just hang tough.”

“I’m trying.”

“Come on,” I say.

She follows me into the large, round foyer of the elegantly appointed house. Classical art pieces I can’t help but think are originals, paintings and sculptures alike, fill the house like a museum. Everything is gleaming white except for the tiled floor of the foyer, which is black and white checkered tile. It looks like how I imagined some of these estates would have looked back in the days of the prewar plantations and is pretty much what I expected from some of these antebellum mansions. All that’s missing are the slaves—and something tells me Arceneaux’s family is especially put out by that.

“Down here, ladies,” he calls.

We follow his voice down a long hallway and step into a large, elaborate kitchen that fits in with the rest of the house aesthetically but contains all the modern gadgets with all the bells and whistles. It’s paradise for anybody who enjoys cooking. Arceneaux is sitting in a rounded breakfast nook that overlooks his expansive and lush rear grounds.

“Please,” he says and gestures to the bench across the table from him.

Farr slides in first, and I take the outside position. I notice a slight tremor in Arceneaux’s hand as he picks up his coffee mug and takes a sip. He’s doing his best to mask his emotions, but the more he tries to hide them, the easier they are for me to see. We have him in a corner, and right now he’s trying to decide whether to keep fighting or to cut and run and save his own butt. He looks exhausted. Worn out. The weight of covering up something so monstrous and carrying that burden for more than two decades has taken a physical toll on the man; that’s easy to see.

“Coffee?” he asks.

“Sure,” I reply. “Thank you.”

He picks up the French press sitting in the middle of the table and pours me a cup, then turns to Farr who shakes her head.

“No. Thank you,” she croaks.

“Cream or sugar?” he asks.

“No. Black is fine,” I say.

I pick up my mug and take a sip, practically feeling the caffeine hitting my system as the dark brew rolls across my tongue.

“This is excellent,” I say. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

We sit in silence for a couple of minutes, enjoying the coffee even as tension heavily fills the air around us. It feels like the atmosphere right before a thunderstorm. Arceneaux sets his mug down, his mouth a tight line across his face, but a decision seemingly made. He stares through the window at the lush, green land beyond. Grief lines his face, and his eyes are distant as he travels back through time.

“By the time Garrett was born, my late wife Eunice was… well, she wasn’t well. She’d been getting worse over the years, of course, but after Garrett… well, she got bad. Real bad. I begged her to see somebody or to get on some medication, but she wouldn’t do it,” he says. “Anyway, as she mentally declined further, she took to beating on Garrett—”

“Only Garrett?” I ask.

He nods. “Yeah. For some reason she seemed to blame him for whatever was going on with her. She never touched the other boys and saved all that rage for Garrett. She’d wail on him… well… she used to beat him up pretty good.”

Farr looks at him, aghast. “Didn’t you try to stop it?”

“I tried. I always tried to get in between them,” he says quietly. “But it wore me out. I started spending a lot more time at work. I threw myself into climbing the ladder and putting all my energy into my career. I know it wasn’t fair. I know it had a bad effect on Garrett but… I just didn’t feel like there was anything I could do. Eunice wore me down, and I just wanted to spend as much time out of the house as I could.”

“My God, Clete,” Farr says. “You left your boy—”

He slams his hand down on the table so hard, it rattles everything sitting on top of it. His face reddens, and tears spill down his cheeks, his emotions raw and visceral.

“You think I don’t know that? You think I feel good about what I did?” he asks. “If you think that, you’re wrong. Dead wrong.”

“Is that why—when you realized it was Garrett committing the Red Bow killings—you stepped in and covered it up for him? Was it the guilt that made you protect him?” I ask.

“I thought I owed it to him. His mama didn’t give him much of a chance in life,” he says. “I thought it was my fault. Hell, it is my fault. I figured those girls were already dead, and there wasn’t anything I could do to change it. I hoped that if I gave him a chance that maybe I could help him get past whatever he was going through.”

“You were wrong,” Farr says.

“I know I was. And I live with it every single day of my life.” He sighs and seems to shrink. To deflate before our very eyes. “I knew when he was a kid he enjoyed killing animals. I found him… playing with them. I talked to him about it, and I thought it was just a weird phase. I thought maybe a lot of kids went through something like that… that some of them had a fascination with death. I thought he outgrew it. When I realized he hadn’t, I told him he needed to enlist. Told him I couldn’t protect him anymore and he needed to join the Corps. I’d hoped the Marines would give him some structure and discipline.”

I study him closely and see that even now, he’s still trying to soften this whole thing and protect his boy. He turns away, unable to meet my gaze, which confirms it for me.

“The Red Bow killings weren’t his first, were they?” I ask. “He’d killed before that.”

Arceneaux looks stricken but nods. “Yeah. Twice. Two sex workers.”

“And you covered that up?”

“I did,” he replies.

We’ll get back to that later. Right now, I want to keep going on the track we’re on since it’s going to be the most useful to us.

“What happened with the Marines?” I ask.

“He came back after washing out and was just… he was just different. He was a little colder, but he seemed more focused. And in some ways, he seemed somewhat better. So, I had him join the department,” he says. “And for a while, I thought everything was great. He seemed happy. He seemed disciplined. And I honestly thought he’d put all those troubles behind him and was going to turn out to be a good cop.”

I can hear the sincerity as well as the agony in his voice. Arceneaux has been tormented by his son for a very long time. But mixed in with it all, I hear the unmistakable sound of relief in his voice as well. After so long, being able to lift the weight from his shoulders and expel the poison that’s flowed through his veins has to feel liberating. Even knowing that what he’s telling us spells the end of the line for him as well, he seems at peace with it.

“Anyway, when I found out what he was doing, I had to decide what to do. I mean, he killed those girls. I couldn’t change that. And sending him to prison wasn’t going to change that either. His mama did a number on him, and he needed some real help,” Arceneaux continues. “So, I made him resign from the department, and I immediately sent him to Colorado to get the help he needed. Six years he was there. And when he came back, he seemed better. A lot better. And for the last four years, he’s been doing good. Real good. But then his mama died and… well… you know the rest.”

Farr and I both sit back, and I let out a breath I didn’t even realize I’d been holding because I was so caught up in Arceneaux’s story. She and I exchange a glance, and the shock I feel is mirrored on her face. I turn back to the Superintendent, trying to put order to my thoughts. There are still a thousand questions that need answers.

“How did you know he was killing in the first place?” I ask.

He takes another sip of his coffee. “I found his kill room,” he says. “He’s got a shipping container buried in his backyard. When he was building it, he said it was a hurricane bunker, so I didn’t give it a second thought. But I went over one day and found him down there with… I found him down there with one of the girls he took.”

“What was he doing?” Farr asks.

