
        
            
                
            
        

    



The Perfect Getaway
Copyright © 2023 by Elle Gray | K.S. Gray
All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or intro-duced into retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and in-cidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fic-titiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
Title Page
Copyright
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Epilogue
Author's Note
Also by Elle Gray





“Do you want me to leave you? Is that what you want? Because that’s what it seems like to me.”
Regina stared in horror at her husband. So much for a nice vacation, she thought. So much for repairing everything we broke.
It was their fourth night staying at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge in Ash Creek, Oregon. The first night, it was like they were back on their honeymoon. It was the closest to happy they had been in years. The second night, Regina found herself biting her tongue to stop herself from starting an argument. That was the night that brought her back to reality. By the third night, things were back to their version of normal—fighting like cats and finding flaws in one another.
And now, the fourth night held everything Regina expected. Accusations. Reverting to old habits. Petty jabs. The two of them were finding new ways to cut deep with their words. This was how things had been between her and Andrew for years. 
She was stupid to think she could fix it.
She folded her arms over her chest and scowled heavily. “You know what? Maybe that’s not such a bad idea. Then I don’t have to listen to you whine like a child anymore.”
Andrew sneered, matching her ugly glare with one of his own. “So, that’s it. You want me to leave? You want me to walk out that door right now?” He barked out a caustic laugh. “You’d never survive without me, Regina. Let’s be honest. You might think your relationship with a bottle of tequila can keep you afloat, but who’s paying for it if I leave you, huh? You need me.”
A dangerous surge of rage flared up in Regina. It was the kind of rage that made her want to hurt people. The kind of rage she’d spent years trying to keep under control. Trying to keep up appearances instead of simply burning every bridge she could. But right now, she didn’t care at all. “I don’t. I don’t need you at all. I don’t need anyone.”
“No, you know what? It’s the other way around. No one needs you,” Andrew fired back.
“In fact, we’d all be better off without you. The kids, your family, me. I’m a saint for staying with you for so long. I’ve only stayed this long out of pity. You’re lucky I’m so forgiving.”
Regina released a string of swear words so foul that even Andrew looked taken aback. It satisfied Regina to shock him, to see hurt cross his face. Something about the alcohol in her veins gave her the confidence to say everything she’d been thinking all along—especially when she knew that Andrew was all talk. He wouldn’t leave her. He always threatened to, as though it would be such a bad thing, but he never actually followed through. That was one of the benefits of having a good-for-nothing husband. 
The one good thing he ever did was stick around. 
But as the room fell silent, Andrew rose slowly from the bed he’d been sitting on. Something about his face told Regina that he was done this time. Really and truly done.
And then the adrenaline faded, and she came down from the high of her outburst; she felt a pang of fear in her heart that she hadn’t been expecting. He snatched up his bag, half-packed, and headed for the door. Regina tried to block him, but he shoved past her.
“No more games, Regina. You told me you don’t need me, so I’m done. Let me go.”
“You’re not going anywhere.”
“Try and stop me,” he spat.
Regina grasped at thin air as he slipped from the room. The damned tequila was slowing her down. She raced after him into the hallway, her legs feeling like lead. She managed to squeeze herself into the elevator with Andrew just as the doors were closing.
His eyes were wide with surprise and fury at the same time. “Are you crazy, Regina? Go back to the room,” he hissed.
“I’m not going anywhere without you.”
He put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her away from him, then backed into the opposite corner of the elevator. “Oh, now you can’t bear to be apart? Grow up, Regina. You just can’t stand the idea of anyone being happy. Just because you’re miserable, you’ve got to drag everyone down with you. Well, not me anymore. I’m going to pick up the kids, and then I’m taking them far away from you. I’ll take you to court if I have to.”
She trembled. She wanted the rage to return, to give her the fire and fury she needed to fight back, but all she managed to summon was fear. “Y-you can’t do that!”
“I can when everyone finds out you’re a raging alcoholic. You’re dangerous. You’re crazy. I’m not putting up with it for a moment longer, and I’m certainly not letting the kids be subjected to it. They’ll be better off without you. You made your bed, and it’s time to lie in it.”
Regina felt a flurry of panic in her chest. Was he actually serious this time? Had she messed up so badly that there was no repairing this thing between them? And the kids… surely he couldn’t be serious about taking them away from her?
“Andrew… Andrew, I’m sorry…”
The elevator doors opened, and they spilled out into the lobby, Regina grasping for her husband desperately. It felt like all eyes were on them as Andrew twisted and turned out of her grasp.
“Don’t make a scene,” Andrew hissed at her.
“Then don’t go. You can’t leave me,” she snapped.
“You can’t tell me what to do,” he fired back. “I’m sick of this. I’m sick of everything!”
“Oh, you’re sick of it?” Regina replied. “You’re the one who’s always pushing my buttons! I booked this so we could have a nice time together, and look what you’re doing!”
“Look what I’m doing?” he sputtered. “You know what—no. I can’t do this anymore. You’re a bad person, Regina. You’re a bad mother, a bad wife… I can’t do this with you anymore. I deserve better.”
He turned on his heel and pushed through the growing crowd of rubberneckers that had already gathered.
“You can’t just go!” Regina screamed. Andrew whipped around, his face red with fury, and for the first time in her life, Regina found herself truly afraid of the man in front of her. 
“If you try one more time to stop me,” he growled, “I’ll make sure you regret it.”
“Then leave! Never come back!” she roared. “I hope I never see you again!”
Regina wanted to cry, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She just sat there staring daggers at his back as he stormed out of the resort.
She had no more tears left for Andrew. He would never make her cry again. 







“I think we should go on a vacation.”
Brock stared at Olivia, trying to figure out whether she was joking or not. “Who are you, and what have you done with Olivia Knight?”
But Olivia only smiled in response. The thought had been on her mind for a while now. It had been quite a while since she’d taken some time off, let alone gone on a trip anywhere. As she recalled, the last time was when she and Emily took an impromptu trip to Paris that ended up with them both spending the entire time in their hotel room with food poisoning. It had certainly turned her off to traveling for a while, and besides, her job was always too demanding to consider taking a long break.
And yet now, the idea appealed to her. She was getting used to her life slowing down. For years, she had been a high-speed train just waiting to derail. Now, she felt like her life was more akin to a rowboat, gently rocking on the waves. She was ready to start thinking outside the box, to start thinking about her life outside of work.
That was all thanks to Brock, of course. The last few months with him had been indescribable. She found herself smiling more than she ever had before. She found herself able to relax more often. And the fact that no one was chasing her down and trying to kill either of them made all the difference as well. 
She’d traveled halfway around the world to rescue him from the clutches of a vile and sinister organization that had designs on complete global domination. She almost expected to be killed in the process, but that didn’t matter to her then. All that mattered was getting Brock back, and she did that. Olivia had never felt braver or more confident in her life, and she finally felt like she was firmly out of the shell she’d found herself in all those years ago. And sure, though Eve Valentine was still in the wind, undoubtedly trying to rebuild her empire, Olivia felt safe in the knowledge that ANH had crumbled into dust and much of its leadership taken into custody.
Now that they were back in sleepy little Belle Grove, it was like reality had finally sunk in. She’d gotten him back. And they’d finally admitted to each other their true feelings, which, in retrospect, had been right in their faces all along. And now that they were officially together—though still taking it slow—they found themselves somehow even more inseparable than ever before.
They went out on dates at least once a week, but it was never just dinner. They’d drive to nearby towns and have picnics on park benches. They’d go to arcades, and he’d try to win her a teddy bear. Or they would go to the little independent movie theater and watch everything from classic, old, black and white films to schlocky ‘80s horror movies to big, sweeping romantic comedies.
The thing about Brock was that he tried harder than any other guy before. Instead of settling into the same old dinner and a movie routine that Olivia had grown used to in past relationships, he brought out the child in her and looked for ways to make her smile. Not that there was anything wrong with dinner and a movie, but now that she knew there was more out there, she found herself wanting to explore with him. 
And now, Olivia wanted to do the same for him. She was scrolling through her phone, already looking at ski lodges. She had always been tempted to try skiing, and she could see Brock having the time of his life out on the slopes. It was fun, it was adventurous, and it was different from their day-to-day lives. It seemed like the perfect place for them to have their first vacation.
“Don’t you think it’s a good idea?” Olivia pressed, propping her feet up on Brock’s lap and leaning back against the sofa cushions. “I mean, I know we’ve been all over the place together, but staying in a gross motel while trying to solve a murder isn’t exactly a vacation, is it?”
“You don’t think so? I’ve always found it super romantic…”
Olivia chuckled. “I know you don’t think that’s true. Picture this: you, me, mountains and snow… a king-sized bed and views to die for…”
He gave her that trademark grin. “I hope by that you mean seeing you in a bikini in a hot tub…”
“I was thinking more along the lines of you in a Speedo,” she replied with a teasing smile.
His face instantly dropped into a mock expression of pain. “Olivia, please don’t crush my dreams. You were finally getting me on board with this idea.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow. “So the idea of a vacation wasn’t enough for you?”
Brock shrugged. “I don’t know… spending a week with you in the middle of nowhere? That kind of sounds like a nightmare.”
Olivia prodded Brock’s stomach with her foot, making him squirm away from her and laugh. 
“If that’s your nightmare, you’re already living it. Belle Grove isn’t exactly a metropolitan area. And you’ve been living with me for almost a year now…”
It felt strange to say that out loud. Olivia and Brock had first started living together when Olivia’s home had been broken into months before, and even though that threat had long since passed, she didn’t feel the need to move back home. A month or so after returning from England, however, they decided to move back to the cabin in the woods that Olivia had made her own when she first moved to Belle Grove. Living above a diner had never been Olivia’s dream, and they had more space at the cabin anyway. It felt different living there now. It used to make her feel uneasy at times, all alone among the trees. But with Brock beside her, that all changed. 
Their life sometimes felt like a fairy tale to her. Didn’t all fairy tales happen in the woods, after all? And didn’t the characters feel so happy that they were sure it would never end? Olivia had long lived a nightmare, but now, it felt as though the clouds had cleared and made way for sunshine. She could move on and finally be happy. And if that meant spending a small fortune on her first vacation in years, then she was happy to do it. 
“Almost a year, huh? Well, that does sound like something that should be celebrated,” Brock mused. “Maybe the idea of a vacation isn’t so bad…”
“So you’re game?”
“If you promise that we’ll book somewhere with a hot tub, then I’m game.”
“Alright, I guess that’s a deal. But I’m warning you… you’ll be getting in that tub with a Speedo on…”
Brock grabbed Olivia’s ankles and playfully tugged her further down the sofa, making her laugh. Then he pulled her onto his lap and buried a kiss into her neck. The touch of his lips on her skin still made her shiver. That was new too. No other man had made her feel that way. Not even when she almost married someone else. Brock was something special, and she knew it. She sighed into his touch, knowing she could never get enough of it.
“I guess I can put up with it… it has to come off at some point, after all,” Brock murmured. Olivia blushed. Would he ever stop making her cheeks turn hot when he said things like that? She had forgotten what it was like to be desired, to be wanted by someone. It made her stomach twist in a pleasant sort of way. Had it always been like that? She didn’t think so. It made her sure that she had finally found the right person. They were taking things slow, even though they already lived together and spent every waking hour side by side; but in moments like these, she found herself picturing the future, wondering what might come next.
And the thought excited her.
“This place looks good,” Olivia said, showing her phone to Brock so he could observe the fruits of her research. “Misty Pine Ski Lodge in Ash Creek, Oregon. It’s picturesque, the chef is apparently incredible, and there are instructors on site for novice skiers.”
“Alright, but does it have a hot tub?”
Olivia rolled her eyes with a smile. “Yes, I believe it has a hot tub.”
“I’m sold. Let’s get it booked.” Brock grinned at her. “Am I going to finally see you truly off-duty?”
Olivia chuckled. “Stranger things have happened.”
“I very much doubt that. I don’t think you’ve ever been on a date with me without bringing your work phone.”
“Something important might come up!” she defended herself.
Brock rolled his eyes, though he was still smiling. “And what if something important comes up on our vacation, huh? What if Jonathan calls and tells you that he needs you to take down the biggest drug ring in the world. What then?”
“I’ll tell him that I can’t because I have a couples massage booked for 2 p.m., so my schedule is full,” Olivia replied with a coy smile. Brock’s eyebrows shot up.
“Alright, now we’re talking.”
“I thought you might like that,” Olivia admitted. “So, we’re doing this? We’re like, actually doing it?”
“It looks that way.” Brock paused and offered Olivia a smile. Not his usual smirk, full of mischief, but a sweet, genuine smile. A smile she knew he reserved only for her. It was the smile he made when something made him truly happy. “I think this is going to be really good for us. Some time away from work, some time to actually have fun and relax… I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”
Olivia smiled back. She knew that Brock sometimes struggled with her being such a workaholic. While he had always been dedicated to his job and keen to make a difference in the world, he had never reached her heights. Before Olivia met Brock, she had thrown herself into work because she had little else. After she lost her sister, after her mother disappeared, work was her only true distraction, particularly after she moved away from the city to live in Belle Grove. Even when Brock showed up and added light to her life, she still found it hard to truly move away from her grisly work and stay in the real world. 
She had to admit that she still found it hard sometimes to resist working. It was tempting to let cases take over her life so she didn’t have to think about her future, her present, and her past. But that was exactly why she needed this vacation. She needed to show Brock that she could be present and in the moment. She needed to prove to him that he mattered to her just as much as her work, if not more. She saw a future with him when she lay next to him at night, reveling in the warmth he brought out of her. It was important to her to not just show him, but herself, too, that she could be happy and fulfilled outside of work.
After Brock headed to bed, Olivia called her best friend, Emily, to talk about the vacation. She was scrolling through the website and putting together an itinerary when her friend picked up.
“A call from Olivia Knight after ten… please tell me everything’s alright?” Emily asked. Olivia laughed softly, though she knew her friend had reason to be concerned. Emily knew better than anyone what Olivia had been through in her life. They had known each other for a long time, and Emily had watched Olivia’s life fall apart over the years. Olivia found that she could be vulnerable around Emily because she was one of the few people who truly understood what Olivia had lost. Now, she felt a little guilty that Emily assumed she had bad news. 
“Everything’s fine,” Olivia assured her. “More than fine, actually. Brock and I are booking our first vacation together!”
Emily let out a whoop. “Oh my god! Yes, girl!”
Olivia chuckled. “I knew you’d be excited.”
“Well, it’s a big step!”
“I don’t know… we already live together. I guess Brock and I have always had a habit of doing things in a weird order.”
“I can’t argue with that. Still, this is exactly what you need. Time alone in a place away from work and home… where did you say you were going?”
“We’re booking a ski resort in Oregon. It looks pretty lush. I’ve never been skiing before, but I think it suits us both… some high-octane sports, cold weather, hot tubbing…”
“Steamy,” Emily cut in with a conspiratorial whisper.
Olivia rolled her eyes with a laugh. “You sound just like Brock.”
“He’d better sound like that if he’s got designs on you, babe. But seriously, it sounds amazing. You totally need this.”
“I think so too,” Olivia said, though she still noticed a hesitant edge in Emily’s voice. “But…?” she prodded.
Emily sighed. “You… are going to take actual time away from work, right? After the year you’ve had?”
“I am going to take actual time away,” Olivia told her. “I promise.”
“Good. After all those crazy adventures, you need a time out, and I’m serious.”
Olivia couldn’t agree more with that statement. Not many people spent their daily lives evading serial killers, taking down drug rings, and becoming the target of major crime organizations. Somehow, over the years, Olivia had almost normalized the life she led; but sometimes, it caught up to her. Now she realized more than ever how much she needed to be away from work craziness for a while. She needed to have conversations with people that weren’t about death and gore and psychotic intentions. 
But the thought made her a little nervous. She couldn’t recall a time since she’d known Brock when they were truly away from their work. Their entire relationship formed while they were working cases together and they talked about work constantly. Would things be different when they took a step back from it all? Would they even have anything in common?
“Your silence tells me you’re overthinking,” Emily said pointedly.
Olivia sighed. “Just finding ways to drive myself crazy.”
“Look, of all the things to worry about in your life, this isn’t one of them. The fact that you’re getting stressed about going on a vacation only proves how much you need one. Get it booked, get some sleep, and then start dreaming of snowy slopes and evenings under the stars. Think positive.”
Olivia closed her eyes and smiled. “Thanks, Emily. You always know how to keep me grounded.”
“Hey, what are friends for? Do you think there’s room for me in your suitcase? I could use a vacation too.”
“You should come! Bring Sam! It would be nice to spend time together.”
Emily chuckled. “Not this time, sweetie. Maybe someday that would be nice. But this trip is about you and Brock. You’ve finally got a chance to explore this thing between you properly… don’t waste it. And I swear, if I hear one word about you taking a case while you’re up there, I’ll fly up myself and drag you out of it.”
Olivia laughed, and the conversation turned to other things. Later, after they’d hung up and Olivia got into bed, she thought about what Emily said. She watched the man she loved sleeping beside her, his handsome face serene, and she knew that Emily was right. It was time to focus on what really mattered.
And what really mattered was him.