“He was cutting her up,” Arceneaux said. “He told me he cut them into pieces when he was done with them, then fed them to the gators.”

That explains why we have no bodies, and it’s every bit as gruesome as I’d imagined. It also explains why we had no crime scene. He would take the girls to his personal playroom buried in his backyard, then take them out to dispose of them all neat and clean, leaving no trace of them behind. It was diabolically clever. And with that, the last pieces of the puzzle fall into place.

“Can I ask you all a question?” he asks.

“Of course,” I reply.

“How’d you all get onto my boy in the first place?”

“It wasn’t easy,” I say. “But once we knew Odette Simeon had fed us bad intel and that whole scenario with Vidrine had been staged, we pressed her on it. She eventually gave you up and from there, it was just following our profile. We knew it couldn’t have been you and believed you were protecting one of your sons.”

He chuckles darkly. “I’ve got four. What put you onto Garrett specifically?”

“The first clue was his military record, his abrupt resignation, and finding out he was in that institution out in Colorado,” I tell him. “A friend of mine in the DOD gave me the confirmation that Garrett was the right guy.”

“And what was that?”

“His file. Including the reason he washed out of basic,” I say.

Pulling my tablet out of my bag, I set it down on the table and open up Garrett’s file.

“We learned that Garrett found his girlfriend and a man she was having an affair with in bed together and that he’d beaten both of them to death,” I tell him. “I was surprised he wasn’t charged with the crimes but learned later that you had exerted a little pressure to keep those charges from being filed. You cleaned up his mess for him. Again.”

Arceneaux nods, his gaze falling to the table. I have to wonder if the full weight of the situation has come crashing down on him just yet. Eventually, I hope he realizes that if not for his intervention and his guilt-driven need to protect his son—not to mention his absence while he was being beaten—at least twenty-three people who shouldn’t be dead would still be alive. Garrett may have been the one doing the killing, but Arceneaux all but put the weapon in his hand to do it.

Of course, he might just find a way to justify it—find a way to explain it all away. Maybe he tells himself Garrett would have committed all those murders with or without him. Maybe he tells himself a thousand things to keep the crushing weight of that guilt, of all those lives taken, from coming down on him with their full force. Maybe he has to, just to let him sleep at night.

I call up the crime scene photos and scroll to one in particular, then turn my tablet so Arceneaux can see the screen and tap on it.

“But this is what sealed the deal for me,” I say.

Arceneaux looks like he’s aged ten years in the last half an hour and suddenly looks frail and grief-stricken. It’s as if the guilt he carries, now that he’s talking, is sapping the years of his life away as we’re speaking. He glances at the screen and nods, looking unsurprised. He’s seen it before. In the picture is a box—a gift for his cheating girlfriend. Inside the box is a pair of high-end shoes, and the box is wrapped with a red, silk bow.

He turns away from the picture on my screen as fresh tears roll down his cheeks. But he seems resigned, and I think on some level, he always knew this day would come. He finally raises his red, watery eyes to me.

“He’s my boy, and I failed him all his life,” he says, his voice quavering. “What kind of father would I be if I didn’t try to help him? What else was I supposed to do?”

“You could have done the right thing,” Farr replies sharply. “You could have done what that badge and your oath requires you to do—protect the lives of the innocent.”

Shame blends with the mélange of emotions crossing his face and he nods, seeming to accept her words as well as her disdain.

“Please,” he says. “Do what you can to bring my boy in alive. He needs help.”

“That’s going to be up to him,” I say. “But we’ll do our best.”

“All right then. I’m ready,” he says and stands up.

Farr gets to her feet and pulls her cuffs off her belt. She cuffs him, then reads him his rights as we escort him to the car. He doesn’t fight. Doesn’t struggle. He’s simply resigned to his fate—a fate he knows he could have prevented if he’d made different choices a long time ago. But because he didn’t, he forced a fate onto a lot of other people who never should have been part of what—at its root—is a family drama.

Arceneaux sits slumped forward in the back seat, his gaze unfocused, his face ashen, and grief still etched into his features. As I look at him, a certainty settles in my gut that he isn’t going to be with us much longer. Now that he’s told his story, told the truth, his tether on the world has been severed, and he’s free to move on. It’s a grim thought, but I feel like it’s true.

As I climb into the car for the trip back to the district, I reflect on the events that have unfolded. What a mess. Garrett Arceneaux is a monster. But an understandable one I can’t help but feel some bit of pity for. Same for his father. They’re both monsters, but in a way, they’re also both victims. The line between good and evil in this is somewhat blurred. It’s not exactly black and white. There are villains and victims everywhere you look. This whole sordid affair, and the countless tragedies that surround, remind me of a Southern gothic that could have been written by Faulkner or O’Connor.

I wish this was all just a story.
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Garrett Arceneaux Residence, Gentilly District; New Orleans, LA

News of the Superintendent’s arrest sent immediate shockwaves through the department and turned everything on its head. And after Farr briefed her captain on the situation and our next steps, perhaps sensing an opportunity, he took command. I tried to convince him my team was best suited to handle the situation and bring Garrett in without violence, but he wasn’t having it. With Arceneaux out, Dufresne was determined to put his own stamp on things in an effort to impress those who needed to be impressed to better his own chances of taking Arceneaux’s seat at the table.

“He’s killed across state lines,” Paige says. “That makes this a federal case and gives us jurisdiction. Doesn’t it? Can’t we step in and claim this scene?”

“We could. But that’s going to take time. You know how bureaucracy works. And not even DD Church is going to be able to speed up that process,” I reply. “If we wait for authority to take the scene, the locals will have already burned Garrett’s house to the ground.”

“Can confirm,” Farr says. “When a case is this hot, some of the higher ups tend to act before thinking. Especially if there are headlines to be had.”

“Besides, I already called Church to loop her in and ask for the authority to bigfoot the scene,” I say. “She said with things popping off like they are right now, it would take too much time for the proper calls to be made to the proper people.”

“Wonderful,” Paige says. “Did she have any helpful suggestions?”

“She said to do our best to de-escalate the situation and bring Garrett in alive,” I reply.

Farr cruises through the streets of New Orleans as fast as traffic will allow us. Dufresne has already deployed his resources. I caught a glimpse of them moving out, and I swear to God, they looked like an army heading into battle. For one guy. Yes, Garrett Arceneaux is a disturbed and prolific killer, but he’s still one guy. I think the response Dufresne is rolling out is more than a little excessive and is likely going to end up very badly. I’m afraid Garrett’s chances of coming out of this alive aren’t very good right now. Not unless we can get there and cut the fuse on this bomb that’s ready to go off.

“My God,” Farr says.

We turn the corner, and I groan. I’ve seen combat zones that don’t look as much like a battlefield as the scene in front of us. Armored personnel carriers and SWAT team trucks as well as what looks like every police cruiser in the city are on the street in front of Garrett Arceneaux’s house. Uniformed cops are busy taping off the scene and evacuating the neighbors—whether that’s for their safety or so there are no witnesses to what’s about to go down, I don’t know.

Farr parks the car behind the line of cruisers, and as we climb out, the chatter of gunfire shatters the air around us. Squeals and screams of terror erupt from the civilians who are being evacuated, and the officers rush them out of the area; every cop on the street takes cover behind the array of vehicles. Orders are being shouted among the line of cops and then they return fire as one. Dozens, if not hundreds, of rounds are fired at Garrett’s house, tearing into the siding, shattering windows, and punching through wood.

“Cease fire!” somebody shouts. “Cease fire!”

The gunfire stops, and the silence that follows such a hail of bullets is deafening. I see Captain Dufresne sheltering behind one of the armored personnel carriers. Somebody hands him a megaphone, and he leans out carefully, keeping a close eye on the house, then puts the microphone to his mouth. I can already see how this is going to play out, but morbid fascination compels me to keep watching the slow-motion train wreck.

“Garrett Arceneaux, this is the New Orleans Police Department,” he calls. “We are here to arrest you for murder. Please drop your weapons and come out with your hands in the air.”

Dufresne’s words are met with an immediate burst of gunfire that drives him back behind the vehicle. That prompts another round of fire from the army camped out on Garrett’s front yard. The shooting slowly tapers off, and the cops rush from cover to cover, trying to get a better angle on the house. Snipers take positions on rooftops all around, and in the distance, I see Sergeant Scott rallying his team together as they try to prepare a battle plan.

“This is going to get bad,” I say.

“It looks like it’s already bad,” Paige says.

“Welcome to New Orleans,” Farr quips.

“We need to stop this,” I tell them.

“Good luck with that,” Farr replies. “The train has left the station.”

“Well, let’s see if we can’t put that train on another track,” I say.

Moving low and fast and keeping behind cover as we’re able, Paige and Farr follow me over to the armored truck Dufresne is sheltering behind. When he sees us approaching, an expression of pure irritation crosses his face.

“What are you doing here?” he asks.

“Trying to stop anybody from being killed today,” I reply.

“He opened up on us the minute we arrived—”

“Really? You’re going with the ‘he started it’ defense?’” I say. “And really, what did you expect him to do? You all rolled in here like you’re storming the beachhead at Normandy. Of course, he fired back. Did you really expect he wouldn’t?”

He frowns. “This isn’t your scene, Chief Wilder.”

“No, it’s not. But I’m here to help.”

“Then draw your weapon and be ready to fire.”

“You’re doing exactly what he wants you to do, Captain.”

“Then it sounds like we’re all in agreement with one another.”

“He wants you to kill him,” I say. “He wants to go out in a blaze of glory.”

“Then we’ll give him what he wants.”

“Are you really that eager to kill somebody?”

“In case you didn’t notice, this guy killed twenty-three women.”

“Twenty-two,” I correct him.

“What?”

“Superintendent Arceneaux killed Allison Bowe to cover up his son’s crimes,” I reply. “Garrett Arceneaux only killed twenty-two as Red Bow—that we know of. The Superintendent mentioned a couple of others, then there’s his ex-girlfriend—”

“You know what? Whatever,” he snaps.

“Also, you wouldn’t be standing right here ready to kill him if not for me,” I growl. “We’re the ones who worked this case and identified him as the killer. If not for us, you still wouldn’t know who Red Bow is.”

“She’s not wrong, Captain,” Farr adds. “Chief Wilder and her team broke this case for us. They know what they’re doing.”

He sighs and runs a hand across his face. “Fine. You got us here. Thank you very much. But we can take it from here.”

“So, you’re just going to shoot him up and call it a day?”

“What would you have me do, Chief?”

“Give me a chance to de-escalate this situation,” I say.

“Absolutely not. He’s shooting at us—”

“Because you stormed in here like an invading army. Of course, he did,” I say. “This is the endgame he wants. He wants you to kill him, and he wants to take as many of your men with him as he can. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s got that place wired to blow. So, you really want to give Red Bow what he wants?”

That gives Dufresne pause. He’d been so eager to take Garrett down in a hail of gunfire that he hadn’t stopped to consider that possibility. Still, he seems determined to unleash the dogs.

“Again, I ask, what do you want from me?” he asks.

“Take that option off the table,” I say. “Let me go in and talk to him.”

“Chief, that’s not a good idea,” Paige says.

“I agree with her,” Farr adds.

“Look, I know this kind of offender. He’s been abused his entire life. He’s never felt like he’s had a voice. These murders are the way he found some measure of control—”

“What is your point, Chief?”

“My point is that he wants to be heard. More than anything, he wants to be heard,” I say. “Give me the chance to go in and talk to him. I know I can get him to come out. We can end this without any bloodshed. Just… give me the chance. I think for all the work we’ve done on this case to get you to this point, you owe me that.”

“Wow, you’re really playing that card pretty hard,” he says.

“We do what we must,” I reply. “Just give me ten minutes, Captain. That’s all I need.”

“You realize there are a thousand ways this can go wrong for you, don’t you?”

I shrug. “Look at it this way: something goes bad, and he kills me, I’ll be out of your hair, and you can go ahead with the invasion.”

That thought seems to brighten his mood slightly. The jerk.

“Ten minutes, Captain. That’s all I need.”

“You’ve got five.”

“Better than nothing,” I say.

“If you’re not out in five minutes, we’re coming in.”

“Noted. Guess I better get moving then.”

“Guess so.”

Farr and Paige follow me as I walk away, their faces pensive. I wish I could say I wasn’t nervous about what I’m about to do, but I’m terrified. My profile on Garrett has been right on the money, and he’s the sort of killer who wants to create the maximum amount of damage on his way out. There’s no question in my mind that the monster inside him wants to inflict pain on the department and take out as many of them as he can.

But I also know the sort of emotional and psychological pain he’s endured. I understand him on that level. And I wasn’t lying when I said he wants to be heard. That child inside of him, the one his mother abused and tortured, wants somebody to tell him they understand. He wants somebody to say they’re sorry for what he endured. The only question I have is whether I can get through to the child before the monster takes over.

“I don’t like this, Chief,” Paige says.

“I agree. This sucks, Blake,” Farr says. “There is such a small chance of success—”

“Small, but not zero,” I say. “I think I can get through to him.”

“You can’t reason with a man like this,” Farr says.

“I’m not trying to reason with him. I’m trying to let him know I understand him,” I tell her. “I’m trying to let him know somebody out here cares enough about him to not let him throw the rest of his life away.”

“Why?” Farr asks. “He’s a murderer.”