“It should take us around three hours to get there—maybe a bit longer if we hit traffic,” Olivia mused as they piled into the rental from the airport. “Do you want me to drive part of the way?”
Brock shrugged, already reaching to mess with the radio. “I don’t mind at all. I love a road trip! We can stop at a few places along the way, maybe grab some food…”
“Leave it to you to make it all the way to Oregon and still find a reason to stop at every roadside diner in the state.”
Brock grinned at her. “Guilty as charged. Besides, this healthy eating regime you’ve had me on is not cutting it for me. I’m in desperate need of a burger.”
Olivia rolled her eyes, though a smile tugged at her lips. Healthy eating to Brock meant anything that wasn’t deep-fried or slathered in grease. He’d never admit it, but she knew he secretly loved their new routine, cooking dinner together each night with the lights dimmed low and music playing in the background. She could remember her past relationships all too well, where she ended up eating alone because her partners refused to help cook and she didn’t feel like running around after them all the time. She would listen to the dull drone of the microwave churning up box meals while she ate, wondering why her partner wasn’t willing to put in the effort to do things for her the way she would for them. 
Brock never made her feel like that. In fact, he was quite the chef when he put his mind to it. He was a wizard on the grill, he put together a mean pasta dish, and he made the fluffiest pancakes known to man every Sunday—another tradition that Olivia found herself happy to get used to.
It was the little things between them that she loved so much. She thought about them as Brock drove, listening to him humming along to the songs on the radio. The feeling of panic in her chest that had once made its home there was long gone. Now, as they drove toward their destination, she felt her shoulders loosen and her eyes drift close. She was savoring the moment, wishing that every moment could be like this one—especially when she felt Brock’s hand drift to her leg and give it a squeeze, sending a pleasant shiver down her spine. This was what people waited all their lives for. A simple, yet perfect love that made it seem like the rest of the world didn’t matter.
And Olivia would do whatever it took to hold on to it. 
She drifted to sleep for a while, and when she woke, the car was silent save for the sound of Brock breathing and the engine humming. She sat up straighter, her neck aching from the angle she had been sleeping at. She stretched her arms. 
“Hey there,” Brock said softly. Olivia grumbled something unintelligible in response, glancing out the window. The winter sun was high in the sky, and the roads were quiet. They were cruising through the tree-lined highway, and Olivia could tell they were still far from their destination. She rubbed at her neck and sighed.
“I always fall asleep on long trips. Doesn’t matter if it’s in the middle of the day…”
“Well, good thing you’re not behind the wheel then,” Brock cracked. “So much for you taking over.”
Olivia laughed. Over the past year, she had come to love Brock’s ridiculous sense of humor. It had been one of the things that irritated her most about him when they first met, but now, she couldn’t picture going through a day without it. 
She hadn’t known when they met that she would fall for him so hard. It wasn’t a love-at-first-sight kind of thing, and she certainly hadn’t pictured them ending up where they were now. But she was glad that they had. Looking at him now, she knew just how lucky she was to have him. She suddenly felt protective of what was hers, and she slid her hand over to his leg.
“Did you ever picture that we’d be here?”
Brock frowned. “In Oregon?”
Olivia rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Here. In this part of our lives. Together.”
Brock smiled. “I know what you mean. You want me to be honest?”
“Of course.”
Brock chuckled to himself. “Alright, but don’t get mad, okay? Honestly? No. I didn’t picture us here.”
Olivia had to admit that the comment stung a bit, but Brock raised a finger. “Let me finish. I promise you’ll like my answer. No, I didn’t imagine us here. You know how it was between us at the beginning. I thought you were uptight, and you thought I was a pain in your ass.”
“You still are.”
He chuckled. “Okay, I walked into that one. But things were different when we first met, right? We were working that awful case, and we didn’t get to know one another properly… I don’t know, it was a weird first impression. But when I went back home… I realized that I missed having you around. I didn’t come to Belle Grove for the diner, Olivia…”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
Brock grinned. “Alright, you know I love that place. But I came back for you. Because it was only after I left that I realized there was silence in my life to fill. It was only then that I realized I missed you filling in the gaps of my thoughts. I loved talking to you. You made it feel like the easiest thing in the world, even when we were bickering. But even after I came to that realization… I still didn’t picture us here.”
“Why not?”
Brock sighed, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. “Well, we took our sweet time gravitating toward each other, didn’t we? I mean, you’ve got to admit that we didn’t take the easiest path. We had obstacles… crazy cases, ex-fiancés, deep dark secrets, reappearing family members, traumatic events, the whole saga in England… not exactly what I’d call a breeding ground for romance.”
“Yeah, well, good thing we aren’t like most people,” Olivia replied. “Somehow we made it work.”
He smiled. “I was thinking about you every hour of every day. But I never thought we’d get our lucky break. In fact, I kind of accepted that I would always have to hold you at arm’s length, that you’d never be mine to hold, and I told myself that I was okay with it, because I didn’t see any way out. Every time we came close, it felt like we missed our chance. And you know me—I keep to myself, and I keep my heart covered in bubble wrap so I never get hurt. I was scared to take a risk.”
Olivia’s heart sank. Even though it was all in the past now, the thought of Brock being so scared and so timid didn’t feel right. “So… what changed?”
 “Well, there’s nothing like being beaten up and locked in a cell halfway across the world to make you rethink your priorities. I asked myself, if I was lucky enough to get out of there alive… what did I want? More than anything in the world, what did I want for myself? And the answer was easy. It was you.”
Olivia felt a little breathless. She had never realized just how strongly he felt for her. Sure, she knew that things were going well between them. She knew that their relationship was constantly moving forward at a speed that felt like lightning. But what she didn’t anticipate was that he felt just as strongly as she did. She had always assumed, in the back of her mind, that she was more invested than he was. That tended to be the way things went for her. She, too, knew something about keeping her heart in bubble wrap. 
But to know that he was thinking of her, when she was out there doing everything to get him home, to save his life… knowing that she was on his mind then… it made her heart warm. Had he felt the same pain that she had? Knowing they might lose one another before they really had a chance to be together?
“I know I don’t say it enough,” Brock continued, reaching for Olivia’s hand, “but you’re really the most important thing in my life, and you have been for a long time. You’re my best friend, my reason to get up in the morning, my knight in shining armor. You’ve saved me in more than one way. I picture my life before you, and it was… it was nothing compared to now. It’s like you’ve finally woken me up and made me want things in life again. And now, getting to spend this week with you, just the two of us, exploring this thing between us… it excites me. So, maybe I didn’t expect us to get here right from the start, but I’m sure as hell glad we did. And just because I never pictured it happening for us, it doesn’t mean that I haven’t spent a hell of a lot of time wanting it.” He turned to give Olivia a wan smile, looking anxious after spilling his heart out for her. “How’s that?”
Olivia blinked away the teas before he could see them. “Brock… I had no idea you felt that way.”
“I guess I do have a good poker face. I don’t wear my heart on my sleeve as much as you do,” he said with a playful smile. “But I mean every word of it. From here on out, I’ll try to be more open with you. I don’t want you to ever doubt me—or us. I want you to be able to see how much I care about you every single day.”
“I can see it. I can,” Olivia said gently. “And the feeling is mutual. I’m really looking forward to this week with you.”
Brock smiled. “Me too.”
“And I’m about to prove to you just how much I care…”
Brock raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Is that so?”
“It is. I just saw a road sign for a diner a couple of miles up the road. I’m treating you to lunch.”
Brock laughed loudly, shaking his head. “Man, you really do know me. Alright, that’s an offer I can’t resist. Then we’ll hit the road again. There’s still an hour to go before we reach paradise.”
Olivia was itching to get to the resort, too, but as far as she was concerned, being in that car with Brock was just as much a paradise as anywhere. 





It was a special moment when Olivia first spied the Misty Pine Ski Lodge perched atop the mountain. She watched in awe as skiers sped their way down the mountainside, sending up bright flurries of the white stuff in their wake, while others caught the ski lift back up to the wooden lodge, their feet bobbing up and down idly as they soared above the ground.
She followed the motion of the lifts all the way to the top of Misty Pine Mountain, where the lodge itself sat. The building was massive, at least five or six stories tall from Olivia’s guess, and done in rich, dark mahogany that stood out against the stark white blanket of snow dusting the roof. Bright pane glass windows revealed warm lights inside and the promise of roaring fireplaces and hot cocoa. 
The ground level was a hive of activity. Teenagers whooped it up to try to impress each other with increasingly dangerous stunts. Parents ushered their young children out of the lodge and into the large play area off to one side; the kids had so much snow gear on that they waddled more than walked. Lodge employees filtered back and forth from the storage barn bearing skis, snowboards, and various other equipment to bring to waiting skiers who rubbed their hands together in anticipation of hitting the slopes.
The sun was beaming, but there was a crisp chill in the air, even inside the car. Brock glanced over at Olivia and grinned.
“Is this what you were hoping for?” he asked. She nodded enthusiastically.
“Oh yes. This is exactly what I was hoping for.”
“You want to make a bet on which of us is the first to make an absolute fool of ourselves on those slopes?”
Olivia smirked. “We both know it’ll be you.”
Brock raised his eyebrows conspiratorially. “Well, if I go down, maybe I’ll take you with me!”
They laughed. Olivia could already feel the lift in her heart, the feeling that this was going to be a good week. How long had it been since she allowed herself to relax properly? She couldn’t remember. She was going to put her all into having a good week, she decided. She wanted nothing more than to have a great time and explore this connection she was sharing with Brock.
The rental car struggled up to the parking lot where a young, peppy woman greeted them to assist them with their bags. They were bundled into a cable car that took them and their luggage to the top of the mountain and up to the lodge. Olivia watched as a light flurry of snow drifted past the window and as skiers fell down in the powdery snow, their legs flying wildly into the air. She couldn’t wait to be among them, to feel the adrenaline rushing through her veins. She guessed that even when she was away from work, she still craved the feeling it brought her, the thrill of danger. But how could that be a bad thing when her life was so full of adventure?
At the top of the lift, Olivia and Brock plowed their way through the snow, the cold seeping through Olivia’s sneakers. She was already wishing she’d had the forethought to change into her snow boots, but it wasn’t enough to dampen her mood. They made their way to the lobby, and Olivia prepared herself for the next stage of excitement.
Except there was something wrong. She felt it from the moment she walked into the lobby. Staff members crowded in small groups, whispering to one another and looking alarmed. The woman behind the desk didn’t greet them but was instead on the phone, looking anxious as she spoke in a low murmur. 
“Who died?” Brock muttered under his breath. Olivia had thought the exact same thing. Working on crime scenes had taught her to read a room, and there was a very specific vibe reserved for a room full of people who had just received bad news. 
Usually that someone had been murdered.
Olivia shrugged off the thought. Not now, she told herself. You’re on vacation. This is not a crime scene. No one has been killed. 
She couldn’t even convince herself of that as they walked up to the desk. She had the distinct feeling that they shouldn’t be there, that they should turn back and walk away. But no matter what had happened in this place, she was on vacation. She wasn’t walking away unless there was a good reason, and she was sure that all would become clear soon enough.
The receptionist quietly put the phone down as they approached the desk and fixed a fake smile on her face.
“Hi, there!” she said a little too cheerily. Olivia glanced at the gold name tag on her neat white shirt. It read Brenda Lawrence. “Welcome to the Misty Pine Ski Lodge!”
“Hi,” Olivia replied, an edge of uncertainty in her voice. “Is everything… okay here? I can’t help noticing that there’s a weird vibe in the room…”
Brenda looked a little taken aback but blinked it away after a moment. She cleared her throat and tucked her brunette hair behind her ear. “Oh, no, it’s nothing to worry about, I assure you. I hope we didn’t make you feel uncomfortable. It’s just that… well, a guest died in their sleep last night. We just found out during the turndown service, and it’s shaken up the staff a little. But I promise there’s nothing to worry about. It seems they passed peacefully of natural causes. The police will be here soon just to check everything is alright, but otherwise, everything is completely fine here.”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a look. They had known enough death in their time to know how it could rattle those less used to it. Olivia knew they should trust that there was nothing to worry about and let it slide, but the agent inside her still felt a little uneasy.
“You’re sure everything’s fine?”
“Yes, I’m positive!” Brenda said, her voice a little higher than it had been a minute before. “I’m sorry if this commotion has disturbed your stay.”
Olivia began to wave it off. “Oh no, it’s not—”
“You seem like lovely people, let me upgrade you to our best room,” Brenda cut in hastily, the words tumbling out of her as though they couldn’t be stopped. Olivia was about to tell her it was fine, but Brock grabbed her hand before she could say anything.
“That’s very kind of you,” Brock said, winking sideways at Olivia when the receptionist wasn’t looking. “What wonderful service. Thank you.”
“It’s our pleasure!” Brenda squeaked. The poor woman was clearly a little shaken by the entire ordeal at the lodge, but Olivia couldn’t argue with the upgraded room. Didn’t they deserve to enjoy a little luxury for once? She’d spent enough time in shabby motel rooms to know that the best room in a fancy lodge had to be pretty special. 
“Here are your keys,” Brenda said after they checked in. “Someone will bring your bags up to your room shortly; I’ll just inform the staff of the room change. In the meantime, please enjoy your new room, and be sure to head to the bar before 8 p.m. to enjoy your complimentary welcome drink!”
“Thank you,” Olivia said earnestly. The excitement of it all was beginning to return, and the seeds of doubt that the commotion had planted in her started to fizzle away. They headed for the elevator, their hands still entwined, and Olivia shared a look with Brock that made her heart warm.
“Can’t believe there’s been a death in the building on our first vacation,” Brock murmured to her as they were headed to their room. “Isn’t that just typical?”
“I was thinking the same,” Olivia said. “It’s like these things just follow us everywhere. I wonder if the guest was old?”
“I guess it’s not really our business or our concern. We’re here to have fun… and in the best room in the lodge!”
“Well, I can’t say I have any complaints about that,” she admitted. “I just can’t help being curious about what’s going on.”
Brock sighed as he took the key fob from his pocket. “Olivia… you’ve gotta learn to switch off.”
“I know, I know…”
“You heard what they said. They’re pretty sure the person died of natural causes, and the police are on the way. Whatever happened to the guest will probably be resolved in the next hour. We don’t need to think about it again, and we don’t need to worry about it. We should just enjoy ourselves, okay?”
Olivia nodded. “You’re right. Let’s check out the room. I can’t wait to see how fancy it really is.”
Brock chuckled. “Lucky us, right? Now we can really spend this vacation in style.”
He opened the door to their room, and Olivia’s jaw dropped in shock. The room was twice as nice as the one she had booked online. It was all made of dark wood, with paneled floors and walls, and a massive floor-to-ceiling window took up an entire wall, which overlooked the mountains with a spectacular view. There was a fur rug on the floor and a fur throw layered atop the crisp white bedsheets of their four-poster bed. The entire place was lush, but the bottle of champagne and tub of strawberries waiting for them on the counter made Olivia grin.
“Okay, now this is fancy,” Olivia said, stepping almost cautiously into the room. She was half-afraid that Brenda would come to her senses and kick them back down to another room. 
Brock didn’t seem to have such concerns. He jumped onto the bed and let out a deep sigh, his arms spread out to enjoy the soft covers. 
“This is like heaven,” he said with a soft grin. He invited her to join him. “Come here…”
Olivia tentatively went to his outstretched arms, lying beside him and allowing him to pull her close. She closed her eyes and savored the moment. She couldn’t pretend it didn’t feel incredible to be there with him, relaxing into his body, knowing they had a whole week like this ahead of them. He kissed the top of her head.
“Are you happy?” he asked her. 
She smiled. “Happier than I’ve been in forever.”





Olivia and Brock spent their evening in a pleasant manner. After their bags arrived, they unpacked and enjoyed a glass of champagne out on the terrace, overlooking the mountains and taking in the breathtaking view. They watched the skiers until the sky turned dark and they all began to retreat inside, at which point, Olivia donned a dress and Brock a shirt and slacks so they could head downstairs for their welcome drinks and some dinner.
“Wow,” Brock said with a whistle as Olivia finished zipping up the dress she’d chosen. “I don’t see you in a dress very often.”
Olivia turned to him with a smile. “Is it something you’d want to see more of?”
“Are you kidding me? You look incredible. Not that you don’t always.”
Olivia blushed. She had never really thought too much about her appearance. It wasn’t something that had ever been important to her, at least not enough to put real effort into it. When she was on a job, there was certainly no need for her to be dressed up, makeup done, and hair styled. But she had to admit, she liked the way it made her feel that night. With a touch of lip gloss on and a slinky black dress, she felt good in herself, especially when Brock’s eyes roamed slowly over her body, sending a shiver down her spine. It was nice to be appreciated.
“Well, I only brought one dress for this trip, unfortunately.”
“It’s a very good dress. One is all it takes,” Brock replied, snaking an arm around her waist. “I could look at you all night.”
“If you’re going to keep complimenting me like this, I’m going to need a drink to stop me from blushing.”
Brock grinned. “Let’s get you that welcome cocktail then.”
With his hand rested on the back of her waist, they headed for the elevator. Olivia felt a little unsteady on the heeled shoes she was wearing, but she didn’t let it show. The truth was, she had brought the outfit for Brock’s benefit. She had never really believed in dressing for a man, but she thought this one time, she might make an exception. She wanted him to look at her with the adoration he now held in his eyes. Was it such a bad thing to want to let loose for a while, to want her partner to see her as beautiful? 
This was what she needed to get used to. This new part of her life where work wasn’t front and center. She had to start thinking about her future, and that meant making an effort—physically, emotionally, and mentally—even if it was in small ways. As they walked into the bar for their first drink, she pushed all thoughts of her job out of her mind. Here, they weren’t Brock and Olivia the FBI agents. They were Brock and Olivia, the young couple exploring their love for the first time away from the troubles of their ordinary life. This was her chance to show Brock how much she cared about him—to show him that she couldn’t wait for what would happen between them.
They sat down at the bar, and a bartender brought them a beautiful orange cocktail, complete with a fruity garnish. Olivia raised her glass to Brock.
“To us,” she said gently. Brock clinked his glass against hers. He looked enchanted by her, a realization that made Olivia’s stomach twist with excitement.
“To us,” he murmured in return. They drank to it, and Olivia allowed the silky cocktail to slide down her throat. It tasted like luxury, something she wasn’t exactly used to. She didn’t tend to treat herself very often, which made the entire premise of the vacation seem even sweeter. 
“I could get used to this,” Brock remarked.
She smiled. “When did you last go on vacation?”
Brock scratched his chin, trying to think. “I’m not actually sure. It’s been a long time. I think I went on a very boozy trip to Amsterdam with some friends four or five years ago. I don’t really remember much of the city, which is a shame. I’ve heard it’s very nice.”
Olivia cocked her head to the side. “Which friends did you go with?” She had to admit, Olivia didn’t know much about his life before her. He never seemed to be in touch with his friends, though he had grown close to Sam and Emily during the time they’d been dating. Olivia had always wanted to ask about it, but it seemed too delicate a topic to bring up. She couldn’t exactly ask him why he never seemed to have any friends around.
Brock waved off the question. “Ahh, no one you would have heard of. They were old friends from the Bureau.”
“When did you last see them?” Olivia asked. Brock’s smile slipped ever so slightly and he sighed.
“A while back. I see them around sometimes. But we’re not close. I guess we never were really.”
Olivia waited for Brock to continue, sensing that he had more to say. He ran a hand through his hair.
“I guess it’s different for most guys. I’ve never really had a solid group of friends. Not the way you do with Sam and Emily. They were only really interested in going out drinking, making crude jokes, meeting women on nights out. Which is fine, and I did used to have fun with them. But I guess as I’ve gotten older, I’ve been looking for stronger connections. That’s why when I met you… well, maybe I was a bit of an ass at first, but I wanted a friend, more than anything—someone to talk to, someone to actually get to know. I bet the men I used to call my friends wouldn’t be able to tell you a single thing about me.”
Olivia rubbed his arm gently. “Brock… I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
But Brock didn’t seem too fazed. He grinned at Olivia and took her hand, running his thumb over the back of her hand. “Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter to me. Not anymore.”
“Really?”
“Really,” he confirmed. “I moved on to bigger and better things. These things happen in life, right? People grow apart if they decide to grow themselves. I don’t think they wanted to move on. And, hey, good for them. But now I’ve got something much better than going out drinking with a bunch of guys.…”
Olivia raised her cocktail in the air. “Going out drinking with a woman?”
Brock laughed loudly. “Exactly. I’d say I’m the winner in this scenario, wouldn’t you?”
“So long as you don’t let me drink too much. I don’t tend to go overboard, but I should warn you, I’m a weepy drunk.”
Brock grinned. “And I’m a loud drunk. Not a good combo. I guess we’ll have to take it easy on the cocktails… especially if we’re going to make it down the slopes in one piece tomorrow. Should we just have the one drink and then head to dinner? You know me—I’m much more interested in the food.”
“Sounds like a plan to me. But I’m not so sure they have burgers on the menu here.”
“I guess I’ll have to expand my palate a little. Perhaps a steak…”
Brock began to fantasize about what the menu might hold, but Olivia saw something behind him that caught her eye. She had a clear view of the lobby from the bar, and she could see Brenda the receptionist talking to several police officers. She looked anxious as she saw them out, and Olivia wondered whether there had been any headway in figuring out what had happened to their deceased guest. 
As she was about to turn back to Brock, Olivia saw Brenda turn and accidentally caught her eye. Brenda’s features changed right away, spreading into a welcoming smile. She began to walk toward her, and Olivia cleared her throat quietly to Brock.
“Incoming,” she said. Brock turned to see Brenda’s smiling face and smiled back, though a slight frown rested between his brows. Olivia knew exactly why. He’d figured out that the case had caught her attention again, and he wasn’t pleased. She had, after all, promised to keep out of the entire thing. But there was no harm in asking for an update, right?
“Good evening to you both!” Brenda said pleasantly. “I trust that you’re enjoying the Queen Suite?”
“It’s perfect, thank you,” Olivia said warmly. “We appreciate you giving us the upgrade.”
“Oh, it was my pleasure. If you ask me, it doesn’t get enough use. I like to find any opportunity to upgrade nice couples like you two,” Brenda replied, practically beaming from ear to ear. 
Olivia found herself trying to resist the urge to ask her about the person who had died, but it was like an itch she couldn’t quite reach. It was impossible to endure for long. She cleared her throat.
“How’s everything with, uh… with the police?” she asked, feeling a twinge of embarrassment for not being able to hold it in. Brenda’s smile slipped ever so slightly, and Brock gave her a disapproving look, but she had to know what was going on. It was just in her nature to be curious.
“Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this here…” Brenda began.
“I didn’t mean to be nosy—it’s just—we’re FBI agents. Nosy is kind of in our nature,” Olivia said. She could tell that Brock wasn’t happy, but he said nothing, also looking to Brenda for an answer. It occurred to Olivia that maybe Brock felt the same itch for knowledge that she did.
Brenda blinked. “FBI? What are you doing here? Is there something—” 
“We’re just—” Brock cut in with a raise of his palm, “—here for vacation. Honestly. Not on a case.”
That seemed to pacify Brenda, but the wheels were already turning in her head. Olivia knew that she wouldn’t be able to help but tell them everything.
“Well…” Brenda started carefully. “There doesn’t appear to be anything suspicious about the woman’s passing, but we’ve been unable to locate her husband. He did leave the hotel last night quite late. I don’t like to pry, but they were having somewhat of a…. well… it was a pretty nasty fight in the lobby. Screaming at each other, cursing, all sorts of distasteful things,” she said.
That made Olivia’s eyebrows shoot up, but she said nothing and nodded for Brenda to continue.
 “I know he left in his car, but he didn’t come back from what we can tell… and we can’t get in contact with him. The police just wanted to check the security footage and see if there was any sign of where he might have gone off to.” Brenda paused, shifting from foot to foot in discomfort. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”
“I’m sure it isn’t,” Olivia said with a smile, but one word came to mind immediately.
Motive.
A husband and wife were seen arguing, and now the wife is dead in a hotel room and the husband is nowhere to be found. If that didn’t scream of a motive, then nothing did. Olivia’s mind was already racing to piece together the possibilities.
If the husband wasn’t on the premises and didn’t return to the room, then how could he have been responsible? Had he snuck back in to murder her and somehow avoided the cameras? Had he found a way to murder his wife and then make it look like natural causes? Poison, perhaps? She wondered if the doctor they’d called had been able to make the determination. They were far away from the nearest major city with a larger department, so maybe the husband had been counting on that. But how would he have procured the poison, and why would he have brought it here? Unless he had always intended—
“That’s a shame,” Brock cut in, snapping her back to reality. “Well, hopefully they figure it out soon.”
Brenda nodded. “I should really get back to the desk,” she said, looking a little unnerved by their conversation. “I truly hope you both enjoy your stay. Please call the desk if you need anything—anything at all.”
“We will,” Brock replied.
As Brenda walked away, Brock turned to Olivia with a raised eyebrow. She held her hands in the air defensively.
“I know, I know… I wasn’t trying to get involved, I promise. I just wanted to make sure that everything was okay.”
“You’re a terrible liar, Olivia,” Brock said, and though his tone was teasing, Olivia could see that he was a little bothered by her stunt. “You need to chill out. It’s like Brenda said. There’s nothing to worry about, and the police are in charge of finding out where the husband is. We don’t need to go around asking awkward questions.”
“I won’t ask anything else, I promise. Curiosity just got the better of me.”
Brock sighed, and a small smile finally broke through his frown. “Well… to be honest, I’m glad you asked her. I was itching to know too. But now that we know everything’s fine, we should just put it out of our minds. Right?”
Olivia nodded firmly. “Right. Let’s get dinner. I’m starving.”
“Good plan.”
Olivia allowed Brock to take her arm and lead her to the dining room, but in the back of her mind, she couldn’t help wondering what had happened to the woman.
And she knew there was nothing that would truly shake it from her mind. 