“Because he was a little boy whose mother should have loved and protected him instead of using him as her punching bag. Garrett never had a chance in life. His mother helped make him what he is, and he deserves a modicum of sympathy.”

Farr and Paige fall silent, which I take to be their assent. Pulling my Glock out of my holster, I hand it to Paige and give her a smile.

“Hold this for me ‘til I get back,” I say.

“You do realize Astra would never let you do something like this, don’t you?” she asks.

“Good thing she’s not here then, isn’t it?”

“If something happens to you, she’s going to kill me for letting you go in there alone.”

“Nothing’s going to happen. I promise.”

“That’s not something you can actually promise, you know.”

“I just did.”

Farr holds me with a steady gaze, concern written upon her face. “Be careful in there.”

“I will,” I reply. “See you both in a few minutes. And for the love of God, don’t let Dufresne send the goons in early. The last thing I want is get shot by our people.”

“Copy you, Chief,” Paige says nervously. “Five minutes. I’m timing it.”

“See you soon.”

The minute I break cover and start crossing the lawn with my arms raised, the hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and my stomach clenches painfully. Garrett is behind the blinds of one of the windows in the front of the house, the barrel of his weapon trained on me. I can feel it. Do this job long enough and you develop a kind of sixth sense for when somebody’s got a gun on you. But I’ll take the fact that he hasn’t cut me down yet as a good sign.

I stop just before the small, covered area in front of the door, and my eyes dart from window to window, searching for the man with the gun behind the blinds.

“Garrett Arceneaux?” I call. “I’m Blake Wilder with the FBI. I want to talk to you.”

“Judging by the army outside, it doesn’t seem like we’ve got much to talk about,” he says in that slow, syrupy Louisiana accent.

“Oh, them? I’m not with them,” I reply lightly. “And we have plenty to talk about still, you and me. I’m unarmed—”

“That probably wasn’t very smart of you,” he drawls.

“Yeah, I’ve been told I don’t always do the smartest things. Even still, we should talk.”

“Go on then. Talk.”

“I’d rather not shout through the window,” I say. “Can I come in?”

“I mean, you know how this ends, right?”

“It doesn’t have to end that way, Garrett. We can still—”

“Oh, it’s too late for that. I know what I did. You know what I did. There doesn’t seem to be any other ending.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. There are still plenty of ways this can go,” I tell him. “Let me come in and talk to you. Just for a couple of minutes.”

There’s a pause for a moment, and I think he’s actually considering my request.

“You trying to distract me?” he finally responds. “You get me talking while your friends out there come storming in and take me out?”

“This is nothing like that. I made them give me time to talk to you,” I say.

“Why would you do that?”

“Because I want to find another way. Too many people have died, and honestly, I don’t want anybody else dying. Not even you.”

There’s another long pause, and I can hear the timer Dufresne gave me starting to tick louder in my head. I’m running out of time to defuse this situation and get everybody out of this whole and alive. Just when I think he’s not going to let me in, there’s a loud click, and the front door opens. Garrett presses his eye to the crack and looks around. The barrel of his weapon, an AR-15 by the look of it, sticks out as well, trained squarely on my head.

“All right,” he says. “Come in. Just you.”

Moving quickly but deliberately, I step to the door and push it gently inward. Garrett is behind the door as I come in and slams it closed behind me. The living room of his place looks like something out of a gun nut’s fantasy. Handguns, long guns, ammunition for everything, and explosives are laid out all around. Everything is precise, making it incredibly fast and efficient to reload or grab a new weapon as the battle commences.

“This is quite the armory,” I say. “Are those hand grenades?”

“I’m a strong advocate of the Second Amendment.”

“I can see that.”

Garrett leans the AR against the wall beside the door, then pulls a large handgun from the holster on his hip and lets it hang at his side.

“That’s an unusual weapon,” I say. “I don’t think I’ve seen one like it.”

“FNX-45 Tactical. But you didn’t come here to talk shop,” he says. “The war’s about to start, so you’ve got two minutes. Talk.”

Frankly, I’m a little worried I have less than two minutes, depending on how generous Dufresne is feeling. Hopefully, Paige and Farr will be able to keep him in place. As long as there’s no shooting, they shouldn’t have a reason to come in guns blazing.

“Garrett, I want you to put your guns down and come out with me,” I say.

“Why do you think I’d ever do that? I know what’s waiting for me out there.”

“I talked with your father. We had a long conversation about how you grew up. About what your mother did to you,” I begin.

His face darkens, and he clenches his jaw, his grip on the butt of his weapon tightening. Talking about his mother hits a nerve.

“I understand why you did the things you did, Garrett.”

“You couldn’t possibly understand.”

“But I do. The one person in the world who should have protected you, victimized you instead,” I tell him. “What she did to you was… unconscionable. You never had a chance. So, yes. I do understand.”

His face twists with emotion… maybe sorrow, maybe grief, maybe shame. Maybe some combination of all three. But it’s gone as quickly as it appeared. That it appeared at all, though, tells me there’s still some shred of humanity inside him. The monster hasn’t swallowed the fragile child inside him completely.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. What’s done is done,” he says.

“It does matter because we still have a chance to change the future. Your future.”

“Why do you care?”

“Because I promised your father I would help you,” I tell him. “More than anything he wants to help you.”

“Yeah, well, he sure did a bang-up job with that.”

“And he regrets it. He regrets not being there for you when you were young. That’s why he’s done everything he’s done for you. In his own way, he was trying to make up for everything he failed to do for you, Garrett,” I tell him.

His eyes shimmer, and his voice chokes with emotion as memories of his childhood come rushing back to him. Garrett shakes his head and blinks away the tears welling in his eyes, doing his best to let the monster remain in control. He clears his throat, his posture stiffening. The monster is winning the battle inside of him.

“It’s too late for all that,” he says, his voice as cold as his expression. “There’s nothing that can be done to help me.”

“There is. We can—”

“I’m not going to spend the rest of my life in a box!” he roars.

“Garrett—”

“Garrett Arceneaux, this is Captain Dufresne,” the man’s voice echoes through the bullhorn. “You have one minute to come out with your hands up, or we’re coming in.”

“Don’t listen to him. Come out with me,” I say. “Don’t let them do this.”

“Don’t try to play me, lady. I know where I’m going. If they don’t just come in blasting, your friends out there are going to lock me up for the rest of my days. And I’m not going out like that. I’m going out on my own terms. I’m going out on my own two feet,” he says.

“Garrett, we can get you into a program. Into a hospital,” I plead. “You might be able to serve your time in a facility—”

“Been there, done that. It didn’t stick. Obviously,” he says.

“Please put your weapons down and come out with me.”

“You should go now,” he says gently. “I actually think you’re trying to help and do a good thing for me, so I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Don’t do this to your father,” I plead.