Olivia could feel the cold seeping through her clothes as she headed out to the bunny slopes. The skis on her feet were making her wobble, but she couldn’t deny that she was excited to get out there and give it the old college try. After some brief training, she and Brock were apparently ready to go, and she was bouncing with anticipation and nervousness.
The sun was high in the sky, illuminating the pure beauty that surrounded them. The fir trees that lined the slopes were dusted with snow, and despite the cold, it was a gorgeous day. She breathed in the fresh, cool air, allowing it to fill her lungs, and she realized just how lucky she was. It was something she didn’t consider often, but now, it overwhelmed her mind.
“I feel like my feet are too big for my body,” Brock complained as he tried to navigate having the skis attached to his feet. “How do people even do this?”
 “I guess some of us are just more skilled than others,” Olivia said with a playful smile. Brock grinned back. 
“If you want to end up on your butt in the snow, keep talking. I would be more than happy to put you there.”
“You’d have to catch me first,” Olivia replied, shuffling forward with ease that she knew Brock wouldn’t be able to replicate. In vain, he tried to catch up to her, both of them laughing as they edged their way to the slopes. 
The bunny slopes weren’t steep in the slightest, and Olivia knew it wasn’t going to be a thrill ride tackling them, but she was excited nonetheless. She glanced back at Brock to smile, and when he smiled back, her heart warmed her freezing chest. Most of the other skiers seemed to have graduated to the real slopes already, so Olivia took Brock’s gloved hand in hers and pulled him right to the edge.
“Together?” she asked.
“I can’t say no to an offer like that.”
Tilting her skis over the slope, Olivia began to slide gracefully down the small hill, laughing in delight as Brock followed after her. His attempt was much less stable, and as she gripped his hand, she could feel him wobbling, trying to gain control of his skis. Within moments, the two of them had crashed into a heap barely a few yards down the slope with their skis tangled. Olivia was laughing so hard that her ribs hurt, giddy from the ridiculousness of it all. Brock was breathless as he tried to stand, but he, too, was laughing too hard to make any sense of where his feet were meant to be. Olivia finally just gave into it, lying on her back and letting the laughter take hold as she stared up at the blue sky.
“Well, it’s safe to say that was a failure,” she said when she finally stopped laughing, dabbing tears from her eyes with her mitten. 
Brock had finally managed to get his balance and offered a hand to pull Olivia up.
“Want to go around again?”
“Oh, absolutely.”
Once they got started, there was no stopping them. They quickly got the hang of the bunny slopes, though Brock fell down at least five more times before he succeeded. Olivia loved the feeling of being active, and even though her muscles burned by the afternoon, she still felt pretty great. They left the slopes just before the sky began to darken and headed up to the outdoor bar, sitting under the heaters for a well-deserved beer and some bar snacks. They talked for hours there, even after the other guests had given up and headed back into the warmth of the lodge. It was nice, feeling like it was just the two of them there. If Olivia looked out at the icy wilderness, she could pretend like they were the last people on earth, like they would never see anyone but each other again. And somehow, that thought wasn’t half-bad. 
“What’s on your mind?” Brock asked her, clearly noticing that she was drifting from him. She bit her lip to stop herself from smiling and giving herself away.
“I was just wondering why we’re sitting out here in the cold when we could be in the hot tub.”
She was certain at that moment that Brock’s eyes were going to bust out of his head in shock. Olivia laughed out loud.
“I thought that might be your reaction. Come on. Let’s get out of here. I could use a jet massage after all that skiing.”
They quickly retreated to their bedroom and changed into their swimsuits. Olivia could feel Brock watching her, but she didn’t mind. In fact, it was nice to have someone so invested in what she was up to. It was nice to be wanted. She tried to be confident as she smiled at him and led him out onto their balcony where the queen suite’s private hot tub stood waiting for them.
The day had melted into darkness, and with no artificial lights for miles around, they could see the stars hanging over them. It was breathtaking, and Olivia could barely take her eyes off the sight as she sank into the hot water, sighing at the feeling of the hot bubbles pounding against her aching shoulders.
“This is the life,” she murmured as Brock got into the tub beside her. He sat close to her, though not touching, and they watched the stars in awe. Brock cleared his throat and pointed at the night sky.
“You see that constellation there? That’s Orion’s belt.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow at him. “Come on, Brock, everyone knows that one. You’re going to have to do better than that.”
Brock puffed his chest out a little. “Alright, then. I didn’t realize you’d be so hard to impress. How about this one? If you look over there, you can see Ursa Major. Oh hey, what’s your star sign?”
“I’m a Gemini.”
“Alright, now we’re talking. I can see the constellation right now. Look, it’s there. You see it?”
“I see it,” Olivia said, amused by how hard Brock was trying to impress her with his knowledge of the stars. It was sweet, and completely out of character for Brock. He’d never been one for looking like he was trying with anything. He was so naturally charming that he never needed to anyway. But here he was, trying to literally show her the stars and impress her. It was in that moment that Olivia realized how much he actually must care. 
“I can see Taurus too… but I’ve got to admit, my knowledge of the stars kind of fizzles out there.”
“I’m surprised you’re admitting that out loud. Here I was thinking you were trying to convince me that you’re some kind of expert.”
Brock’s cheeks turned a little red, though his smile never slipped. “Oh, give me a break. Here I am, sitting with a beautiful woman and realizing I’m completely out of my depth. I don’t want to wake up one day and realize I’ve bored you enough to leave me.”
Olivia laughed. “Brock, I don’t think you need to worry about that. As far as I’m concerned, you could never bore me. In fact, life is a lot more interesting when you’re around.”
Brock didn’t say anything in response to that comment, but Olivia could see from his face that he was pleased with her response. He moved a little closer to her, wrapping his arm around her waist beneath the water. Out of the corner of her eye, Olivia saw a shooting star zip across the sky, and her mouth dropped open, her finger pointing in the space where it had been.
“Brock, you just missed it—there was a shooting star!”
“Darn it!” Brock said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe I missed it!”
“I know—the star expert just missed the best part.”
Brock splashed Olivia, and she laughed. 
“Well, did you at least make a wish?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow. “I mean, as an interstellar expert, I’ve heard that shooting stars grant wishes every now and then.”
Olivia’s lips twisted into a smile, but she had to admit, the idea of making a wish appealed to her. She wasn’t the kind of person that really believed in luck or fate, but she wanted to believe that something good could happen after wandering alone for so long in the storm. She had lived a troubled life, but now, it seemed as though things were going to be okay. She couldn’t make up for the past, but she could pave the way for the future.
She closed her eyes and wished for the feeling in her chest to stay. She wished that no matter the hardships she faced, she would always have the feeling that things were going to be okay. She wished for the man who sat by her side, the one who made her feel so safe and warm no matter what they went through. And when she opened her eyes, she saw Brock watching her, admiring her, and she couldn’t resist leaning in to kiss him. His lips were warm, and she could taste champagne on his mouth. She moved closer to him, loving the feeling of his arms wrapping around her back, holding her into his chest. Every time she kissed him, it was like having her breath stolen from her lungs, and she loved it. She wanted it to last forever, and now she was starting to wish that had been her wish instead. 
But Brock didn’t seem to have any intention of letting her go. She loved that she could tell from the way he kissed her that he felt the exact same way she did. She could almost taste his desperation to be with her, and she felt the urgency in her chest rising too. When they finally broke apart, they were both a little breathless, gazing into one another’s eyes. Brock grinned slyly at her.
“Did you get what you wished for?” he murmured. She smiled back.
“Almost,” she whispered. His eyebrow raised.
“Only almost? Well, I guess I’ll have to do something about that…”
Without warning, he scooped her up out of the hot tub, and she laughed in surprise and excitement. She knew exactly where they were headed. As he carried her back inside, she could feel the bite of a snow drift coming in, but they shut the door behind them and locked it away. 
Now, once again, they were the only people in the world.





The snow was far too wild for anyone to go outside the following day, but despite the bad weather, Olivia was in a great mood. She and Brock stayed in bed for a long while, and then rose late for breakfast in the restaurant. They were both in their element, Olivia with a bowl of granola and fruit, and Brock with the biggest pile of bacon and eggs Olivia had ever seen. Olivia didn’t have many vacations to compare this one with, but she was certain this was the best one yet before it had even really begun. She was already getting an aching feeling in her chest at the thought of having to leave.
But there was still plenty of time to enjoy themselves. After breakfast, Olivia and Brock meandered to the bar where Brock caught up on the news and Olivia dove into her book. The whole place was quiet, despite everyone being stuck inside. Olivia guessed that meant that everyone was just as chilled out as she was. 
In the afternoon, Olivia spent a while just watching the storm outside. What had started as a heavy breeze had intensified throughout the day and was now a full-fledged snowstorm. She could hear the breathy cry of the wind blowing in the thick snow. She was sure that they would be stuck inside for a few days, at least. Anyone who went out in that weather had to be crazy. It would be hard for anyone to even get up the mountain in a car, so she guessed they were stuck for the time being. But the thought didn’t bother her too much. As long as she had Brock, a warm bed, and a good book, she couldn’t find it in herself to be too upset about the skiing weather being spoiled.
Brock, on the other hand, was getting a little restless. He kept glancing out the window, as though the snow might have stopped and melted since the last time he checked five minutes earlier. His shoulders were starting to sag.
“Do you think we’ll get out on the slopes again before the end of the vacation? I was really hoping to get off the bunny slopes before we leave,” he said miserably. Olivia rubbed his back while keeping one eye on her book.
“Don’t think about it. What happens, happens.”
“Since when were you the spontaneous one among us?”
“Since the snow keeping us inside meant more spontaneous reading time for me.”
Brock sighed. “What if they can’t get any food deliveries in? Do you think they’ll still have the full menu for dinner?”
“I should’ve known that was where your mind would be at. I’m sure they’re prepared for being snowed in at a ski lodge, Brock. Chill out. You’ll still be able to try the lobster tonight—I’m sure of it.”
Brock perked up a little after that, and Olivia found herself peacefully returning to her book. It was a romance novel, which wasn’t usually to her taste, though she had found more love for them since dating Brock. She settled into the pages as though they were home, and she got lost in the story for a few hours.
Olivia and Brock had made their way to the dining room because dinnertime was approaching. They were excited to try something new on the menu, until the doors to the lodge flew open, and in came trouble. 
Olivia felt the cold seep into her bones as she peered into the lobby and saw the woman standing in the doorway. She was drenched from head to toe, her makeup running down her face, and fresh snow coated her shoulders and hair. Blood ran down her nice coat and was smeared against her cheeks. She was almost unrecognizable as the woman she had once been, but Olivia could see the gold nametag on her shirt and instantly recognized who it was.
“Brenda?” she breathed. She jumped up from her seat and ran to her, wondering what the hell she’d been thinking, going out in the storm. How long had she been out there? No one had been seen coming or going all day. But here Brenda was, shivering uncontrollably, her eyes wide and her skin almost blue.
“Brenda, are you okay?” Olivia asked urgently, shrugging off her cardigan to wrap around Brenda. But she didn’t seem to hear Olivia. She was breathing hard, puffs of icy air leaving her mouth with each labored lungful, and her eyes were dilated and wild.
“The woods… the woods…” she gasped, her teeth chattering uncontrollably and the blood still flowing from her nose. “Bigfoot in the woods…”
Terror flooded Olivia. The poor woman was completely losing it. “Brenda, you’re obviously not thinking straight. It’s okay. Let’s find you a place to get warm…”
“He’s out there!” Brenda snapped, eyes wide and body twitching. Brock appeared beside Olivia and took Brenda’s arm gently.
“It’s okay. You don’t need to worry about what’s out there now,” Brock said gently. “You’re freezing, Brenda. You need help.” He tried to pull her closer to the fireplace. “Someone help!” he called out.
But Brenda shrugged him off, stumbling a few feet away. Olivia could see now that there was mud on her coat and twigs in her hair. What the hell had she been doing out there? 
“You don’t understand! You need to listen! He’s out there!” Brenda shouted. “Why is no one listening to me?”
With a few more desperate gasps for air, Brenda collapsed to the ground. She coughed roughly and more blood spattered onto her coat. Olivia rushed to her side and nodded to Brock to find the medic. He darted off to do so, and Olivia wrapped her in as many blankets as she could find, trying desperately to keep her warm. Brenda was shivering so hard she wasn’t able to even take a full breath, and her pulse was very weak.
“Brenda, what happened?” she asked. But her eyes were closed now, and the color wasn’t returning to her cheeks. It was as if the life had already been sapped from her body.
Olivia stayed with Brenda until the medic arrived, but by then, she knew it was too late for her. She’d seen enough people die to know a hopeless case when she saw one, and since the storm outside was still so furious, they wouldn’t be able to get her to a good medical facility. The rest of the staff gathered solemnly around as Brenda was whisked away to the medical area, the rumors already starting to pile up faster than the snow outside.
Olivia felt her heart squeeze. She couldn’t understand what had just happened. Another woman dead. That was two within the space of a few days. What was going on at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge? Olivia thought about the mention of Bigfoot and shivered. Whatever Brenda had been through had seemingly scared her to death.
After all, why would a woman working at a ski lodge go out in the middle of a snowstorm? She seemed seasoned enough to know how stupid that was. And she may have been freezing cold, but what had possessed her to start talking about Bigfoot in the woods? 
Olivia could feel curiosity stirring inside her once again. Two women dead within days of each other. One of them half-crazed and ranting about things that didn’t exist, the other alone in her room. Perhaps it was a coincidence. Perhaps nothing connected them.
Or maybe there was something strange going on at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge…