“Thirty seconds, son,” Dufresne calls.

“My father had his chance to help me. He didn’t.”

“Twenty seconds,” Dufresne calls out.

“You should go now,” he says again.

“Don’t do this, Garrett. Please. Don’t give those men out there the satisfaction of killing you because that’s what they want to do. Don’t give them that,” I urge.

That seems to give him pause, and he frowns, almost as if he hadn’t considered things from that angle before. It gives me a flicker of hope that maybe I’m getting through to him. He raises his eyes to mine, a faintly wan smile touching his lips.

“You’re right. I don’t want to give them that satisfaction,” he says.

“Good, Garrett. That’s good,” I say and hold my hand out. “Just give me the weapon and let’s walk out together. Deny them what they want.”

His expression changes to one of sadness, but also of resolve. Horror dawns on me, and my heart races as I realize what he’s about to do.

“Garrett, no!” I cry and rush toward him.

He raises the weapon and sticks the barrel of it into his mouth. His eyes locked on mine, Garrett pulls the trigger. The shot is muffled as his head jerks backward, a wet, chunky spray of crimson matter patterning the wall behind him. Warm, tacky blood splatters on my face as I fall to my knees. Garrett’s body falls into a sitting position, slumped back against the wall. His eyes are open and staring upward and into nothing, locked in that all-too-familiar gaze of death.

Thick rivulets of his blood streaking down my face, I watch the life leave his body as the door behind me crashes open. Utter chaos erupts around me, but I don’t hear a thing. All I can see is the fragile, broken child Garrett Arceneaux used to be finally at rest… finally free of the demons that have plagued him all his life.
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8th District Police Station Conference Room, French Quarter; New Orleans, LA

After washing Garrett’s blood and brain tissue off my face and changing my clothes, I spent most of the rest of the day being debriefed by NOPD’s Internal Affairs and Force Shooting Investigation teams. Because I spent time alone with Garrett, I’ve been grilled every possible way a person can be grilled. Eventually, they realized my story wasn’t going to change and I hadn’t done anything wrong, so they cut me loose.

When I was done being interrogated, I went back to my hotel and slept. It wasn’t until after nine this morning when I finally dragged myself out of bed, got dressed, and packed up. Once I was done with that, I texted Nina and Paige and told them to meet me down at the war room. It’s time to get out of here.

“Captain Dufresne isn’t happy,” Farr says as she walks into the war room. “Not getting that scalp to add to his collection really ruined his day.”

“That’s too bad. Oh wait—I don’t really care,” I reply.

“They’re still processing the bunker in Arceneaux’s backyard,” Farr tells us. “From what I understand, it’s grisly—he’s got a setup like some damn medieval torture chamber. Given the tools and devices they found, they think he spent time torturing these girls then dismembering them there. And after that, they think he took the parts out to the bayou and fed them to the gators. It seems you were right about everything.”

“That’s…disturbing. And grim,” Nina says.

“How’d your review go?” Paige asks.

“Fine. It was all standard. And since I’m not the one who pulled the trigger and was, in fact, told to stand down by my captain—with plenty of witnesses around—it’s not like they could blame anything untoward on me anyway,” Farr replies. “Not that they’re trying to. The brass seems pretty satisfied with how this all turned out. Shocked about the Superintendent’s involvement in this whole mess, but satisfied that it’s all over now.”

With one Arceneaux locked up and the other one dead, we can finally and officially close the case of the Red Bow killer. The French Quarter will be troubled by him no more. I have no doubt some other horribly vicious and deviant killer will rise up to take his place in time, but for now, the streets can breathe a little easier.

With our job here done, we’re packing up the war room and getting ready to fly home. Frankly, I’m looking forward to getting back to Seattle and putting this whole episode in the rearview mirror.

“You okay, Blake?” Farr asks.

“Yeah. I’m good.”

“You don’t look like you’re good,” she replies. “You look like…”

“She’s brooding,” Paige says. “She’s been brooding all morning.”

“I’m not brooding.”

“You always brood after a case, Boss,” Nina adds. “You’re totally brooding.”

Farr chuckles. “And what are you brooding about?”

I don’t say anything. Instead, I sit back in my chair and take a swallow of my coffee, trying to shut out the image of Garrett Arceneaux blowing the back of his head off in front of me. Trying to not shudder from the sensation of his thick, warm blood splattering on my skin. Trying to somehow unhear the sound of the shot and the wet sound as his blood and pieces of his brain sprayed the wall behind him.

This isn’t the first time I’ve seen somebody die. This job has even forced me to take lives. Death—violent death—isn’t a strange or foreign concept to me. I’m used to it—probably too used to it for my liking. But something about Garrett’s death is hitting me differently. He’s a monster. I know that. And yes, the world probably is better off without a predator like him in it. The streets are definitely safer without him roaming them.

At the same time, though, he was also a hurt and broken child. He was victimized. His mother brutalized him. She broke him both physically and emotionally. And her abuse, as well as his father’s absence and failure to protect him, is a straight line that leads to all these deaths and all this misery Garrett ultimately unleashed upon the world. His parents set him up to fail in the most spectacular way—a way that has rippled outward and impacted the lives of dozens of people.

As if reading my thoughts, Farr sits down beside me, her expression sober. “You know this isn’t your fault, right? You didn’t make him blow his head off.”

“I know. I just… I was sure I’d talked him down. I was sure I’d gotten through to him.”

“In a way, you did,” Paige says. “He was going to kill a lot of people yesterday. I saw his armory, and he was prepped for war. It was going to be a bloodbath, and if not for you, the Deputy Commissioner would be making death notifications to the families of a lot of dead cops today. Instead, he took his own life.”

Farr pointed to Paige. “Listen to her because she’s right. You saved a lot of lives.”

“But not all of them,” I say. “And don’t get me wrong. I know what he is. I don’t feel sorry for the monster. I feel sorry for the child that was abused by his mother. I could see the pain in his eyes. I could see just how badly she broke him. I thought I could…”

My voice trails off, and I glance down at the table as I take another drink of coffee. I shouldn’t be taking it this hard. At the end of the day, Garrett Arceneaux is a killer. It’s just not often I feel any bit of empathy for a killer, and that’s what’s throwing me.

“You did what you could, Blake,” Farr says. “You tried. And knowing you as I do now, I have no doubt it was one hell of an effort. But he made his own decision.”

“He didn’t want to live the rest of his life in a box,” Paige says. “I can’t say I don’t understand that. He wanted to go out his way. And again, I’m going to double back to the fact that you kept him from killing a lot of people. So, even though he took his own life, I’d say your effort was remarkable.”

“Thanks, guys,” I say. “I appreciate what you’re doing. It’s just going to take me a minute to process it all. It’s no big deal.”