It wasn’t long after Brenda was taken away that the police arrived for a second time, barely able to make it in due to the storm. Now that there had been two deaths in the building, there was no chance Olivia could just pretend like everything was okay. They had to at least conduct a second search of the room where the first victim had died, this time with an eye toward foul play.
All the guests had been asked to gather in the bar downstairs while the police carried out their investigation, but Olivia was twitchy. She couldn’t just sit there while an investigation went on right there in the same building. The room was quiet and still, which didn’t help. She knew that while she was in there, she couldn’t be useful to the investigation, and she wasn’t helping anybody by sitting and waiting.
But every time she worked up the gall to try and get involved, Brock would shake his head, and she remained sitting where she was. She understood before that there was no need for them to be involved, but now, she felt as though she could be of some use. And seeing Brenda, such a kind and friendly woman, lying dead in the lobby, had shaken her. She wanted to make sure that whatever had happened to her was resolved. What would the local police in a tiny little town like Ash Creek know about this kind of thing? She was trained to deal with unusual situations where foul play might be involved. She knew she should be right there in the thick of things, helping the police get to the bottom of the strange circumstances unfolding around them.
But she stayed put. She had to remind herself once again that this was her vacation—and Brock’s. There was no sense in ruining it if it was just, in fact, a coincidence. She was getting ahead of herself, seeing trouble where there might be none. She had grown too used to it in her life, and now she was seeing it everywhere. Yes, two people were dead. Yes, it seemed like a horrible twist of fate, and it seemed awful to try to overlook it. But that didn’t mean something evil was going on. It didn’t mean they had something to worry about.
And yet wouldn’t things be sped along if she and Brock could help out? Wouldn’t it be more likely they could get back to their vacation if they offered some help? 
Olivia was at war within herself. She ordered a drink from the bar while they waited, needing something to do with her hands. The drink softened the urges inside her a little, and she sat quietly, trying to think of anything else.
It was a long time before a tired-looking police officer walked into the bar, his forehead crumpled with stress. She imagined murders and unexplained sudden deaths didn’t happen very often in a rural mountain town like this one. He wiped his brow, sweating despite the storm outside.
“Just an update for all of the guests,” he announced. “We are, like you, currently unable to leave the premises on account of the mounting snow, and we are still at a loss as to what might have happened here. We are low on resources and manpower, so this investigation isn’t going to move quickly any time soon. I talked with my colleagues, and we have agreed that the safest course of action is for everybody to return to their rooms and stay there. Officers will be patrolling the halls while we ensure that everyone is safe. We’re still unsure if there is a threat at present, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
Olivia exchanged a look with Brock. He sighed, knowing exactly what she was thinking. They might have limited resources, but they didn’t know they had two FBI agents under their roof. This was what they needed to get the investigation moving. As the others in the room began to murmur and drift off to their rooms, Olivia placed a hand on Brock’s arm.
“What’s the harm in helping them out?” Olivia murmured. “It’s either that or go and sit in our room doing nothing…”
“Olivia, we have a hot tub on our balcony. We could be sitting out there with champagne and strawberries…”
“Did you forget about the storm? Look, I know how you felt earlier about us getting involved, but it’s different now. They’re not going to just let everyone go back to business as usual—not until they figure out what’s happening here. So, we might as well lend them a hand, right? And then when the storm passes and the mystery is solved, we can relax on the balcony for as long as we want. Right?”
Brock wavered. He too seemed to be at war within himself. There was something instinctive inside both of them that just couldn’t resist a mystery. After a long time, he sighed and shrugged.
“Alright. Let’s see if we can help out. But the second we’re given free rein of the hotel, I want out. Deal?”
“Deal,” Olivia nodded, feeling satisfied. She hoped that with their help, that they’d have it all wrapped up within a matter of hours, and then they’d be able to relax again. At least, that was what she told herself as she leaped to her feet and headed over to speak with the officer in charge.
The man in question looked like he could really use a strong cup of coffee. Olivia knew that feeling all too well. He offered them a smile as they were heading toward the lobby.
“I’m sure this will all be resolved by morning,” he told her, though he didn’t sound so sure. “Sit tight, and we’ll hopefully have you back on the slopes in the morning.”
“Actually, we’re here to help,” Olivia said. She kept her badge in her purse at all times, even on vacation, and she quickly got it out to show it to the officer. “I’m Olivia Knight, and this is Brock Tanner. We both work for the Bureau. We’ve got a lot of experience handling murder cases, and if this is being treated as suspicious, then maybe we can help out.”
The officer glanced over Olivia’s badge, and a look of relief passed over his face. He let out a puff of air. “To be honest, we could use whatever help you can offer. We’re a little out of our league here, especially without our usual resources. You sure you don’t mind offering up your time? I assume you’re here on vacation?”
Brock let out a sigh. “We’ve sort of learned that trouble follows us wherever we go these days. If you tell us what you know, then we can at least give you our impressions of the whole thing.”
The officer gave a tight smile. “Come with me. I’ll take you to the room where the first woman died. I’m Officer Chris Littlewood, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you.”
Olivia and Brock followed Littlewood upstairs to the first-floor bedrooms. Olivia couldn’t deny that she was giddy with anticipation. As much as she had enjoyed the first few days of their vacation, she felt a sense of emptiness whenever she wasn’t working, like someone had hollowed her out and taken something from her. Especially since she had started healing from her past, she had rediscovered her love for her job, and she wanted to put her mind to something useful. 
She wondered if she would’ve felt the same way if they’d been on a perfectly normal vacation, with no death to worry about and no mysteries to be solved. She wasn’t sure. She liked to think she would’ve been okay, that she would’ve been able to switch off until they got home. But she guessed she’d never know, because now they were in the thick of it, and she didn’t see any scenario where she’d back off now.
They headed down the hall to room twelve, where the door was open and several officers were milling around, talking in low voices. Littlewood turned to Olivia and Brock with a sigh.
“So, here’s what we’re working with. Two deaths within a few days of one another. Both women were in their thirties—one a guest at this hotel and the other an employee of the lodge. The first victim was Regina Shaw, who was staying in this room. Her husband is currently missing, and we believe he hasn’t returned to the hotel since the night she died.”
“I heard that they had a pretty nasty argument in the lobby that night. Did he threaten her?” Olivia pressed.
Littlewood shook his head. “A few witnesses stated that he said he would ‘make her regret it,’ but we have no indication that he came back after leaving, not even on the security cameras. At the time of her death, Regina Shaw was alone in her room. There was no sign of forced entry, and the keycards used to enter the room were not logged except for her returning to her room. For that reason, we assumed that there was nothing unusual about her death. We thought it must have been a suicide or a medical condition that ended her life. But after Brenda Lawrence showed up in such a state and died on-site… we’re wondering if something else was wrong.”
Olivia didn’t want to comment on the fact that they should have followed up on Regina’s death in the first place. Did they not consider that it wasn’t common for a woman in her early thirties to just drop dead, right after an explosive public argument with her husband? But what mattered was solving the case. She gestured to the room.
“May we look inside?”
“Of course.”
Olivia stepped into the room and glanced around. The room had a very distinct smell to it. It smelled almost exactly like the bar downstairs, the earthy scent of beer and spirits filling the air. The room itself was also in disarray, with clothes strewn everywhere and bottles lined up at the side of the bed. It looked as though someone had had a one-man party in the room. 
“Was the deceased found in her bed?” Olivia asked. Littlewood nodded.
“One of the maids at the hotel came in to find her there the next morning. She tried to wake her, but once it became clear she wasn’t waking up, she contacted Brenda at reception, who then called the police. They were both very shaken, naturally, but it didn’t seem suspicious at the time. As you can see, there was a lot of booze in the room… I figured alcohol poisoning.”
Olivia nodded solemnly. The smell of the room alone made her think that maybe Regina or her husband were alcoholics, and the bottles seemed to confirm that idea. This wasn’t just two people drinking for fun. They were drinking to black out. 
Olivia walked slowly around the room, taking it all in. There were no signs that a physical fight had taken place—no blood and no broken furniture. All of the glass bottles in the room were intact, none of them broken. Whatever Regina and her husband had been fighting about, it hadn’t been violent. At least not physically.
In the bathroom, Olivia opened the cabinet and saw a few bottles of prescription pills. Duloxetine. She narrowed her eyes. Regina was being treated for depression. It would make sense that she could’ve overdosed. Olivia would have to look up specifics, but she was sure that the side effects could be lethal if mixed with excessive alcohol.
She opened the pill bottle and saw that it was empty save for one small, white pill. She frowned. It was entirely possible that Regina overdosed on the pills, but if she was going to take a whole bunch of pills, why not all of them? Why leave one behind and risk not finishing the job? 
She was frustrated to admit that the more she glanced around the room, the more likely it seemed that they were dealing with an accidental death. 
But then there was the matter of Brenda. Dead two days later with no explanation. She had been out in the snowstorm, but why? Had something driven her out there? She was the one who had called the police to the lodge. If someone killed Regina, did they then target Brenda to keep her quiet? Had she seen something she shouldn’t have?
Olivia wandered back into the bedroom where Brock was in conversation with Littlewood. 
“We don’t have much to go on without proper equipment,” the officer was saying. “But it’s like I said. No one came into this room other than Regina, her husband, and the maid who found her. If someone had gotten in, the cameras in the hallway would’ve picked it up anyway. It doesn’t seem like there’s any way that someone could’ve killed her…”
“There are plenty of ways in which someone could’ve killed her,” Olivia argued. She nodded toward the empty liquor bottles. “Poison seems like the most likely option. If that’s the case, then maybe the husband is responsible, considering he had access to her room and her things; but if she got those bottles from the bar downstairs, anyone could’ve slipped something into her drink. Have you spoken to the staff here? Did anyone report anything unusual that might be helpful?”
Littlewood nodded. “Actually, yes. The manager received two complaints on the night of her death. One from Regina, and one from the hotel’s chef. It seemed that they… butted heads.”
Brock frowned. “How so?”
“The Shaws dined at the restaurant every night of their stay. Apparently, she wasn’t an easy woman to please, and she made loud, repeated complaints about the chef on three out of the four nights she was here. Either the portion wasn’t big enough, or the food wasn’t hot enough, or the food ‘tasted funny,’ according to her report. That was the complaint she made on the final evening—”
“—the night she died,” Olivia murmured. She could see how a situation like that could lead to trouble. A chef driven to kill by endless criticism from a picky customer, someone causing a scene in his restaurant that he worked so hard at. It was a possibility, though Olivia still wasn’t sure it was enough of a motive. It wasn’t particularly subtle either. But if Regina complained that the food tasted strange, it wasn’t a good look for the chef…
“Brock and I will definitely need to talk to the staff and see what we can piece together,” Olivia said. “But what we really need is an autopsy of both bodies. We need to know whether there’s anything amiss. It’s still entirely possible that the deaths are unrelated, and possibly, both accidental. We can’t jump to any conclusions. But if I were betting on answers, I would bet that someone poisoned this woman. Possibly Brenda too. I saw how she was when she came in from the storm. She wasn’t herself, and I’m not sure it was just the cold making her that way. She claimed to have seen Bigfoot out in the woods.”
Littlewood shrugged. “Some people believe that sort of thing,” he said. “We get a lot of Bigfoot hunters up this way.”
Olivia nodded. “That may be, but still, it doesn’t explain what it was she saw.”
“And she seemed sensible enough not to leave the lodge in the middle of a blizzard like this,” Brock pointed out. “Which suggests that something drove her to leave the building. Poison might have done that to her, who knows?”
“Let’s not forget that we also have a missing person here,” Olivia added. “Regina’s husband. Has anyone attempted to contact him?”
“Yes, several times,” Littlewood confirmed. “We called his cell, but there was no response the first time, and then the call wouldn’t even go through. He hasn’t been seen at their home or picked up their kids from his mother’s house. We wondered if he did something to Regina, and now he’s trying to run from what he did.”
Olivia nodded. “That’s definitely a possibility. Do we know what they were arguing about?”
“All the witnesses said that he was talking about leaving her. They were practically screaming at each other about it.”
“If he was leaving her anyway, did he have a reason to kill her?” Olivia wondered aloud. “Maybe not. Or maybe it gave him even more of a motive. Maybe it was the only way to slow her down, to stop her from trying to chase him down. You said they had children?”
“Two children. They’re staying with their grandparents, as far as I know.”
“So perhaps that’s motive in itself. It’s always more difficult for men to get full custody than women. Though if she had a drinking problem, the scales would likely tip in his favor. So maybe he’s the one with the issue… maybe he knew this was the only way to get sole custody of his kids without having to go to court. If he was drunk at the time, then it’s definitely possible that he snapped.”
Littlewood turned pale. “You really think her husband did this?”
Olivia blinked several times. She realized she had quickly gotten ahead of herself, going down one of her theory paths way too far. 
“It’s all speculation at this point,” she admitted. “We’re going to need more to work with. And until we can get those autopsies signed off and get out of this building, we’re kind of stuck with what we can get done. If you don’t mind us poking around, we might be able to find something else of use, then maybe in the morning, we’ll talk to the staff and see what we can figure out.”
Littlewood nodded. “Of course. Whatever you need. We’re grateful for whatever help you can give us.”
Brock reached out to shake Littlewood’s hand. “Always glad to help,” he said. There was a subtle inflection in his voice that only Olivia could pick up on, but she ignored it.
Olivia and Brock spent the next hour searching the room from top to bottom. The effects of Olivia’s cocktail had worn off now, and she was laser-focused. She was determined not to miss a thing, running the facts she knew through her head over and over. But no matter how hard she searched the room, she couldn’t find anything conclusive, and she was beginning to question whether they were wasting their time.
Eventually, Brock called it quits. He put a hand on Olivia’s shoulder.
“There’s nothing here,” he said firmly. “We should go to our room and rest until morning. You know it makes sense.”
It did make sense to her. They weren’t going to achieve anything further just by looking in the same spots over and over again. But the pull of the case kept her rooted to the ground until the last second, when Brock took her hand and guided her from the room. She sighed as they headed for their room. 
“It’s going to be on my mind all night now,” Olivia said passively. Brock pressed his lips together.
“I know.”
Olivia glanced at him. She could tell he wasn’t happy by the set of his shoulders and the frown lines between his eyes. She squeezed his hand. “We’re doing a good thing.”
“I don’t disagree. I just don’t understand why it always has to be us. Why can we never just have the simple life? I came here for a vacation, not to work for free. If anything, we’re paying to work here. This trip cost a fortune.”
“It can’t be helped…”
“We didn’t have to be involved,” Brock pointed out a little stiffly as he swiped the keycard for their bedroom. Olivia followed him into their suite.
“Are you angry with me?”
Brock’s face softened. “No. Of course not. Angry isn’t the word. I think… I think I worry about you sometimes, Olivia. You don’t know how to let go. You’re wound up so tight that sometimes I think you might explode. It feels like… like you were waiting for something like this to happen, to give you purpose. You do know that you don’t need to be working all the time, right? It’s okay for you to rest?”
Olivia sighed. “I know how this looks, but it’s not like that, I promise. I just want to help. I wanted this vacation as much as you did. It was my idea!”
Brock ran a hand through his hair. “I know, I know. I just don’t want this to take over you. I don’t want you to be constantly obsessed with work. It’s not healthy. And you know I’ll support you whatever you want to do, but I just thought I had to say something. You can take my advice or leave it… but if I were you, I would try and chill out a bit. This isn’t your responsibility, okay? You don’t have to take it all on.”
“I know,” Olivia said, though her voice sounded small as it came out. Did she know? Did she know how to say “no”—how to walk away from a task she was sure she could complete? What was she trying to prove, and to whom was she trying to prove it? To herself? To Brock? To her mother? She wasn’t sure. 
All she knew was that she couldn’t leave this case alone, even if she wanted to. 





The next morning when Olivia woke up, she felt the familiar rush of excitement rushing through her veins. She’d found a case, and with it, purpose. She woke up at 6 a.m. and headed for a shower while Brock was still dead to the world. She knew it wouldn’t be easy to convince him to leave his bed either. Not when he was supposed to be on a relaxing vacation. But that prospect had gone out the window for Olivia the moment trouble arrived on their doorstep. She was ready to give herself over entirely to the case and see what she could find.
She allowed Brock to sleep in until seven, and then she woke him up. He didn’t grumble as he headed for the shower, but his entire expression screamed that he was miserable. Olivia left him to his devices and headed out of the room alone to see if she could begin to assist with the investigation.
She found that the police were gathered once again outside the victim’s room, talking to one another in quiet voices. Littlewood was among them, his face creased with concern and exhaustion. He looked up as Olivia approached, and relief crossed his entire face as she pressed a cup of coffee from the lobby into his hand.
“You’re up early,” he noted. 
“Figured you needed the backup,” Olivia told him. “I don’t sleep much when I’m on a case anyway. Brock will be along in a bit too.”
Littlewood made a noise somewhere between a chuckle and a grunt. “Don’t blame him. I’d be in bed, too, if I could.”
“Well, let’s just try to get this done so we can all get back to vacation mode,” Olivia chuckled humorlessly. “I wanted to ask you some further questions. Have you had any luck in tracking down Regina’s husband?”
Littlewood shook his head. “Haven’t heard anything from Seattle, where they’re from, or from the grandparents. No hits on the APB from the car either.”
Olivia tapped her lips with a finger. “If he hasn’t made it home to his kids, then he’s likely on the run. That’s a six-hour drive at least… who knows where he could be along that route? Or what if he didn’t even make it far from the hotel in the first place?” 
Littlewood nodded. “I thought the same thing. I’d send officers out on foot to follow a trail from the parking lot, but in weather like this, we can’t risk sending anyone out there. Frostbite risk in under ten minutes with all this wind. Today should be a little warmer, but it’s still going to be below zero.”
Olivia shivered. “Does it usually get that extreme up here? I’m from Virginia; we get our share of snow, but this is something else.”
“Ain’t seen anything like it in years,” Littlewood told her. “Not in December like this. Real pain in my ass.”
“No arguments there,” Olivia replied. “Here’s to hoping it gets warmer soon,” she said, holding up her cup of coffee to his.
The last thing Olivia wanted to do was press on Littlewood, exhausted as he surely was, but they had no time to sit around and wait.
“Now, the other important thing we need to focus on is the bodies. I know you didn’t perform an autopsy of the first victim, but once we get the autopsy of the second victim back, we should have a better idea of whether the two are connected. Is there anything you can tell me about the state Regina was in when she was found?”
Littlewood squirmed a little in discomfort. Talking about dead bodies clearly wasn’t something he was used to or enjoyed. But he cleared his throat and got on with it. “There wasn’t much about her that seemed out of the ordinary. Like I said, I figured it was alcohol poisoning. She was on her back.”
“Was anything moved around or taken away for evidence?”
Littlewood shook his head. “No. We left the bottles exactly where we found them. I didn’t think too much of them at the time, just figured they’d been drinking and it got out of hand. According to the reports by eyewitnesses, however, her husband didn’t appear to be drunk. Hopefully he wasn’t, considering he drove off in his car. But if that’s the case, then Regina likely consumed all that alcohol, which was a substantial amount. From what evidence we had, that seemed like a reasonable explanation to me.”
“What about the pill bottle?” she pressed.
Littlewood frowned. “What about it?”
“The Duloxetine,” she clarified. “Did you follow up with that? There was only one pill left. It made me think she might have overdosed or mixed it with the alcohol.”
Littlewood shrugged. “Maybe. That would make sense, I guess.”
Olivia nodded, feeling a little exasperated. If they had thought to investigate properly at the time, she might have had more information to work with. Still, she couldn’t change the past, so she might as well just get on with it. 
“Alright, well I guess we can hope that the eventual autopsy is more enlightening. You mentioned that the only keycards used to enter the room belonged to the victim and her husband? No one from the front desk?”
“Yes, up until maid service the next day. They hadn’t put up the Do Not Disturb sign, so the maid, Alicia, entered the room not knowing that Regina was still in there. She reported that when she saw Regina, she was startled and cried out, but Regina—of course—didn’t respond. That was when she knew that something was wrong, so she checked her pulse and then called the front desk, who called us. Other than that, no one touched anything in the room, and there was no indication that anyone could’ve been there other than the victim herself.”
Olivia nodded. Unlike her own room in the lodge, Regina’s room didn’t have a balcony, so the door provided the only entry point to the room. There was a small window, but it only opened at the top, so there was no chance of anyone climbing in through it, especially not from a few stories up. If someone did enter the room, they must have used keycards belonging to either the maid or the victims. 
“When Andrew Shaw left the premises, did he leave his keycard, do you know?” Olivia asked. “If someone had managed to get ahold of his card, then maybe that’s how they entered the room.”
Littlewood shrugged apologetically. “No idea. The one person that we could ask is now dead…”
“Then we’ll have to do a manual search behind the reception counter. If he did return his keycard before he left, then anyone could’ve snagged it to get into Regina’s room. But if he didn’t, then we can keep the search pretty narrow, I suspect. There’s only one way into that room. If someone killed her, they had to have used it at some point. But I want to investigate every entry into that room since Regina arrived at the hotel. Maybe something happened on one of the days before her death. And that’s assuming she was killed in her room. We still have to consider that something may have happened to her while she was elsewhere in the lodge that might’ve caused her death.”
“Like what?” 
“I don’t know. You mentioned that she and the chef had an altercation and that you wondered whether he potentially had a motive. It’s definitely an avenue to explore. We are, of course, still speculating until we know whether she died of natural causes or not. Any number of things could’ve happened to her. We will just have to work with what we have until we have some reliable answers. How soon can we expect Brenda’s autopsy?”
“They just barely made it to the lab before they got snowed in, so they said maybe twenty-four hours. They can’t leave anyway.”
Olivia chuckled. “I guess that’s some good news. Why don’t you and your team go and get some rest? Brock will be here soon; we can hold things down for you for a few hours.”
Littlewood offered Olivia a tired smile. “Much appreciated. Keep me in the loop on what you find.”
“Will do. But in the meantime, go. Rest.”
“Thanks,” Littlewood said, his shoulders sagging as though he had suddenly released all of the tension he held there. He gestured to his team to follow him, and they left the victim’s room behind, leaving Olivia to step inside alone and take another look around.
Nothing struck her as unusual in the room, but her gut told her she was missing something. She felt impatient, knowing that the answers she needed likely lay in the autopsies. If she was going to get answers, she needed to wait for the results of both. It frustrated her, too, knowing that if she had been on the case from the start, there would’ve been no slipups whatsoever. Littlewood seemed like a good enough cop, but a small town like Ash Creek likely didn’t have the means or resources to deal with murder cases on a regular basis. They were undoubtedly missing all sorts of information simply due to the lack of experience that he had. But there wasn’t much she could do about that now. She just had to hope that the missing pieces weren’t vital to the final puzzle.
Brock showed up about ten minutes later, his hair still damp from the shower and his eyes a little droopy. He leaned against the doorframe of the room, glancing around.
“I’m guessing that we really didn’t need to be up this early?” Brock started with a wan smile. Olivia tutted.
“It’s not that early, Brock. And besides, I relieved the officers of duty for a few hours. I told them we could handle this.”
“Which is true, but I’d still rather be in bed.”
Olivia ignored the comment. She knew he had every right to be grumpy about the turn their trip had taken, but she had no plans to entertain his grouchiness. It wasn’t going to get them anywhere with the case, and it was better ignored than encouraged. By now, she knew him well enough to know that. 
“We’re here now, so we might as well get done what we can. I want to gather a list of everyone in the hotel between the day when Regina arrived here and the day that Brenda died. I also want to see if there’s anything the police missed on the security cameras. Maybe they missed something about where Andrew Shaw went off to, or maybe something about Brenda’s whereabouts and how she ended up out in the storm.”
“It seems like a long shot if the police said they already took a look.”
“Be real, Brock. We’re working with amateurs. We might as well go over the work they did and make sure there aren’t any gaps in their investigation. They probably slipped up somewhere and don’t even realize it.”
Brock nodded, sighing quietly. “You’re right. Let me see what I can get from the reception desk. When the guests and staff emerge from their rooms, maybe we can reinterview some people of interest. I’d certainly like to speak to the manager of this place. Two deaths in one week under their watch? Interesting. We’ve gotta talk to the maid—see if she remembers anything about the scene. And who would our primary suspect be? The chef?”
“Seems so,” Olivia agreed. “If we’re looking at a murder here, he could have motive.”
“Well, I’ll go round up some people and see if I can find anything noteworthy.”
Olivia nodded. “I’ll do another sweep of the room and then join you downstairs.”
“You’ve checked the room like three times.”
“It pays to be thorough.”
Brock finally raised a smile, a fond kind of smile that made Olivia’s heart feel warm inside. As he headed downstairs, she looked around one last time, checking once again under the bed, in the medicine cabinet, and on the carpets. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, though she kept coming back to the antidepressants. She pulled the bottle out of the cabinet again and turned it around in her hands, her mind puzzling over it. If Regina had been taking her meds consistently, why would she have not taken enough with her to last the whole trip? Or if she’d overdosed, why leave only one pill behind? She twisted open the lid and peered inside. Just like before, there was a single white pill at the bottom. She took a picture and placed it back into the cabinet, mulling it over as she headed downstairs to meet Brock.
Maybe she was just overthinking it. The last pill must have simply stuck to the bottom of the bottle when Regina had tipped it over into her mouth. But that answer didn’t feel right to her either.
When she entered the reception area, she almost chuckled when she saw Brock working the desk, on the phone with someone; but the serious look on his face told her that he was in the middle of something important. He nodded several times, scribbling notes down with his free hand.
“Uh-huh. Yep. Thank you, that’s very helpful. Let me know if you find anything else,” he said. Then he put the phone down and looked up at Olivia. 
“The plot thickens,” he said darkly. She frowned.
“What did you find out?”
“That was the lab calling about Brenda’s autopsy,” he explained. “They found traces of death angel poison in her body.”
“Poison?” Olivia gasped.
He nodded. “It’s an extremely rare—and extremely deadly—toxin that can only be cultivated from specific mushrooms. Somehow, it ended up in her system, and that’s what killed her.”
“Meaning this wasn’t an accident, and it wasn’t a coincidence,” Olivia murmured. Brock nodded.
“Someone wanted Brenda dead. And they succeeded.”