“You should really talk to somebody,” Farr says. “I’ve got a great therapist I see regularly.”

“You have a shrink?” Nina asks.

“I do. I know it carries a stigma, but I don’t care. This job… it takes a toll on you. Having somebody to give me some perspective helps. It helps a lot. It’s helped me a lot anyway. But I recommend therapy to everybody,” Farr responds.

I smile weakly. “I guess it’s been a while since I hit up Dr. Reinhart. I’m probably overdue for a visit.”

“You should go back,” Farr says earnestly. “It would really help you process all this stuff going on in your head.”

“Yeah..”

“We’re all packed up and ready to roll, Boss,” Nina says.

“Great. Thank you,” I say.

As I get to my feet, a tall, statuesque woman walks in. Her complexion is smooth and a warm shade of umber while her eyes are a vibrant hazel green. The woman’s obsidian-colored hair is cropped short, and her features are elegant and aristocratic. Her stride is bold and confident, and when she looks at you, it’s like she can size you up in an instant. Even if her uniform didn’t give her away, she carries herself like somebody of importance within the department.

“Deputy Superintendent Lacroix,” Farr says.

“Detective Farr,” she replies with a slight incline of her head.

She glides into the room and extends a long, graceful hand, favoring me with a smile filled with warmth. Her grip is firm, her eye contact is direct, and she’s got a sense of gravitas about her. Lacroix is an impressive woman who just exudes command authority.

“Chief Wilder,” Lacroix says in a thick Creole accent. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I was hoping I’d get the chance before you left.”

“It’s nice to meet you as well,” I reply. “Let me introduce you to my team. This is Special Agent Paige Boyle and tech analyst Nina Alvarado.”

“It’s lovely to meet all of you,” Lacroix says.

“The pleasure is ours, Deputy Superintendent,” I say.

“Please, call me Justine.”

“Justine then,” I say. “What can we do for you?”

“I wanted to stop by and say thank you for all you and your team have done,” she says. “As I’m sure you know, the Red Bow killings have haunted this department for quite a while. Having that case finally closed is a huge relief for all of us. So, thank you. We are beyond grateful for all your hard work.”

“We’re glad we could help,” I reply. “But none of this would have been possible if not for Detective Farr. The fact that she would not let this go and kept working the case for as long as she did is a testament to her determination. She’s a real credit to your department.”

“She’s one of our best and brightest,” Lacroix agrees. “I’ve had my eye on you for a while, Detective. I’m going to be appointed interim Superintendent but plan on holding on to that title for a while, and when I secure that job, I have some plans for you.”

Farr’s face flushes, and she smiles awkwardly. She’s not a woman used to being praised and isn’t very comfortable in the spotlight. She deserves it though. If not for her and her dogged persistence, we wouldn’t be here right now, and the women Garrett Arceneaux murdered wouldn’t have justice… if what we got can be called justice.

Lacroix turns back to me, her lips curled mischievously. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Going into Arceneaux’s house alone and unarmed… you always that reckless?”

“Every single time,” Paige interjects.

“It wasn’t reckless. It was a calculated risk,” I say with a laugh.

“Calculated risk?”

“I relied on my psychological profile of the man. I didn’t believe he’d shoot me. I thought he just wanted somebody to hear him and understand his pain,” I tell her. “I was highly confident that if he had somebody actually listen to him that I could talk him down. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out exactly how I’d planned—”

“But she did save the lives of a lot of our cops,” Farr adds.

“Indeed,” Lacroix says. “And I’m very grateful for you putting yourself in harm’s way to keep my people safe. Even if it was a… calculated risk.”

“Doing this job every day is a calculated risk,” I say.

“Quite right,” she replies. “Anyway, I just wanted to come down and give you my personal thanks for all you did. I’ve already spoken with your Deputy Director Church and let her know just how appreciative we are.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “We’re just glad we could help.”

“If you all ever come back, let me know. We’ll make sure to show you all what that New Orleans hospitality is all about.”

“We’ll do that.”

“Detective Farr, will you join me?”

“I’ll be with you in just a moment, Superintendent.”

Lacroix takes a moment to shake everybody’s hand again before giving Farr a nod and then glides out of the room as quietly as if she were floating on air.

“Class act,” I say.

“She’s one of the good ones at the top,” Farr replies. “She’s going to do some good things with the department if she’s given the chance. I hope she gets it.”

“All right, well, it’s time for us to go,” I say.

“Blake, thank you for everything,” she says. “And you, too, Paige and Nina. This case couldn’t have been closed without you. I appreciate you finally putting this one to bed for us.”

“Thank you for staying with this one as long as you did. You saved a lot of lives getting the Arceneauxes off the streets,” I say.

Farr gives each of us a warm hug and says her goodbyes, then hustles to get to her meeting with Lacroix. I turn to Paige and Nina.

“You two ready to hit the road?” I ask.

“Can we stop by and pick up some beignets to go?” Paige asks.

I laugh. “We can do that.”

We grab our things and head out of the war room, making sure to turn off the lights and close the door behind us.
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The Chapel, Snap Team HQ Bullpen, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

The bullpen echoes with laughter as we sit around the table recapping our individual cases. It’s good to be back with my team. I never quite stopped feeling like without them all, I was missing a limb out there in the field. But both our teams completed our missions successfully. More importantly, we completed our missions with everybody coming home safe. Walking in and seeing all their faces sent a profound sense of relief through me. Although, judging by the stories Mo and Rick are sharing, Astra’s team had a few close shaves.

Mo laughs. “This guy was at least six-four, covered in tattoos, and probably outweighed Astra by a hundred pounds—”

“More like a hundred and fifty,” Rick interrupts.

“Suffice it to say, he was massive. But she handled him like he was a child,” Mo goes on. “She had him on the ground in seconds and had his arm in a lock—she made him cry. He was literally crying!”

“I have photos,” Rick says. “They are fantastic.”

Rick taps away at his keyboard, and on the monitor at the end of the table, pictures of this big, burly biker in tears flash on the screen, drawing hearty laughter from us all. Astra is quiet. She’s just sitting in her chair, a wry grin twisting her lips. She’s not one who typically likes to have her exploits recounted like they’re epic tales of valor.

I’m not surprised that Astra handled herself. She’s fit, athletic, and has mastered several different martial arts disciplines. Outside of my sister, Kit, the highly trained former assassin, Astra is probably one of the most dangerous people I know. You’d never think it when you saw her—she looks like a supermodel for God’s sake—but she can beat a man twice her size half to death without breaking a sweat. I’ve seen her do it. It’s just one of the woman’s many contradictions.

“This is all great, and I’m glad you’re all safe, but what I want to know is how everything went down with that tall drink of Texas water,” Paige coos.

That touches off another round of laughter. It even gets a chuckle out of Astra.

“Come on,” Paige says. “Spill the tea.”

“He’s a very good agent,” Astra says.

“That’s it? That’s all we get?” Nina asks.

“That’s all you get because that’s all there was,” Astra replies. “I’m a happily engaged woman, after all.”

“Doesn’t mean you can’t look,” Paige says.

“Well, turn around and look for yourself,” Astra says.

Their giggling cuts off immediately at the sound of his boot steps echoing across the hardwood floor through the bullpen. Nina and Paige both sit up straight in their chairs, matching expressions of pure mortification on their faces. Astra and I exchange a laugh together when he gives Nina and Paige a smile, making their cheeks flush bright red.

“Afternoon, everybody. Glad to see you and your team made it back safe and sound,” DEA Agent Sonny Garland drawls. “From what I hear, y’all had a heck of a case down there in the Big Easy. Y’all all right?”

“We’re all good,” I say. “How’d you hear about it?”

He shrugs. “Word gets around.”

I turn to Astra. “You been checking up on us?”

“I was. I mean, you realize this is the first time in—I don’t even know how long—that we haven’t worked a case together?” she asks. “I was worried you’d go and get yourself killed down there without me. Sounds like I was right to be worried. I mean, what were you thinking going into that house alone like that?”

“For the record,” Paige says as she holds up a finger. “I was against it from the start and tried to talk her out of it. I just want to put that out there.”

“She’s afraid of you,” I say.

“She’s right to be.”

“Going into that guy’s home like that, when he’s armed to the teeth… that’s bold,” Garland says. “A little insane too.”

“He wasn’t going to hurt me,” I say.

“You didn’t know that at the time,” Astra replies.

“Let’s talk about your case,” I say, waving her off.

Astra frowns. “You do realize we’re going to talk about this later, yeah?”

“Great. We can do it over scotch at the Emerald Lounge.”

Astra groans and rolls her eyes.

“I like scotch,” Garland says.

“But do you like jazz music?” Astra asks wryly.

Garland turns his crystal blue eyes on me, a cocky little smirk on his face that makes my stomach tighten. I turn away, doing my best to keep the grin off my own lips.

“I think I can be talked into it,” he says.

Astra kicks me under the table. “Well then, scotch and crappy music tonight it is,” she says cheerily, then turns to the others. “You all aren’t invited. The grown-ups need to talk.”

After making sure Garland isn’t looking, Nina and Paige both shoot Astra the finger and stick their tongues out at her. Astra just grins.

“That actually works for me,” Garland says, his voice suddenly serious. “I was hoping to bend your ear a bit about the next steps.”

“Next steps?” I ask.

He nods. “We managed to shut down the pipeline going into the prison and busted most of the MC that was working with the cartel. But it’s a flesh wound,” he says. “I got word the Arias cartel are already reaching out to another MC to get that drug corridor reopened. I was hoping maybe we could collaborate again and see if we can’t destroy that corridor once and for all.”

“I’m afraid those corridors are like a hydra. Cut off one head, another rises up to take its place,” I say. “We’ll never be able to destroy them for good.”

“Maybe not, but I’d sure like to sting them enough that it takes them some time to recover. I really want to hurt the Arias. I want to hurt them bad,” he says.

Knowing the cartel murdered a couple of his people is making this case emotional for him. I understand it though. I understand his wanting to inflict pain on the people who took so much from him. In his place, I’d feel the same way. I don’t know what we’ll be able to do to accomplish that goal, but I’m more than willing to listen to what he has to say.

“Let’s talk about it,” I say. “Tonight at the Emerald.”

“I’ll be there,” he replies. “I also wanted to thank you for lending me your team. Everything I heard about y’all is true. If anything, what I heard undersells just how good y’all are. I really appreciate you lendin’ us a hand.”

“We’re just happy we could help,” I say.

“Well, if you’re agreeable to it, I hope to have more of your help,” he replies.

“We’ll talk about it tonight,” I tell him.

“Looking forward to it.”

Garland looks around the table, nodding to Mo, Astra, and Rick. “I appreciate y’all putting your backsides on the line for me. We got a good win, and I’m thankful to you.”

As Nina and Paige watch him leave with cartoon hearts floating above their heads, Garland heads out of the Chapel. When the door closes behind him, Paige turns to me.

“I can always take that meeting tonight if you’ve got other plans,” she says.

“I can go too. Take notes or whatever,” Nina adds.

“I have a feeling if I let you go to that meeting, you’re both going to be so busy mooning over the man you’re not going to get much actual work done. Nice try though,” I say.

“Well, if you need me to tag in, you let me know, Chief,” Paige says with a wink.

“I’ll keep you on speed dial,” I tell her.

As the others talk, laugh, and share their stories, Astra turns to me, her expression sober.

“Not working with you was weird,” she says. “I didn’t really like it.”

“I didn’t either,” I respond. “But we handled twice the caseload. We did twice the good in the world. We can’t ignore that.”

“I was thinking the same thing. It’s just weird to have our team cut in half.”

“But maybe this is what Church was envisioning when she gave us this mandate,” I say. “Maybe she wanted us to spread out and solve cases like this.”

“Yeah, maybe. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Me neither. But seeing how well both halves of our team performed just reminds me that we’ve got some really good people on this team.”

“That’s very, very true.”

“It actually has me excited about the things we can do with this assignment,” I say. “We have more freedom than we’ve ever had—”

“Not to mention the resources and somebody who really seems to have our backs.”

“That too. I really think we’re in a good position here. I think we’re in a position to do some really good things—all the things we’ve always talked about.”

She considers it for a minute, then nods. “Yeah. I do too.”

My cellphone rings, and I pull it out of my pocket. A sense of cold, dark dread steals over me when I see the number on the display screen.

“What it is?” Astra asks.

I roll my eyes as I get to my feet. I really shouldn’t take this call. Nothing good is going to come from talking to her. I’m not sure if I’m morbidly curious or just a glutton for punishment, though, because I step into my office and connect the call.

“Senator Hedlund,” I say. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Blake, how lovely to hear your voice.”

“I’m sure,” I reply. “What can I do for you?”

“I just wanted to congratulate you. It seems that despite my best efforts, you’ve landed on your feet. And from what I understand, you’re doing some good work.”

“My team always does good work. But thank you for noticing,” I reply.

“Of course, I noticed. Many have.”

“Well, I guess I should be flattered that you care so much that you feel the need to keep tabs on me,” I say acidly.

The phone pressed to my ear, I pace the usual circuit around my office, doing my best to keep the irritation out of my voice. I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she can still get under my skin. It’s difficult though. She’s never forgiven me for the death of her daughter, although I had nothing do with it. She greenlit the raid that got her daughter killed. Not me. But ever since then, Hedlund has been relentless in her one-woman crusade to tank my career. I tend to take that personally.