Olivia wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it wasn’t this. Someone had deliberately killed Brenda, and Olivia couldn’t think of a single reason why. She had only known Brenda briefly, and yet she seemed like a perfectly normal woman who had just been doing her job. Olivia couldn’t understand what might have possessed someone to end her life, and she still didn’t know how a woman like Brenda was connected to someone like Regina, except perhaps by age. Had Brenda witnessed something about Regina’s death and then was killed to ensure her silence? 
They still didn’t have Regina’s autopsy report back, but Olivia suspected that they would find the same cause of death for her. Someone had used a deadly poison to kill two women, and Olivia needed to figure out how they’d done it.
“Here’s what Brock and I have gathered so far,” Olivia said, addressing Littlewood and his small police force after they’d gotten a few hours of rest. “We know that Brenda was killed by a poison known as Death Angel. I didn’t know much about it myself until I did a little research. It derives from a mushroom known as Amanita virosa, and it’s found in a lot of places in Europe. It does not grow in America—which means whoever did this premeditated the whole thing. They would have had to somehow smuggle this poison through customs and had it on their person. It is not the kind of mushroom that you just happen upon accidentally, and it is not the kind of mushroom that you would obtain without having some use for it.”
“It is almost always deadly to humans,” Brock continued. “The poison is found in the stems, and if consumed, shuts down the liver and kidney systems. The symptoms are pretty horrific. It usually causes extreme vomiting of blood, diarrhea, and seizures within 48 hours of ingestion. This lines up with the state we saw Brenda in.”
Littlewood nodded. “Are we sure Regina Shaw’s death is connected? She didn’t display any of those symptoms.”
“But she was an alcoholic,” Olivia said. “Her liver was likely in far worse shape than Brenda’s, so it may have acted faster, and that combined with the large amount of alcohol Regina consumed, as well as the effects of a possible overdose of her medication, it might have caused her to have a heart attack, which would’ve ended her life quicker than someone simply consuming the mushroom alone.”
“But the question is, why? Who did this, and why to our victims in particular?” Littlewood wondered. “Brenda and Regina didn’t run in the same circles, weren’t from the same area, and were only connected by the Misty Pine Ski Lodge. One was a worker and the other a guest… so why did they both become victims of the same poison? What connects them?”
“I’m not sure what connects them or even if they are connected,” Olivia replied. “And we are still waiting on the autopsy for Mrs. Shaw.”
“But two deaths within a few days of one another… it’s enough to make me wonder if the killer might strike again,” Brock said darkly. “It’s likely that the person who did this is still here, snowed in like the rest of us. We need to move quickly before someone else winds up dead.”
The whole room fell silent. Olivia could tell that the men and women on Littlewood’s team were nervous. They weren’t equipped to deal with this situation. Few were.
“What Brock means to say is that we should be vigilant,” Olivia said. “There are two ways this could pan out: if the killer remains calm, then the sensible thing to do is to wait until the snow melts and then run for cover. If that happens, it’ll buy us some time, and we can at least keep an eye on everyone here. If the killer slips up, though, gets scared and panics… they might try to strike again. But we’re going to be working this case around the clock, and hopefully we can stop anything else bad from happening. If we’re quick, we might even be able to figure out who did this before the snow melts.”
“This is… this is crazy,” Littlewood said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Who would do such a thing?”
“Someone without much of a conscience, I would imagine,” Brock said coldly. “It seems like the death angel poison is a pretty horrific way to kill someone. It explains why Brenda was practically out of her mind when she made it to the lodge. Who knows what was going on inside her at the time.”
“But whoever did this must have had some knowledge of the mushrooms used to obtain the poison,” Olivia pointed out. “Which means we’re looking for someone who has done their research, or someone with knowledge within their field of work. We need to talk to the guests that overlapped Regina’s stay here and who might have come into contact with Brenda. But honestly, one person already comes to mind as a potential suspect.”
“Who?” Brock asked, sounding just as surprised as the others looked. Olivia bit the inside of her cheek.
“I don’t want to throw around accusations; I haven’t even met the staff here yet. But if we’re looking for someone with knowledge of wild mushrooms… maybe we should be looking at the chef.”
At that, everyone’s eyebrows raised. Olivia held up a hand to stave off the wave of questions. “I’m no culinary expert, but I’ll bet that he has some knowledge of these kinds of things. And we already pinned a motive on him for Regina’s death. It’s speculation, of course, but it’s a place to start.”
Littlewood nodded forcefully. “I can get in touch with the resort owner, maybe security, to see if they have any word on why Brenda might have been targeted.”
“Good idea,” Brock said. “The only people who know about the poison are sitting in this room. As far as the guests and staff are concerned, this isn’t a murder investigation yet. We don’t want to spook the killer, and we certainly don’t want to accuse anyone until we know more.” 
“Let’s not forget that we have another lead to follow up on,” Olivia added. “We still have no idea of the whereabouts of Andrew Shaw, which is suspicious in itself. I’d been thinking of him as our primary subject in Regina’s death, but if our theory is correct that both deaths are connected, it’s possible that he’s a victim too. Maybe something happened to him, and that’s why we can’t track him down.”
“You want to send out a search party? In this weather? We’d freeze out there,” Littlewood argued. Olivia folded her arms over her chest.
“Yes, that’s true. But we’re at a ski lodge. There’s plenty of equipment that can help us out. I’m sure we could get a guide to take us out, especially now that the wind has calmed down a bit and it’s back above zero. If he’s out there, trapped in the snow, we might still be able to save his life. And if he’s responsible for this mess, then we can get answers out of him. If you don’t want to make the trek, I understand, but I feel that we should try. It might be the only way of getting to the bottom of this. While we’re waiting on Regina’s autopsy, it would be a good use of our time.”
Littlewood didn’t look happy at the proposition, but after a quick glance around at his team, he sighed and nodded. “Okay. But my priority is keeping my team safe. No one is going out unless they’re properly equipped to deal with the terrain.”
Olivia nodded. “Understood. I’ll see if I can get the staff to give us some suitable equipment. Then, if we can set off within the hour, that would be perfect. It goes dark way too early for us to waste daylight hours.”
The meeting adjourned, and Brock followed Olivia through to the staff room, where they found a ski instructor willing to equip the expedition team and also lead them through the snow. As Olivia and Brock dressed for the occasion in thick gloves, snow boots, and padded coats, Olivia raised a smile at Brock’s attire.
“You look like a snowman,” she cracked, but Brock didn’t laugh at the joke. The discovery of how Brenda had died had done nothing for his bad mood, understandably. Still, Olivia knew the only way to survive their work was to try to keep things light.
“Cheer up. At least we’ll get out of the lodge for a bit. Besides, you definitely had a nice afternoon hike through the woods on your holiday itinerary, right?”
Brock managed a small smile. “None of this was on my schedule, really. But now that I know what we’re dealing with, I want to help. Brenda deserves some justice.”
Olivia nodded. She felt the same. She couldn’t stop thinking about the sweet receptionist, wondering what she possibly could’ve done to deserve such a fate. Olivia wanted answers as soon as possible. Not just for her own sake now, but for Brenda’s, for Regina’s, for their families’. And if that meant trekking through the snowy woods just after a blizzard, then she was willing to do it.
The expedition set off at two o’clock. The sun was bright overhead, reflecting harshly off the white snow into Olivia’s eyes, but it was still poised to cool down pretty harshly that evening. The ski instructor, Fiona, led them away from the slopes and into the woods that lined them. The hills seemed less steep there, though Olivia still had to tread carefully so as not to slip. Her nose quickly turned pink, then red, from the cold; and though the rest of her was wrapped up in warm clothes, there was no denying that the cold could penetrate it all, seeping through their layers and burying deep into her bones.
They walked downhill as close to the road as they could, spreading out into parties of three as they made their way around the area. Even as they made their way down to the parking lot, though, there was no sign of Andrew or his car.
So he had left—but where had he gone? How had the APB not returned anything after all this time?
As they trudged through the snow, Olivia prayed that they would find him, one way or another. His disappearance was a piece of the puzzle that could crack open this whole thing. If he had killed his wife, it meant that Brenda’s murder would be that much easier to solve. If he was responsible for the deaths of both women, they could apprehend him and get on with their lives and vacation. And if he was innocent, Olivia wanted to get him home to his children. They’d already lost enough with the death of their mother.
The trek was long and hard. They moved so slowly against the cold wind that it felt like sometimes they weren’t moving at all. The sun slowly dipped, so by the time they had reached the base of the slopes, they were all exhausted. Olivia could feel her legs aching from the effort of the walk, and when a light drift of snow started up once again, her vision became so poor that she knew she probably wouldn’t be able to see the car unless it was right in front of her eyes.
“Agent Knight?” Fiona cried out over the rapidly-mounting wind. “I think it’s best that we turn back soon. The cold is only going to get worse, and it’ll be a difficult trek back up the hill.”
Olivia wavered. She didn’t want to give up. This was their best chance of figuring out what had happened to Andrew. 
But she couldn’t deny that they were fighting a losing battle. The weather was getting worse, and by her estimation, they only had an hour or so of daylight left. They’d walked a long way, and it would be even harder walking back. Morale was low, and they hadn’t found a single clue as to where they might find evidence. As much as she wanted to fight on, she had to know when she was defeated. She let out a long sigh.
“Alright,” she called back. “Let’s go back.”
They slowly trudged back up to the rendezvous point before climbing the hill. Brock offered her a smile from his party as she approached, but Olivia could feel the irritation from Littlewood radiating off him. Clearly, he had hoped she would materialize evidence from thin air to make their trip worth it. After all, she was the one who had insisted on their going out there, and now he wanted results. But dead ends came too often for Olivia to allow herself to feel upset about it. She knew it was still early in the investigation. She also knew that she wouldn’t have been satisfied until she’d at least tried. She was frustrated, knowing the answers could be close enough to touch, but there was no use dwelling on it. Wriggling her frozen toes in her boots, she slowly maneuvered back up the huge hill that now faced her to get back to the lodge. She took a deep breath and reminded herself that she could do it. She could do anything she put her mind to.
And so she climbed.





By the time the entire group finally made it back to the lodge, everyone was exhausted. Even Olivia, who was fit and healthy and also used to working when she was tired, was struggling to find the will to stay awake. But she was far from done for the evening, and she was still determined to get answers. If she couldn’t make it out in the snow to find Regina’s husband, then she would have to resort to other measures.
While the officers involved in the investigation wound down with a meal in the restaurant, all the while keeping an eye out for anything unusual with the chef, Olivia and Brock headed back to their room. She had a plan, and she was running it by him to see what he thought. But regardless of Brock’s opinion, she was determined to go through with it. Right now, it seemed like the only way they might be able to gather information about Regina and her home life.
“I don’t know about this…” Brock admitted when she revealed her plan. “We’re not even technically supposed to be on this case, it hasn’t been signed off on by the brass. I don’t like the idea of bringing a private investigator into the fray as well.”
“It might be our only option,” Olivia insisted. She knew that asking her brother-in-law Paxton Arrington to go and snoop around in the Shaw home was less than legal, and she didn’t like doing it, but at the same time, there was no other way they were going to be able to get out to Seattle and do the investigation themselves. Involving someone discreet like Paxton felt like the safest option, in her opinion. 
“If this isn’t an official case, there’s nothing harmed by it, right?” she pressed.
Brock sighed. “I dunno. Do you think we’ll really find anything there? It seems pretty cut-and-dried to me. What is he even going to find there? It’s not like Andrew is going to be hiding there in plain sight, and if he really is the killer, then surely he’d be smart enough not to keep the poison in his house? Where he has two children?”
“I know it’s a long shot, but I don’t want to leave any avenue unexplored.”
“I don’t think it’s him. Why would a man who lives over six hours away have reason to kill the receptionist at a ski lodge in Ash Creek?”
Olivia shrugged. “Maybe she saw or heard something she shouldn’t have. She would’ve been working the desk when he got into the argument with his wife. Maybe that’s reason enough. Maybe she found out some information about Regina’s death, and he wanted to silence her. Or maybe he has some connection to her from his past. Maybe that’s why he intended to vacation here in the first place: to kill two birds with one stone. And then to disappear so that no one would suspect his involvement.”
Brock frowned. “You don’t believe that.”
“I don’t know what to believe. Which is why we need to go down every route. Even the unlikeliest ones. Our job is to be thorough, because sometimes, dead ends lead to open roads. You know I’m right.”
Brock groaned. “I know you’re right.
She smiled. “I’m calling Pax. He lives in the city; it won’t be any trouble for him to take a quick look in the house.”
“And if he gets caught?”
“He won’t. He’s too good for that. He’s never been caught before.”
Brock raised an eyebrow. “There’s always a first time.”
Olivia stepped toward Brock and took his hand, giving him a meaningful look. “Brock… do you trust me?”
Olivia watched as his gaze softened. “Of course, I do. Annoyingly, you’re almost always right.”
Olivia smiled. “Then trust me on this. I think even if this gets us nowhere, it’s worth a shot. And I know Pax. I know we can trust him to get this right. What do you say? You’re not going to rat me out, are you?”
Brock sighed, but not in exasperation this time. Olivia could see how tired this was making him. He hadn’t been prepared for this week. His vacation, his one chance to relax, had been well and truly destroyed. But he nodded. “Do what you think is best. Make the call and see where it gets you.”
“Alright, I will. Why don’t you rest up for a while? I’ll come and find you when I’ve spoken to him.”
Brock kissed Olivia on the cheek. “Alright. Let’s hope we get something useful out of it.”
Olivia headed out into the hall and made her way to the victim’s room. It was the one place she could go where she wouldn’t disturb anyone or be overheard. She called Pax’s number and waited. He didn’t pick up the first time, and Olivia was sure he was knee-deep in another case, but she was also persistent. She needed to get through to him. She called him again and this time, he answered the phone just before it rang out for a second time.
“...Olivia?”
“Hey. Yeah, it’s me.”
“On a scale of one to ten, how urgent is this?”
“Ten,” Olivia said, though she thought perhaps she might be exaggerating a bit to get what she wanted. “I have a huge favor to ask you.”
He sighed. “Well, I’m kind of in the middle of something…”
“I know. But you’re the only one who can help me. You’re my only hope.”
“All right, all right, Princess Leia. I get it. Wait—aren’t you on vacation right now?”
Olivia chuckled softly. “Hard to relax in the midst of a murder case.”
“Leave it to you to start a murder case on your vacation,” he cracked. “Hold on, let me go outside.”
Olivia could hear Paxton scuffling around on the other end of the line, and then he sighed, like he was breathing in fresh air for the first time in a while. 
“Please tell me it doesn’t have to do with ANH.”
Olivia fought the urge to shudder. Sometimes when she thought about Eve Valentine and the chaos she had caused all over the world, it made her sick to her stomach. Knowing that she was still out there on the run didn’t help. But dwelling on the past wasn’t going to help her get through this new case. In fact, it was refreshing to be dealing with a case that was on a much smaller scale.
“Fortunately not. I’m hoping this thing will be a little more routine. I’m investigating the deaths of two women and a missing man, who is the husband of one of the victims. We don’t know if he’s responsible for the deaths or whether he might be a victim himself. One of the women, and possibly the other, was killed by a poison called Death Angel.”
“I think I’ve heard of that before… but only once. It’s kind of rare, right?”
“It’s from a deadly mushroom grown only in Europe. It’s pretty rare, and the killer would have had to smuggle it back into the States. We’re trying to locate Andrew Shaw; his wife is one of the victims, and as of now, he’s our primary suspect. They live in Seattle, but we haven’t received any hits on an APB, and he hasn’t made any contact with his family.”
“You want me to find this guy?”
“Right now—more than anything—we just need to know whether we can rule him out as a suspect,” Olivia replied. “So we figured you could just, uh… pay a visit.”
She could hear his grin all the way through the phone. “I don’t believe what I’m hearing. Special Agent Olivia Knight of the Federal Bureau of Investigation wants me to break into someone’s home?”
“I just want to know if you can find anything suspicious there at all,” Olivia clarified. “Especially if you can find this Death Angel stuff. There’s no one there now, unless he’s made his way back there. It’s unlikely you’ll run into any trouble. And even if you can only spare a few hours, I would really appreciate the favor. Time isn’t on our side here… we’re snowed in, and we want to try and solve this before the killer has a chance to get out of here.”
“Sounds intense.”
“It is.”
“Well, look… I wasn’t lying when I said I’m in the middle of something. But tonight, I have no plans. If you’re willing to wait a few hours, I can maybe rush in, take a poke around, and see what’s going on.”
“Pax, that would be fantastic… I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Most of my clients pay,” he teased. “But I’ll give you a friends and family discount. Just send me the address, and I’ll have answers to you by the morning.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re the best?”
“Many times. Say hi to Brock for me. When you’re not busy running yourself ragged, we should connect—but maybe not on a trip, if this is how your vacations go…”
“Hey, I know how to relax. Theoretically.”
“You said it, not me. Just remember to take it easy every now and then, okay? It’s good for the soul, or so I hear.”
“I didn’t call you for advice, Pax,” she replied, hoping her smile came through.
“No, of course not. You called me to be your obedient little worker bee,” Paxton cracked. “I’d better get going. But wait for my message. I’ll come through for you.”
“I appreciate it. Not so much the sass, but the rest of it.”
“It’s a package deal I’m afraid. See you.”
As Olivia hung up the phone and headed back to her room, she felt a small stab of guilt in her chest. It seemed that Brock wasn’t the only one noticing her core flaw. But what was she supposed to do? Allow the incompetent police to handle the case, and perhaps let the death of two women go unsolved? If she didn’t do this, maybe other people would die. If she got involved, at least she had some control. At least she knew she was doing everything in her power to make sure that the people inside Misty Pine Ski Lodge survived for another day.
But a tiredness was weighing on her shoulders by the time she got back to the room. Brock was asleep on the bed, still fully dressed, getting in a few hours of sleep before dawn. Olivia slid onto the bed beside him and tucked herself under his arm, snuggling close to him. At least she could be at his side. At least she had him to help her through, even if this wasn’t what he signed up for.
At least if they were side by side, they were untouchable. 





The following morning, the snow had cleared just enough so that Olivia and Brock could make a trip down to Brenda’s house in the small village area designated for staff just a little ways down the back road from the lodge. The only regular transportation from the lodge was a snowmobile that dragged along a sled that could seat several people, which was generally used by the staff in peak times, but there were individual snowmobiles as well.
They took a snowmobile down carefully, still wary of the ice on the steep hill, and Olivia tried not to make it obvious that she was gripping her seat the entire ride down. Tension was high as it was, and she didn’t want Brock to know how nervous she was. She was hoping for some sort of miracle at Brenda’s house to help them conclude who might have killed her and why. They still didn’t know how she had come to consume the death angel poison, and she was determined that they would find something in her home.
“Whoever did this to her must’ve had access to her house or to her food, right?” Olivia said as they reached the small row of apartments and she could finally let out a sigh of relief. “Because she consumed the poison. I know that some fingers have been pointed at the chef, so it’s possible that he poisoned her, but we have to consider that she was at home when it happened. She came from outside the lodge when she started talking about Bigfoot, so what if she made it all the way up the mountain from here?”
“In the middle of a blizzard?” Brock scoffed. “You made that walk yourself. You know how hard it was to do, and that was without hundred-mile-an-hour winds and blinding snow.”
“I know. But she wasn’t herself, was she? She was feeling the effects of the poison, and I think that in her wild state, she might be more likely to brave the outside world.”
“I guess you could be right. It’s like when you’re drunk and you can walk for miles in heels…”
Olivia smirked. “Do you have personal experience with that one, Brock?”
He grinned. “I’ve lived a very full life, Olivia. But that’s a story for another time. It seems a bit of a stretch to me that Brenda made it all the way up from her house, but we can’t rule it out, of course. I’m going in with an open mind, I promise.”
Olivia nodded. She was glad to see that Brock was in a better mood. If he was finally properly on board, then it would make the investigation a lot easier. And besides, she often forgot how pleasant it could be, working just the two of them together. Of course, there were grisly details and deaths to investigate, but whenever they worked side by side, they helped each other see the lighter side of things. It was easier to get through the horrors of their line of work when they did it together, and any time with Brock was time that Olivia cherished. 
Ultimately, Olivia needed him. They often saw the world in different lights, always arguing over the fine details of cases to get to the solution. Bouncing her ideas off of him was always useful, and whenever she had shortcomings, he was there to pick up the slack. When one of them was wrong, the other was always right. They worked well together like a well-oiled machine, and they got results. She thought that Jonathan must’ve had his head screwed on tight on the day he decided to pair them together for their first case.
And every single day she was grateful that he did.
They reached Brenda’s apartment before the sun had made a full appearance in the sky. Under the lilac sky, they could see a neat row of three blocks of housing units surrounding a central hub that might have been a park had it not been covered in snow. Off to one side was a tiny little store—more of a corner store than a supermarket. It was like a quasi-town, which was how the staff at the lodge had described it to them. This was where most of them lived throughout the season, considering they were quite a ways from Ash Creek. 
The buildings were tightly huddled together as though for warmth against the winter winds, and Olivia couldn’t imagine how anything could happen there without someone seeing something. It was the very definition of a tight-knit community. So, if someone did sneak into Brenda’s home and poison her, they would have to be very discreet about it. They would also have to do it without her knowledge. That meant it was likely someone she had trusted for a long time—someone that she wouldn’t suspect of wanting to hurt her. 
That made it so much worse.
Olivia fished the key to Brenda’s apartment out of her pocket. She had obtained it from one of the maids at the hotel, Grace, who had been Brenda’s roommate for years. She was the only one who offered up a key. She had only spoken to Olivia briefly, but through heartbreaking sobs, she told Olivia that she’d been working the night that Brenda died in the lobby. She had no idea why Brenda would have wandered out into the storm on her day off. The poor woman seemed to be absolutely devastated about her friend, and Olivia wanted to get some answers for her. Besides, if someone poisoned Brenda in her own home, then was Grace at risk too? If it was someone they had both known, a mutual acquaintance, then would she be the next target?
As they approached the house, the whole village felt ghostly silent. Most of the residents were still stuck up at the lodge, and Olivia was glad that no one was around to see the FBI enter the home. She didn’t want to alarm the other residents, but moreover, she didn’t want the killer to see them getting involved. It was better that they did this quietly before the guests were released from their hold at the lodge. With the snow rapidly melting, they were running out of time. 
Inside the house was cold too. It was a modest size, just about big enough for two women to share. It was nicely furnished, but somewhat plain; and though there were the occasional touches of personality here and there, the apartment’s status as a temporary lodging for the winter months necessarily meant that they hadn’t bothered to artfully decorate it. Olivia headed straight for the small kitchen. She wanted to see if there were any dishes left out at the kitchen table, where Brenda might have unknowingly ingested poison. But the table was clean and devoid of any dishes. In fact, the whole house looked spectacularly clean. She guessed that came from Brenda living with a maid, but with the faint smell of bleach in the air, it was easy to imagine that someone had come here to do a very thorough clean-up job after poisoning Brenda. Which begged the question… what exactly had happened in the house that night?
Olivia was feeling more and more certain by the minute that this was the scene of the crime. After all, Brenda didn’t have a shift on the night when she was killed, so where else would she be but at home? The storm had been too wild to think about venturing to town, and there was no real reason for her to hang around at the lodge. It seemed like she would have made it home and settled down for the evening, unsuspecting of what was about to happen to her.
Brock sniffed the air, clearly noticing the smell of cleaning products too. He glanced at Olivia, but she shrugged. 
“Poison doesn’t usually call for a massive clean-up job, does it?”
“It does when it makes the victim vomit uncontrollably.”
Olivia hadn’t thought about that. She’d forgotten the horrific effects the poison had on its victims. Perhaps the killer had cleaned up after all. Brock sniffed the air again suspiciously.
“You don’t think her roommate could’ve done it?” Brock asked. 
“She wasn’t here, remember? She’s been at the lodge ever since her death. No one there has been able to come or go, as far as we’re aware. So if she was killed here, it can’t have been Grace, and she can’t have come back to clean the place up afterward. Let’s not forget that she is a maid—the cleaning smell could still be a coincidence. She probably just keeps the place very clean.”
“I guess we won’t be able to know without any equipment for checking this place over thoroughly,” Brock added. “We’ll just have to see what we can find by looking only.”
The two of them donned gloves and made their way through the house slowly. Olivia didn’t think the killer would keep the poison on the premises after ending Brenda’s life, but she checked every nook and cranny regardless. She was hoping there might be evidence of dirty plates or pans that they could send to evidence to look for traces of the poison, but everything in the kitchen was clean and put away neatly. Olivia didn’t imagine that the killer had the time or energy to do the dishes once Brenda was out of the house, stumbling around in the snow, ranting and raving about Bigfoot. No, she was sure that whoever did it was looking for a quick getaway.
They didn’t find anything of interest downstairs, but Olivia felt determined as they headed up to the bedrooms. Grace had given them full rein of the house, saying they were welcome to check both the bedrooms, including her own. She had seemed eager to help, and Olivia had to remember that they were still walking around someone’s home. She vowed to try to leave the place as neat and tidy as it had been when they arrived, though it didn’t seem possible when the place was so picture-perfect. 
Inside Grace’s bedroom, there was very little at all. She’d kept it sparse, save for some family photos, a small rack of clothing, and a few postcards on the dresser of the Eiffel Tower. There was a framed print of the Paris skyline as well on the wall. It seemed Grace was a fan of French culture. But other than that, there wasn’t much worth noting.
Brenda’s room was a lot fuller, bursting at the brim with decor, souvenirs, and clothes strewn all over the place. It was the only room in the house that wasn’t neat as a pin, which made Olivia even more certain that no one but Grace had cleaned the place. 
“We’ll never find anything in here,” Brock muttered as he moved delicately past a pile of Brenda’s laundry that was stacked on the floor. “And the only person other than her likely to be in here would be a lover of hers, right?”
“I guess so. But maybe that’s what we’re missing. A crime of passion. Maybe she was seeing someone, and if she felt comfortable enough to be vulnerable around them, she might have been forced to take the poison somehow. It doesn’t look like there was any kind of tussle in here though.”
“You don’t think? It looks like a bomb site in here—there’s stuff everywhere.”
“I’d call this an organized mess,” Olivia mused. “It’s like everything has a place, even if the system doesn’t make sense to us. Imagine someone forcing poison down her throat. She would be kicking, screaming, knocking things over in a frenzy. I don’t think the killer would go for that kind of a method. Poison is the silent killer, right? Chosen to be discreet. Well, these apartments probably have paper-thin walls. They wouldn’t want to risk someone hearing them fighting or anything like that. No, I still think she took the poison unknowingly. We just need to figure out in what form she took it and how.”
“Oh, that’s all. Simple,” Brock said sarcastically. They moved out of Brenda’s room and into the small bathroom. There wasn’t enough room for both of them to stand in there comfortably, so Brock edged back out and gave Olivia some space. Again, the bathroom looked pristine, and there was very little clutter in the room, aside from a small shelf that contained toiletries and makeup. Olivia was sure that most of it belonged to Brenda, given the state of her room. She rooted through the toiletries a little, but there wasn’t much of interest to her. There was nothing fit to be consumed, so none of the bottles were likely to contain poison. 
Olivia stood up and looked at the medicine cabinet. It was her final port of call. The rest of the house had pretty much been a dead end, but suddenly, she was flashing back to the medicine cabinet in Regina’s room at the lodge. Could there be a connection? There was an almost-empty pill bottle in Regina’s room. Maybe there would be something of interest in Brenda’s cabinet too. 
Olivia opened the door and scanned the contents inside. There was nothing that looked out of the ordinary. The cabinet was crowded with bottles of painkillers, several half-used boxes of bandaids, and a few tubes of eczema cream. They were all typical things you’d find in a medicine cabinet. But Olivia knew that any one of the bottles might hold the answers she wanted. Was it possible that someone had hidden a pill inside one of the bottles, knowing that Brenda would take it and would later die? It seemed like a stretch, but Olivia was willing to look down any avenue that might yield answers. For the first time since entering the house, she felt like there were possible answers waiting for them among the bottles.
“Do you think we’ll be able to send these out to the lab to test for traces of death angel?” Olivia asked Brock. He peered his head around the bathroom door.
“You think you’ve found something?”
“Maybe, yeah. The only way Brenda would’ve been likely to consume the poison would be in the form of a pill, right? One of these pill bottles might have traces of the poison left over. I think it’s worth investigating.”
“It’s a good idea. But we might struggle to send them out. The snow is still too thick to travel in most places.”
“Then I guess we sit tight until we can get these to the lab. It might be something, or it might be nothing… but I don’t want to leave this stone unturned.”
“I agree. We’ll call it in. We might just have to be patient. I’ll make the call.”
As Brock walked off to call the lab, Olivia could feel a buzzing feeling through her entire body. It was moments like this in a case that reminded her that she was alive. When it felt like she was so close to the results that she could almost touch them. She knew it could still be a dead end, but she didn’t want to believe that. Something in her gut told her that they’d find answers the moment they could get the bottles to the lab. All she had to do now was be patient, bide her time, and try to find answers from the staff and guests at the lodge.
That was much easier said than done…