“It’s nice to have a benefactor, isn’t it?” Hedlund asks.

“It beats having to dodge the knives some are constantly trying to stick into my back.”

“I have to say, you picked a good one to hitch your wagon to,” she says. “Church and Barlow have done a very good job of insulating and protecting you.”

“I find it incredibly unfortunate that they’d have to go to such extreme measures just to let me keep doing a job I’m very good at.”

“These are the games we must play in our respective lines of work.”

“I’m not one for playing games, Senator. I just want to save lives and protect people.”

“And I respect you for that.”

“You certainly have an odd way of showing it.”

Her laughter is soft. “Believe it or not, this isn’t personal, Blake.”

“It sure feels personal.”

“Believe it or not, I have to take orders as well.”

“So, somebody is forcing you try to destroy my career?”

“I did warn you that you made some powerful enemies, didn’t I?” Hedlund asks. “I’ve cautioned you to be aware of the political ramifications of the way you do your job—”

“I chase down people who break the law. That’s all that should matter,” I growl. “Political ramifications shouldn’t even be a thing. If you break the law, you’re a criminal, and you’re going to jail. It’s that simple. It’s that black and white.”

“Except that it’s not. And you would do well to learn that lesson sooner, rather than later, Blake. It would do wonders for your career longevity.”

“Noted. Thanks for the career advice.”

“Blake, we’re not enemies.”

“Aren’t we though?”

“No. And if you want the truth, I am quite fond of you,” she says. “But like you, I have to dance to the tune my benefactor calls.”

I stop pacing and frown. I’m done with this conversation, and the next time she calls, I silently promise to have the good sense to not answer.

“Great. I’ll keep that in mind,” I say. “What is it you want, Senator?”

“I’m calling to warn you, Blake.”

“Warn me?”

“Like I said, you have angered a great number of people—people with very long memories,” she says. “They will be coming for you.”

“You say that like it should be news to me. You people—”

“Blake, you’ve proven adept at avoiding their frontal thrusts,” she says. “The next time they come, they will come at you sideways. They’ll come at you in a way you aren’t going to see coming. Trust me, nothing is out of bounds for the people I work for, and they will do whatever it takes to achieve their ends. You’ve proven to be a roadblock, and to some, you are a problem that needs to be handled with some sense of finality.”

I can’t help but hear the earnestness in her voice. Having done as many interviews as I have over the years, I’ve learned how to really listen—to tell the difference between the truth and a lie. And what I’m hearing right now from Hedlund rings of the truth.

“Why are you telling me this?” I ask.

“Like I told you, I’m actually quite fond of you,” she says. “I know you find it difficult to believe, but I truly do respect you, Blake. You genuinely are a credit to the Bureau.”

“Again, why are you warning me? I can’t imagine your benefactors would be too pleased with you telling me to keep an eye out.”

She pauses for a moment, and when she speaks again, her voice sounds… tired.

“Maybe I’m tired of dancing to the tune others call,” she replies softly. “Maybe I just want to get off the dance floor once and for all.”

It’s a stunning statement for her to make, and it leaves me speechless for a moment. As I gather myself, though, I find myself wondering if this is all just part of another game she’s playing—if this is the setup for a blow she’s going to deliver later. My distrust of the woman colors every single interaction we have. But what kind of setup would this be? What could she be trying to accomplish by making me think she wants out of the game? What is the strategic advantage?

I don’t know the answer to that question, but hard-won experience has taught me that if Kathryn Hedlund is telling me to look to the right, I should be prepared for the knife thrust coming from the left. It’s just how things are.

“Blake, I just wanted to tell you to be careful,” she says. “And look out for those you love. Like I told you, nothing is out of bounds for these people.”

“I’ll do that,” I say slowly.

“All right. Well, good luck, Blake. Believe it or not, I am rooting for you.”

The line goes dead in my hand, and I stare at my phone for a moment. Astra steps into the doorway and folds hear arms over her chest, leaning against the frame.

“What was that?” Astra asks.

“That was our good friend Kathryn Hedlund.”

“Oh, good. And what did the Wicked Witch have to say?”

“She was warning me,” I reply. “She was telling me I have enemies that are coming for me and that they might be targeting my loved ones.”

“She told you that?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t believe her, do you? This is obviously some kind of play.”

“I don’t know,” I respond. “She sounded sincere.”

Astra and I stare at one another in silence for a few seconds as we both try to process what Hedlund told me. She finally clears her throat, breaking the tension in the air.

“What do you think?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” I respond. “I just don’t see what she gets out of warning me. I can’t see a play or how putting me on alert benefits her. It takes away the element of surprise and makes it unlikely they can pull something if I’m ready for it.”

“I don’t know what the play is either,” she says. “I just don’t trust that woman enough to tell me my own name.”

“That makes two of us.”

“So, what are we going to do?” Astra asks.

I stare at my phone for another long minute as if I expect to find the answers there. I don’t. So, I drop the phone back into my pocket and shake my head.

“I don’t know,” I say. “All I do know is that we need to watch our backs. All of us. Something is coming, and I have a feeling whatever it is, it’s going to be bad. Really bad.”


[image: ]

Thank you for embarking on another exhilarating journey with Blake Wilder! Today, I wanted to chat for a second about the whole idea of the 'perfect crime'—it sounds like the ultimate challenge, right? The kind of thing where everything is planned down to the tiniest detail, and nothing goes wrong. But when does that ever happen? Human nature is way too unpredictable! Even the best-laid plans can go sideways—whether it’s a witness showing up, a random piece of evidence left behind, or just good old human error. It’s a fun idea to toy with, but in reality, control is never as airtight as we’d like to think.

If you enjoyed THE PERFECT CRIME, I would be grateful for your reviews and recommendations. Your support is invaluable to indie writers like myself, helping to spread the word and keep these adventures alive.

If you’re on the hunt for another exciting mystery, I’d love for you to check out my newest series set in the town of Chesapeake Valley! The first book in the series, THE GIRL IN TOWN is now available and it follows Eve Wicker, a former NSA agent who’s traded the high-stakes world of national security for the quiet (or so she thought!) life of a small-town sheriff. But things in the Valley are far from peaceful. When a body turns up in the woods, Eve finds herself locking horns with the town’s reclusive ex-marine, Roman Pike. Together, they unravel a web of dark secrets tied to the town’s past—and trust me, it’s a wild ride filled with twists, danger, and just the right amount of tension. I think you’ll love it!

Thank you again for joining me on this exciting journey. I can’t wait for you to join Blake and her team on their next adventure!

By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Your writer friend,

Elle Gray


Connect with Elle Gray

Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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