There was a feeling of unrest when Brock and Olivia returned to the lodge. The guests were gathered once again in the bar, most of them talking quietly among themselves and fidgeting nervously. Olivia knew it was only a matter of time before they started asking questions that the police wouldn’t want to answer. That was why Olivia wanted to spend the entire day wheedling answers out of people.
“I want to speak to all the staff,” Olivia said. “I don’t want to wait any longer than we already have. And I also want to speak to Brenda’s family. I want to see if there’s any history of depression or suicidal tendencies in her family. I think it’s very much a long shot, but we still haven’t figured out how someone could’ve managed to poison her, so I think it’s worth talking about. We might also be able to figure out if she had a partner that we don’t know about. I’m sure Grace would’ve mentioned something to us by now if Brenda had a lover around the house, but I’m still interested to know her family’s thoughts.”
“Alright, I’m on board,” Brock nodded. “We can video call them and see what insights they can give us. Then we’ll interview some of the staff.”
“Good. I think today is crucial for getting some answers. If the snow melts and the guests are able to leave, we might miss our only chance to question them. Let’s get as much done as possible today. I’ll stay up all night if I have to.”
Brock gave Olivia a stern look. “No, you won’t. We’ve got the police here, and they can help. You’ve got to take care of yourself, Olivia. You don’t need to be pulling all-nighters, not when we have resources like this.”
Olivia offered him a sweet smile. “Oh, Brock. I don’t need to take care of myself when you’re fussing over me like a mother hen. I’ll be fine. I’ve done it a million times before.”
Brock sighed in exasperation. “I know. Let’s hope that we can get this done before midnight, then. Or else you’ll miss your bedtime.”
“Okay, Mother.”
Brock swatted Olivia playfully, and she smiled, but she was soon back in her all-business mindset. They had no time to waste if they wanted to get anywhere with their investigation. They settled down in the staff room so they could call Brenda’s family. Olivia braced herself for the difficult conversation they were about to have. With her death still so raw, it wasn’t going to be easy for them to talk about, but she knew it was necessary if they were going to find out what happened to her.
Two women appeared on the screen before Olivia’s eyes. She could see the family resemblance immediately with Brenda’s mom and sister, both of whom had deep brown eyes and brunette hair. They wore their pain on their faces, and Olivia wished there was some way she could back out now, but she knew she couldn’t. For Brenda’s sake, it was time to ask some questions.
“Good morning,” Olivia said to them both. “Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to us. We’re so sorry for your loss, and we hope that we can give you some peace of mind by the end of our investigation.”
Brenda’s mom sniffed, dabbing at her eyes delicately with a tissue. “Thank you for your kindness. We want to help however we can… but we’re not sure how we can, really.”
“We just wanted to ask you a few questions about your daughter, mostly,” Brock said. “I’m not sure how much you’ve been told, but we’re investigating your daughter’s death in conjunction with the death of a guest at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge. We haven’t received the autopsy back of the other woman yet, but we have reason to believe the two cases might be related.”
“Related how?” Brenda’s sister asked. Olivia knew from Grace that her name was Colleen, but she looked so startlingly similar to Brenda that Olivia almost did a double take.
“We think that they may have consumed some kind of pill containing poison,” Olivia explained gently. “But we don’t have the evidence yet to match the other victim up with Brenda. So we needed to ask you some questions about Brenda’s health, both mental and physical.”
“I don’t understand,” Brenda’s mom said, silent tears still falling from her eyes. “Why do you need to know about her mental health? You surely don’t believe that she could’ve done this to herself?”
“We don’t believe so,” Olivia assured gently. “But we can’t rule anything out. Our investigation relies on us knowing as much about the deceased as possible to build up a picture of her life. So, I assume from your reaction that you don’t believe she was in poor health?”
“Absolutely not,” Colleen said, her voice going up a notch in pitch and volume. “Brenda was in perfect health. She took her health very seriously. She ate only organic foods, she exercised every day, and she was very in tune with taking supplements and vitamins.”
“Would you say that she was obsessive about that?” Brock asked. “Or somehow going overboard with it?”
Colleen shrugged. “I mean, she’d have a cheat meal now and then. But she tried really hard to keep track of her health. We have a family history of heart disease, so she’s always been really careful about it. She was always keeping active too. Part of the reason she went for the job at the lodge was so that she could make the most of the ski privileges they offered as a perk.”
Olivia jotted all this down. “How about her mental health?” she asked. “Did she ever have any troubles?”
Brenda’s mother sniffled at this. “Honestly and truly, not that I could tell you,” she said. “If you knew her, you wouldn’t even question her happiness. She was one of the most joy-filled people I’ve ever known. She always had a smile on her face. She loved her job and her lifestyle. Every year she looked forward to it, and after the season was over she’d tell us all sorts of fun stories about the adventures she had. She really lived for it. I’m telling you, agents, she wouldn’t have done something like this to herself.”
“We believe you,” Brock insisted. “We just had to ask. From what we know about the other victim, it was possible she was suicidal and depressed, so it was important to check. So I gather she also had no knowledge of drugs or medicinal herbs? Anything that might connect her to the poison found in her system?”
“She took herbal supplements, of course, but mainly just the stuff you find at the store,” Brenda’s mom said. “And I should note that she was totally clean—she never drank or did drugs. It’s what killed her father, and my daughters have always had the sense not to go near that kind of stuff. I can’t imagine a scenario where she would know anything about drugs or poison.”
Olivia found that comment of interest. If Brenda didn’t drink, then it would be hard to administer a pill or liquid poison in the first place. The strong taste of alcohol might mask the taste of it, but something plainer might not. It was something to consider, at least.
“That’s helpful, thank you,” Olivia said. “There was something else we’d like to ask you about. We hope it’s not too delicate a subject… but did your daughter have a romantic partner? We are trying to gather information about those who might have been close enough to her to do something like this to her.”
“You think someone she knew killed her?” Colleen asked, her mouth agape. Olivia swallowed.
“It’s more likely than not. Usually, a killer knows their victim before they strike. Often times it’s a romantic partner, in particular. If something went wrong between them, it could have resulted in her death. No one at the lodge seemed to be aware of her dating anyone, but I thought her family might know better.”
“I don’t think she was seeing anybody,” Brenda’s mom said. But even as she said it, Colleen looked like she was about to say something, but then she wavered, holding back. Olivia cocked her head to the side in interest.
“Colleen? Do you know something?”
She looked torn—like she wasn’t sure she had permission to say anything. She chewed her lip for a moment.
“Please. Anything you can tell us would be a huge help,” Olivia pressed.
Colleen finally sighed. “I can’t be sure… but I do think she was seeing someone.”
“A man or a woman?” Brock asked.
“A man. She often told me that she was interested in someone, but she would never tell me his name. She said she wanted to keep it on the down low until she was certain it would go somewhere. I pestered her all the time about him, trying to get her to tell me more, but you know how sisters are—so stubborn. Always so stubborn.” Colleen pressed her hand to her mouth, her face screwing up as she held back tears. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s alright. Take your time,” Olivia said gently.
Colleen sniffed. “I knew my sister very well. She told me things she wouldn’t tell other people. But I worried about who this guy was. She said he could be… hotheaded. That he had a temper. She insisted it was all harmless, but I wonder if that’s why she wouldn’t tell me who the guy was—like she didn’t want me to judge her choice. I met a lot of her friends at the lodge, so if she was dating someone among the staff, I’d know them by name. I think she was biding her time, making sure he could be trusted before she dove in.”
“Do you have any inkling of who it might be?” Olivia asked. There was no hesitation in Colleen’s expression as she shook her head.
“No. The only detail she ever mentioned was that he did sometimes have a temper. And to be honest, I could picture any one of the men working at the lodge getting aggravated at times. They’re all these ‘roided-up, masculine guys. You know how it can get in that environment. Men get so competitive with each other, and they fall back on anger when things don’t go their way. It’s all that testosterone. So, no, I couldn’t tell you who the guy was. I don’t even know his hair color. It could’ve been one of the ski instructors, or another person who worked at reception, or it could’ve been one of the regular guests. I just don’t know.”
Olivia sighed. It wasn’t a lot to go on, but it was something. If she could find Brenda’s secret lover, she might find the killer. If he worked at the lodge, he had access to Regina, and if he was dating Brenda, he had access to her home. As for motive, who knew? Perhaps Brenda had called things off between them. Perhaps Regina was collateral damage in his frustration. Olivia didn’t have answers yet, but she could feel herself edging closer. 
“That’s really helpful. Thank you, Colleen.”
Colleen nodded, dabbing her eyes. “I just want to know what happened to her. I hope I can help to get answers.”
“You’ve done great,” Olivia said softly. “And for what it’s worth… from what little we knew of her, she seemed like a lovely woman.”
Brenda’s mom sniffed hard. “You… you really think so?”
“Absolutely,” Brock assured. “She always seemed to have a smile on her face. She was sweet and helpful and gentle. We were guests at the lodge before we joined the investigation, and she did everything she could to make us feel comfortable. We won’t forget her any time soon.”
“That means everything to us,” Colleen choked out as Brenda’s mom burst into tears. “I’m sorry… is there anything else we can help you with?”
“I think we got what we needed,” Olivia told her. “We’ll leave you to grieve. We’ll let you know as soon as we have answers. And really, we’re truly sorry.”
As the call ended, Olivia heard one last sob from Brenda’s mom, and her heart tugged in her chest. She knew exactly what that family was going through. So many times, she felt she could relate to the victim’s families in her cases, after everything she went through after Veronica’s death. Knowing that someone deliberately ended the life of someone you loved could shatter your heart into a million pieces. 
And Brock sensed right away what was on Olivia’s mind. He reached out to her and touched her cheek gently, wiping away a tear that Olivia didn’t realize had fallen from her eyes.
“You must miss her all the time,” Brock said gently. “I’ve never really appreciated everything you’ve gone through… but I imagine it feels like what they’re feeling. I’m sorry.”
Olivia leaned her cheek into his hand. “It’s okay… well, it isn’t. It never will be. But I can make it through. I’ve been doing it for so long now that it almost feels like second nature.”
“That sucks, Olivia. I don’t think you even realize how much that sucks. No one should have to live with that pain. No one should have to live that every day.”
“I know,” Olivia murmured. “But that’s why we do what we do. So we can save lives. So we can save families from the kind of grief that tears them apart. I know better than most that getting answers is a form of relief. Knowing what happened to Veronica helped me heal a little. Getting my mom back, too, after so long not knowing where she was or what happened to her… these are the silver linings we have to hope for, because there’s no silver lining to losing the ones you love, really. This is the closest we get.”
“Oh, Olivia…” Brock whispered. His eyes were filled with pain, and Olivia leaned in to kiss him gently. In moments like this, when she knew he was trying to take on her pain as his own, she loved him more than ever. Because that was who he was at his core. He was a good man just trying to protect the people he cared about. He would rather be hurt than see her hurt. But she didn’t need that from him. All she needed was him by her side.
“It’s okay,” she said, and she meant it. “Things are good. Better than they have been in years. And I’m so grateful for you. I hope you know that. I know this isn’t what you envisioned for our vacation, but this is why I’m drawn in. You understand now, don’t you? Why I couldn’t leave this alone? I want to help people. I want to help the people who are suffering what I suffered.”
Brock nodded. “I know. I know that’s what it is. But you know you can’t be everyone’s hero, right?”
Olivia sighed. “I guess not.”
Brock tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sometimes,” he said gently, “it’s enough to just try and save yourself.”





They had officially run out of time. The sun was high in the sky at midafternoon, and it was back to business as usual. Without telling everyone what they were up to, there was no reason to keep everyone where they were, so though the police still milled around the lodge, everyone else went back to their usual routines. 
The ski slopes reopened, but Olivia and Brock weren’t on them. There was far too much for them to do. Brock, to his credit, didn’t complain once as they made their way around the lodge, asking questions to some of the less senior staff and getting their eyewitness reports from the nights of Brenda and Regina’s deaths. But most of them repeated what they already knew; that Brenda had left her shift at the ordinary time and only returned to the lodge when she died. Meanwhile, all reports of Regina were the same—that she was a crazed, drunk woman that had been screaming at her husband in the lobby the night she died. No one had seen or heard anything from the husband ever since.
The problem was there were a lot of staff and none of them were being very forthcoming. Whenever they tried to interview one of them, they seemed to be keeping their lips tight, unwilling to say too much. Olivia wondered if they were all attempting to cover each other’s backs, looking out for their own. As Brenda’s family had mentioned, it did seem like the staff were a part of their very own tight-knit community. None of them said a bad word against one another, and while they all seemed to mourn Brenda’s loss, they didn’t seem keen to point fingers in any direction. Olivia even pressed about her mystery lover, but if any of them were aware of who he was, they didn’t say. It was starting to get frustrating, especially considering that no one even had anything to say about the chef and his argument with Regina. Two women were dead, and a whole set of staff was unwilling to talk about it.
As daylight disappeared from the sky, Olivia gave in to her needs and grabbed a coffee from the bar with Brock. She was feeling a lot less positive with so little information to go on, and tiredness was beginning to settle in. She sighed.
“Well, we still have some interviews left to go… I still want to speak to the manager and the chef in particular. Surely the man who runs the lodge must have some thoughts on the matter? And as for the chef… I’m interested to know what his argument with Regina entailed. We also didn’t speak to any of the cleaning staff yet, apart from the maid who found Regina.”
“Yeah, we could still get lucky,” Brock replied, though his tone was unconvincing. “It’ll be more difficult now, I think. A lot of the staff are heading home after being cooped up here for days. I think some of the guests are leaving too. Hasn’t exactly been a jolly vacation, has it?”
“Well, at least the police have all the contact details of everyone. They can call them later if necessary. But for now, that’s not our problem. We should focus on the here and now—see what we can figure out…”
“Excuse me?”
Olivia glanced up and saw Grace standing close by. She was a timid woman with wide hips and a short stature. She had thick, black hair and eyebrows, giving her a sort of striking beauty. She cleared her throat.
“I realize you must be very busy with your investigation… but I was wondering if you could help me out. They already took the sled down, and I’m kind of stuck here without a ride. Would you be able to take me home, just for today? I thought maybe you could interview me while we make the drive down?”
Olivia exchanged a glance with Brock. He nodded with a smile, standing up from his barstool.
“Of course. That would be helpful to us too. Are you ready to go?”
Grace nodded with a forced smile. “Yes, I’m ready. It’s been a long few days… I just want to get home.”
Olivia felt sorry for the woman. She was surely going to be home alone for the first time in a long time, thinking about the loss of her friend. Olivia almost didn’t want to leave her there alone, especially if there was a killer on the loose. But she could see on Grace’s face that she was almost desperate to get out of there and back home, so she got up and put her coat on, heading out to the snowmobile with Brock and Grace in tow.
Brock drove slowly down the hill, and they sat in uncomfortable silence for a while. The elephant in the room was the subject of Brenda, of course. Olivia tried to look for a way to ease into the topic, clearing her throat quietly.
“So, we just have to ask a few questions… why don’t you tell us about the first victim, Regina Shaw? Did you ever clean her room or have any interactions with her?”
Grace, who was sitting up front beside Brock, turned to face Olivia and nodded. “Yes, I did clean her room a couple of times. She was… well, you know how customers can be. She could snap very quickly, and she always had a lot of demands. I think… I don’t like to presume, but I think she was pretty wasted for most of the trip. Maybe not on the first day, but certainly on the others. Everyone was whispering about her… she was always making complaints to the manager, mostly about the food and the cleaning service.”
“She claimed you didn’t do a good job?”
“Not about me specifically, I don’t think. I only spoke to her once when we crossed paths. She was coming out of her room, and I was going in to clean it. She was talking about standards and expectations… to be honest, it turned into a ramble about her husband, I think. She started talking about cleaning out her life, and I don’t think she was talking about the mess she left in the bedroom.”
“Did she say anything about her husband? Did he threaten her?”
“Really, who I feel the worst for is the children,” Grace said quietly instead of answering the question directly. “They don’t deserve a mother like that, if she was always drunk and yelling like my good-for-nothing ex-husband. I don’t know what he did, but she was horrible.”
“Hmm,” Olivia said in response. She was beginning to sense that Regina had been quite the character, so what she was being told sounded entirely believable. She could picture the woman bossing everyone around, acting like she ran the show. She could see how that would get underneath people’s skin.
“I’ve learned to just kind of sit and take it in this job. You know how customers can be. But I know some of the others—Harrison, particularly—he didn’t take her attitude nearly as well.”
“Harrison? Is that the head chef?”
“Yes. He’s… well, he can be argumentative. Kind of has a short fuse, but mainly it’s that he doesn’t take to criticism well. And to be honest, he shouldn’t have to endure it because his food is always delicious.”
“I can attest to that,” Brock said, keeping his eyes ahead of them. “The staff at the lodge have been keeping pretty tight-lipped about everything… have they heard the rumors? I know some people are pointing fingers at him because of his argument with her.”
Grace sighed. “Everyone here is a pretty tight-knit community. People are very loyal to their friends. I think if he did do it, a lot of us would still have his back. But that’s not to say I think he’s responsible. I can assure you, he is not that kind of man. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He might get angry at times, but he wouldn’t do something so cruel. And certainly not to Brenda either.”
“Were they close?” Olivia asked. She wanted to push Grace into implying who Brenda’s secret lover might be without actually asking her. It seemed like Grace wouldn’t do anything against her friend, even after her passing, and snitching on her was, therefore, out of the question. But the very thinly-veiled question got a nod from Grace.
“Yes, they were good friends. It’s like I said, though, everyone is friendly with one another here. To be honest, of everyone, I’m the outsider. I keep to myself a little more… I’m not much for socializing. Not like Brenda was. She was always trying to bring me out of my shell, but she did spend a lot of time at the lodge while I was at home doing other things. I couldn’t tell you much about what she did or who she spent time with. She spoke highly of him though.”
Olivia nodded. She was getting closer to what she wanted to hear, but they were already closing in on Grace’s apartment. The journey was a lot quicker without so much ice on the road. Grace fumbled in her bag for her keys, glancing back at Olivia.
“If you have more questions, I can answer them inside.”
“That would be great, thank you,” Olivia said. Brock put the snowmobile into park, and they all headed back toward Grace’s house. She paused on the doorstep, letting out a long breath. Olivia knew she was preparing herself to be alone inside the home of her recently-deceased friend. But she held it together and slid the key into the door, letting them inside. 
The house was exactly as it had been the day before when they made a visit there. Grace rubbed her hands together to fend off the cold. She gestured for them to take a seat in her living area. 
“Tea? Coffee?” she offered. Olivia shook her head.
“Not for me… I just had one. I’m trying to cut back.”
“Then I’ll say no too. Solidarity,” Brock said with a smile. Grace smiled back politely.
“I’ll just be one moment.”
She disappeared into the kitchen, and Olivia took another look around the living room. On the coffee table beside the sofa, there was a picture frame she hadn’t spotted before. She picked it up delicately, looking at it. It was a picture of Grace and Brenda in front of the Arc de Triomphe, their faces lit up with excitement at their vacation. As Grace returned to the room, she smiled sadly.
“We went two years ago,” she told Olivia, her eyes distant as she recalled the happier memories. “We had both always wanted to go to Europe… France was always at the top of my bucket list. That was a great few days.”
“It looks like a fun vacation,” Olivia said earnestly. Grace sniffed quietly and sank onto the sofa, cradling a mug in her hands. 
“Yeah. It was. It came at exactly the right time. I’d just lost my husband, and Brenda was getting over the death of her father. We looked after one another. It was exactly what we both needed. Paris was just so wonderful.”
“You seemed close.”
Grace nodded. “We really were. She was… she was my best friend. I miss her terribly, and I’m sure I always will. There’s no replacing someone like her.”
Olivia leaned forward, looking Grace directly in the eye. “Grace… you knew her well. Better than most. I need to know: Was there anyone you think was capable of doing this to her? Is there anyone who would want to do this to her?”
Grace’s tears began to fall thick and fast, her chest shaking as she sobbed. “No,” she gasped. “Who would want her to suffer like that? I can’t think of anyone. She was such a great friend.”
“I’m sorry,” Olivia said for what felt like the twelfth time that day. 
Grace nodded but didn’t look up. “I just… I can’t believe she’s gone. She didn’t deserve this. Not that anyone does, but least of all her. This is… this is wrong. It shouldn’t have happened this way. She should still be here with us.”
Olivia reached out and patted Grace’s hand gently. “I know. It’s never easy to lose a friend. We’re doing everything we can to find out what happened. I promise you that.”
Grace raised her eyes to meet Olivia’s, shining with tears. “You think you’ll catch them?”
Olivia nodded. “I won’t rest until I do.”





The following day, the roads were finally clear enough to drive the two hours away from the Misty Pine Ski Lodge to a lab where they could take their evidence samples. Olivia knew they didn’t have much to go on, with no autopsy results from Regina and just a few bottles of pills to work with, but she told herself to be positive. They woke early in the morning, and Brock drove them out to the lab while Olivia dozed in the passenger seat. 
She dreamed that she was skiing. She could feel the rush in her heart as she hurtled down the slopes, though they were bigger and scarier than the ones she had tackled before. When she woke, it was with a jolt, and her heart was pounding. Life tended to feel that way a lot to Olivia. She’d learned to live with it—the constant feeling that things could snowball out of control at any time. She was fully aware that if they didn’t get answers soon, they might not be able to solve the case. There was little to no evidence to work with, and their hopes of finding a witness were getting slimmer and slimmer. Olivia pressed her face against the cold windowpane, trying to wake herself up. She didn’t want this case to go cold on her. She had promised Brenda’s family answers, and she knew she could get them if she pushed herself to her limit. 
It was strange to think about how differently the week could have panned out. They were nearing the end of their trip, when they were supposed to go home and back to reality, but it felt like they’d never really left their ordinary life behind. They’d had a few lucky hours of bliss, a few moments stolen before they were back on a case, but mostly, it felt like business as usual. And though Olivia didn’t mind so much, she could see on Brock’s face that he was weary. She owed him a vacation, but it didn’t look as though they were going to get one any time soon. 
She wondered if this was going to be an ongoing problem in their lives. Olivia knew that Brock was willing to take her as she was, knowing what he signed up for. But he wanted a life outside of his work, and she kept dragging him back into it. When was she going to learn that there was more to life? When was she going to accept that he, among other people, needed more?
She reached out to touch his arm as he drove, which made him smile. He looked at her briefly before returning his eyes to the road.
“You okay?” he asked her. 
“Are you?”
Brock sighed a little. “I’m tired. But I’m fine.”
“I thought we’d have this finished up by now. I didn’t expect it to be so complicated,” she admitted.
“I know.”
“And I want you to know that we will get to those slopes… someday. We’ll take another vacation…”
“Olivia, stop. I know what you’re trying to do. It’s sweet that you’re trying to make up for this week, but we couldn’t have just ignored this while it unfolded before our eyes. You were right. You don’t need to make up for it. It’s just unfortunate that it’s cut into our vacation.”
“I know that. But I just want to make it up to you. Somehow. Some way.”
“And I know you will. But we have business to attend to right now,” Brock said, nodding ahead of them. They were finally approaching the city of Bend, where they could get some results. “And as the best agent I know, you need to have your head screwed on. Can’t have you all lovesick and distracted on account of little old me. Even if my devilish good looks make it hard for you.”
She snorted and shoved him playfully. It was easy to forget that Brock loved his job too. Maybe not quite as much as she did, but he was definitely invested. That’s why they made such a good team. 
They finally pulled into the parking lot of the small, squat brick building, and Olivia nearly jumped out. She was excited to see what results would come up for them from the pill bottles and the other belongings of the victims. Finally, they’d have answers as to whether Regina and Brenda’s cases were actually connected, or whether they’d been on a wild goose chase the entire time. In a sick sort of way, Olivia was hoping that the cases were connected and that they were in fact dealing with a serial killer. She hated to think it, but if all this investigation on the premise that both murders had been committed by the same person turned out to be false, she would be incredibly frustrated.
They walked in, and Olivia quickly noted that the Deschutes County Medical Examiner’s Office looked just about identical to every other crime lab she’d been in. The carpet was a drab navy blue and the gray walls were covered in various informational posters required by law. Off to one side were the photographs of the federal, state, and county officials that held jurisdiction over the lab, and above the reception desk was a tall glass window that cordoned them off from the rest of the office.
Olivia offered up their names to the receptionist, and they were escorted to the lab to meet the practicing technician there. A muscular, bald man with a thick mustache looked up from his notes as they arrived and offered up a wide smile and a large hand to shake.
“Agents Tanner and Knight?”
“The same,” Brock replied as he took the man’s hand to shake. Even at Brock’s height, the man dwarfed him. Olivia was surprised that someone of his sheer stature would work a job in the lab like this. “I take it you’re Dr. Louis Bullock?”
The man nodded. “Lou is fine. Or Big Lou, to my friends,” he chuckled. “Come on in. Thanks for comin’ down here today. We don’t tend to get many visitors, so excuse the mess, but I think you’ll be happy with what I’ve found.”
“We appreciate you coming in to look at this at such short notice,” Olivia said. 
“Really ain’t a big deal,” Lou replied. “More overtime I get done now is less I have to worry about over Christmas.”
“I hear that,” Brock chuckled.
“Take a seat, I’ve got a few things to show you.”
Olivia and Brock perched themselves on a pair of black stools behind a metal table, and Olivia felt strangely as though she were in a science class back at school. She certainly had more enthusiasm for the current moment than her classes at school though. Lou was fiddling around with something on the lab table, and he turned to them several seconds later with a tray of items, all labeled and handled delicately with a pair of blue plastic gloves.
“Very interesting stuff, veeeery interesting,” he mused, his eyes a little wild at the prospect of showing off his findings. He first pointed to the cluster of pill bottles on the left side of the tray. “Exhibit A: belongings of your first victim, Regina Shaw. Unfortunately, we were too late with the autopsy to know what she ingested, but thanks to these I have a pretty good idea now. I do believe that your victim ingested poison, as you suspected. Now, on your report and in your shipment, you mentioned this was the last pill left in the victim’s bottle?” He produced a smaller plastic bag with a single white pill inside it.
“Correct,” Olivia nodded. “That’s her duloxetine prescription.”
“Well, here’s the thing. That? That’s not duloxetine. Take a look.” He produced a piece of paper upon which was printed a photograph of a yellow and blue capsule-style pill. “That’s duloxetine,” he explained. “I’d never seen this pill before, so I tested it… and wouldn’t you know it, it’s nearly pure amatoxin. The same poison found in the death angel mushroom.”
Olivia and Brock traded glances at that. “But you couldn’t find it in the autopsy?”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. I couldn’t find direct traces of it, but the damage to the liver—which was already in pretty rough shape due to the victim’s history of alcohol use—seems to be pretty clear as a result of amatoxin. And the poison, in combination with the alcohol, in combination with the sleeping pills just… well, you can imagine what a cocktail like that would do to someone.”
Olivia frowned. “Hold up. Sleeping pills?”
Lou handed her a sheet of lab results and pointed out a particular line. “We were able to find traces of zolpidem—Ambien—in her bloodstream as well. Enough in there that she must have taken far more than the typical dose the night she died.”
“Hm,” Brock mused. “With the combination of the Ambien and the alcohol, she might have just slept right through the worst of the symptoms of the death angel poison. Her system couldn’t even function enough to allow her to vomit it out.”
Lou nodded grimly. “That’s my hypothesis. Cause of death was certainly the poison, but it wouldn’t have killed her so quickly if she also hadn’t had so much else in her system at the same time. She would have had time to seek treatment.” 
“I’m not sure it’s what we wanted to hear, but it certainly does keep our investigation on the right track,” Olivia said. “Anything else of interest you might be able to tell us?”
“One more thing, actually,” Lou said, lifting up the empty duloxetine bottle. “There are two sets of fingerprints on the bottle. One belonging to your victim, of course. The other I was hoping might give us some sort of direction to head in, but they belong to her husband. I managed to find his fingerprints on the database from a drunk driving charge.”
Brock nodded. “That could mean anything. He might have taken a pill himself, or he could’ve planted the death angel pills in the first place. Or maybe he just happened to touch the bottle at some point. Impossible to know.”
Olivia’s blood ran cold. “If there’s a possibility he took a pill himself… it might have been death angel poison as well. Maybe that’s why we haven’t found him. If he was driving afterward, he could’ve died in the car. Maybe we just haven’t found him…”
The room fell silent. The theory tripped something in Olivia’s brain, and now she knew without a doubt that this must have been what happened. She knew that he had a rocky relationship with his wife, but would that be enough to want to kill her? And if he was the one who planted the poison, then why kill Brenda too? The death angel poison wasn’t exactly easy to come by. She was certain that the two incidents had to be connected, that the same person had planted each pill. It was the only thing that made any sense to her.
But she knew she couldn’t discount him entirely. He was certainly an obvious suspect in terms of his wife’s death, and his fingerprints were on the bottle of pills that killed her. She couldn’t assume that he had no reason to kill Brenda too. Anyone with such a twisted method of premeditating murder would certainly find justification for using it. This was no time to discount a man just based on theories. 
“I guess we had better hope that Pax can shed some light on the husband,” Olivia said to Brock. “Perhaps he’ll find something of interest at his house.”
“Let’s hope so,” Brock said. “The man is looking more and more suspicious by the minute. We need to widen the search, see if we can track him down. If he’s dead, then we’ll have more answers. If he’s alive… we’ll get them out of him.”
Olivia nodded. Either way, finding the husband would answer the crucial questions. If he was alive, he certainly had some explaining to do. And if the reason they couldn’t find him was because he was running away, then he was definitely a person of interest to them.
“Let’s get in contact with his parents,” Olivia said decisively. “He’s got kids waiting for him with them. If he’s tried to make contact, they might be able to lead us to him.”
“There’s just one more thing I have to show you,” Lou piped up, interrupting Olivia’s train of thought. “The second victim’s pill bottles. This one,” he said, holding it up and rattling it around. “Has a total of five death angel pills in there, hidden right there with normal ibuprofen. They’re nearly impossible to tell apart by appearance. There is a significant amount of residue left on the bottle from the poison. Whoever planted these pills in her bottle likely didn’t want to take any chances. It was a game of Russian Roulette, but sooner or later, she was going to wind up dead. Who knows how long the killer had been waiting for her to take the right pill.”
Olivia considered that for a moment. She still couldn’t figure out who would want that sweet woman dead, but it was possible that her death had been pre-planned months ago. The killer had just been waiting for her to take the right pill. But why? And how did that compare to the rushed death of Regina in her hotel room, the specific pills planted for her to take before she left the hotel?
Someone had known that eventually, Brenda would take the right pill and wind up dead. But the killer had also known that Regina would take the pill at the right place and the right time. One method was planned down to the details, and the other was a game of chance. Why?
There was something missing in the investigation. Something vital. 
And Olivia was determined to figure out what it was. 





As Olivia and Brock got into the car, she could feel her heart racing in her chest. Things were just starting to heat up, and there was no time to waste. They had to figure out where the husband was, for better or worse, and they had to do it quickly. If he was the killer, and he was on the loose, who knew whether he might strike again, and where? He’d escaped them for this long, but Olivia was ready to apply pressure and get answers.
As Brock drove them back in the direction of the ski lodge, Olivia made a few calls, hoping the local police had some answers for them. It was clear to her that Littlewood, as friendly as he was, just didn’t have the resources for this, and that was slowing them way down. Olivia wished they had agents at their disposal to help pick up the slack, but the fact was, it was just her and Brock this time. Then again, it usually was.
And she kind of liked it that way. 
“Any news?” Brock asked, keeping his eyes on the road, but Olivia could tell she had his full attention. She sighed.
“Not yet. The APB still hasn’t come up with anything on the whereabouts of Andrew and his car. Either he really planned for this, or someone isn’t doing their job very well. We should’ve been able to track him by now.”
“We’ll get there. We always do. Let’s hope that Max has something juicy for us when he gets back to you.”
Olivia nodded, bouncing her knee as they continued the drive. She was getting antsy, sitting in the car with little she could do until they arrived back at the lodge. She wanted to keep things moving, but the only thing that was moving was the rental car, struggling against the snow and ice that had been left behind by the storm. 
Olivia was glad when her phone rang and she saw Paxton’s name on the caller ID. She picked up before the first ring had even played out.
“Please tell me you have something for me,” she rushed out.
“Nice… to talk to you too,” he replied with a chuckle. “Please tell me you haven’t been staring at your phone waiting for my call.”
“Okay, I won’t tell you that,” Olivia said with a sigh, staring out the window at the icy world around them. Light snow was beginning to fall once again, and Olivia bristled at the thought of getting stuck at the lodge again. She prayed the snow wouldn’t pile up. “But, well, do you?”
“How’s your vacation?”
“Pax, please. I’ve been driving myself crazy for the last hour not being able to do anything. If you’ve got something, I need it now.”
“Alright, alright, keep your hair on. Honestly, I’m not sure you’re going to be pleased. I searched that house from top to bottom—like seriously, I looked everywhere. I had plenty of time in the night considering there was no one around. And I found nothing that relates to poison. You know how thorough I am, Olivia. I tried. I really did. But I couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary.”
“Did you check the pill cabinets? So far, all of the poison has been found in pill bottles. The pills might look like normal ibuprofen—”
“—I know. I did my research. But when I went to look in the pill cabinets, they were completely empty. Cleared out. Almost like they knew someone might come looking. And everywhere was so damn clean.”
“Really?” Olivia said, her interest piqued. “Regina and her husband didn’t strike me as clean people, based on the state of their hotel room… and no pills at all? There must’ve been at least six or seven bottles in their hotel room.”
Pax sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe they’re the kind of people who clean before they go on vacation? So they have a nice home to come back to?”
“Maybe, but are we really talking about the kind of couple who clean clean? You said the cabinet was clean. People usually just run around with a vacuum. Who cleans their cabinets before a vacation? I’m not buying it with these guys. They just don’t seem like the type.”
“I guess not. But you can’t deny that it’s not that weird that their cabinets were empty of pills. It sounds like Regina took them all with her. Like a ‘just in case’ kind of scenario. She sounds like the kind of woman who likes to keep her friends close and her pills even closer.”
“When you put it that way…”
“I’m sorry it’s not what you wanted to hear. But even if I’d managed to lift some fingerprints from the cabinet, what would they even prove? If you’re trying to point fingers at the husband, you can’t exactly get him for having fingerprints in his own home. And it sounds like the pills are all in your possession already. So I think the house is mostly a dead end.”
“Only mostly?” Olivia said wistfully. She wasn’t letting go of hope until it was absolutely necessary. Olivia could hear Paxton pacing up and down, his shoes pattering against floorboards.
“Well, I did take a look at his computer. The dude left his passwords on a sticky note in his office, which doesn’t strike me as a move someone makes when they’ve been plotting murders. But anyway, I looked through all his emails and files. Not much of interest there, to be honest. He sends a lot of emails to his mom complaining about his wife. But I did see that he had been corresponding with a divorce lawyer. He seemed to be putting out feelers for how things would go down if they went to court. He was interested in knowing if he could get custody of the kids if his wife had a drinking problem, but it looked like nothing was moving forward, at least not officially. According to his finances on a spreadsheet he had stored on his files, neither one of them could afford a court battle, and his lawyer advised him that he might struggle to get custody if he brought up the drinking, considering his own history with DV.”
“Oh? Tell me more about that,” Olivia said. “We haven’t been able to look into the husband at all.”
“Nothing physical, from what I’ve found. There have been police reports of loud arguments and fights, but none alleging physical abuse. Drunk and disorderlies on both sides, constant noise disturbances. Even times in public that the police have been called to stop them from fighting.”
Olivia’s mind was whirring at the information. “Maybe what happened is he started looking for another route. Another way to get rid of her and make sure that the kids remained his.”
“Definitely a possibility,” Pax replied. “I’m not getting anything in the house that seems like he’d murder her, but who knows?”
“Maybe he killed her with poison and then left the lodge to make it seem like he wasn’t there when the murder took place.” Olivia reasoned. “He probably knew his wife well enough that if he caused an argument and stormed off, she would try and drown out the pain with drinking and pills… thus making it look like she overdosed on the sleeping pills or died in her sleep.”
“I mean, that explains one part,” Brock chimed in, overhearing the conversation. “But what about Brenda? We’ve pretty much established that the killers were likely to be the same person, given the rarity of the poison. So how did Andrew kill her? And why?” 
“Maybe… maybe he killed Brenda to direct us away from the idea that it was him. He didn’t know the woman, but if this was all about custody of his kids, it might’ve pushed him to do it. People do crazy things where their kids are concerned. As for how he did it… we’re assuming that he entered the house to put the poison in the pills, right? Maybe he managed to plant the pills while he was at the lodge. Maybe he intended to empty the other pills out first, but only had time to put his poison ones at the top of the bottle.”
“And how did he manage to get ahold of her pills?” Brock challenged.
“I don’t know… maybe she was at the bar and he managed to get into her handbag? Or maybe she left the pills out on her desk and he was being an opportunist? If he had the forethought to try and kill someone else and misdirect the blame, then he could’ve been looking for opportunities everywhere. I can’t be sure how or why he would do what he did… but based on what we know, I think this is a definite possibility.”
“I think you could be right,” Pax said on the other end of the line. “It’s definitely possible. And if you’re right, then it makes sense why he’s gone off the radar. He panicked, didn’t know what else to do, and bolted. The question is, where is he now? If he’s trying to get custody of his kids, wouldn’t he just have come back home like nothing was wrong? At least tried to pull off the grieving husband act?”
“Good question,” Olivia said. “And that’s our dead end right about now.”
“Well. I hope this was of some help at least.”
“It was. It really was, Pax. Thanks.”
“Anytime. Well, not anytime—I have a life. But you know you can count on me.”
“Don’t worry, Pax, I’m not making a habit of having you do my dirty work. I really appreciate this though. I’ll make sure to repay the favor soon.”
“I’ll hold you to that, Olivia Knight.”
After the call ended, Olivia glanced over at Brock, trying to gauge his thoughts on the situation. “What do you think? Am I reaching too far out with this theory?”
Brock chewed his lip. “I don’t know. Stranger things have happened. But we don’t want to discount what we already know. What about Brenda’s secret lover? And the chef’s argument with Regina? The problem I’m having is finding the connections between Brenda and Regina. I know the MO was the same in both deaths, but as far as I can see, the only thing these two women have in common is their age and their gender.”
“Not to mention the Misty Pine Ski Lodge…”
“Right. But we’re talking about a guest and a staff member. They don’t run in the same circles. Never have, and obviously never will now. Like we said, Andrew Shaw killing his wife to ensure he gets custody doesn’t make sense if he’s still on the run as the suspect in two murders. And if the chef killed Regina for the argument they had, then why turn on Brenda, his coworker? We already know she was well-liked at work. And if Brenda’s secret lover killed her, then what made him snap and turn on Regina? In fact, snapping isn’t the word for it. The killer planned to plant those pills and end her life. It was such a deliberate act. I’m just finding it hard to believe that anyone deliberately killed both women unless they knew both of them.”
Olivia sighed. “I know. It does seem like we’re missing something on that level. But if we’re looking for motives, we definitely have several people who would want Regina gone. She seemed like a handful. It’s Brenda that appears to be the anomaly. Still… whatever we do, we need to find Andrew. I think he will be the key to a lot of our answers.”
“Hopefully. When we get back, we’ll double down on trying to find him. But we still need to finish interviewing some more of the staff. I still want to speak to the chef. The investigation is pulling us in different directions, and we need to focus.”
“Agreed,” Olivia said. She knew her hunches could be completely wrong, and she would never ignore Brock’s thoughts on the matter. She trusted his hunches almost as much as her own, and she was happy to follow them. She felt as though they were closing in on something, but she knew she had to be patient. Rushing wouldn’t get them to where they were going.
There was another hour to go before they reached the Misty Pine Ski Lodge, but now, Olivia’s head was swimming with ideas. She wouldn’t waste any time putting them into motion when she got back to the hotel.
The chase was truly on.





The moment they jumped off the ski lift taking them from the parking lot, Olivia headed straight to the kitchens. While the police were out searching for Andrew Shaw, it was the perfect time for them to start working other avenues. Olivia had put off speaking to Harrison, not wanting to interview him first and let him know he was on their radar. He likely already knew that fingers were pointing his way, but he wasn’t going to be happy about being told that. Besides, ever since she’d been made aware of his argument with Regina, she had been waiting for someone to say something negative about him, but no one had. None of the staff brought him up in their interviews or claimed to be worried about his behavior, so in many ways, he looked innocent to Olivia.
But she couldn’t deny that it was odd that Regina was poisoned so soon after her argument with the chef, especially after she claimed that his food tasted odd. Plus, he was the only suspect they had so far that had a connection of sorts to Brenda as well. Olivia knew that it was looking less likely that it was the chef now that she was aware that the poison had been in the pill bottle, but she wanted to follow up on the lead anyway. She wasn’t leaving any avenue unexplored.
They found Harrison Leith in the kitchens. Olivia had only seen him once around the lodge, when he’d finished a shift at midnight and passed by her in the corridor, his face like thunder. He was a ruggedly handsome man with red hair and a slightly overgrown beard. His eyes were like ice, but his gaze would be cold no matter the color of his eyes. He spotted Olivia and Brock across the room, and his face hardened. By now, he knew why they were there. He wasn’t going to make this easy on them, Olivia was certain. 
“You should be wearing hairnets in the kitchens,” he said gruffly. “It’s unhygienic.”
“Apologies, Mr. Leith. It’s just that you never seem to be out of the kitchen to chat with us,” Brock said tenderly. “Maybe you’d be willing to step out for ten minutes to speak with us?”
“I’m busy. I’ve got fifty people to feed in an hour,” Harrison snapped. Olivia folded her arms over her chest.
“It wasn’t a request. We need to talk to you about what has gone on in this place, and we need to do it now. You’ve sidestepped this for long enough, so don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Step outside, please.”
Harrison hesitated for a few moments before letting out a grunt and thrusting a spatula into the hands of one of the sous chefs. “Hold the fort,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll be back.”
The closer Harrison got, the taller he seemed, and as Olivia left the kitchens, she could feel his shadow towering over her. She led them through to the bar, which was mostly empty. The guests had all happily returned to the slopes, clearly deciding that ignorance was bliss as far as the investigation was concerned. It would allow them a quiet place to talk without much chance of a big audience. Olivia understood how rumors might spread like wildfire in a place like this. The last thing they needed was gossip churning things up even further.
Harrison found the table furthest from the other guests and plopped himself down on a chair, looking completely and utterly furious. Olivia understood that no one liked to be interviewed about murder cases, and, of course, it made sense. She imagined how it would make a person’s skin crawl, being accused of knowing something about such a horrific thing. But she wasn’t there to ease Harrison’s hurt feelings.
She was there to find out if he was a killer.
“Harrison, this won’t take long if you’re willing to cooperate with us,” Olivia said pointedly, sitting down on the chair beside him. “We’ve interviewed all of the staff. This is just a way of us trying to paint a picture of what happened the night before Regina Shaw’s death, and in the days following the event.”
“And let me guess,” Harrison said with a glare. “You want to ask me about the fight I had with the guest.”
“It’s certainly something we’re curious about,” Brock said. “I’m sure you can figure out why. But it’s not the only thing we’re interested in knowing.”
“Well, let me make things simple for you. I didn’t kill the silly cow, alright? She might have been a pain in the backside, but it’s not that deep. Have you ever worked in a kitchen? You spend your whole life being criticized by people who wouldn’t know pig muck from a bouillabaisse. That woman was no exception. I didn’t like the way she spoke to me, but as far as I’m concerned, her opinion meant nothing.”
“She accused you of making funny-tasting food,” Brock recounted with a raised eyebrow. “You’re telling me that didn’t bother you one bit?”
Harrison scoffed. “Not at all. Maybe if it was someone with a more refined palette it might sting, but she was common as muck. I don’t know how she’d be able to taste in the first place considering that she’d practically cleared the bar out of liquor. The woman was blind drunk. When the waitress came back with her complaint, I laughed in her face. Of course that idiot had something to say about my cooking. She had some form of complaint every single night. She complained about the soup being cold. Hello? Had she ever heard of gazpacho? Of course not, but she ordered it anyway and complained. Then she said that her steak wasn’t cooked when she asked for it to be rare. She knew nothing of food, let alone good food. I’m telling you now, no one else in this place has ever had a legitimate complaint about my food. I mean, you’ve eaten it. No complaints, am I right?”
“Not from me,” Brock mumbled with a shrug. “But that’s not really the point.”
“This woman didn’t know what she was talking about. Listening to her talk wasn’t even worth my time. I only shouted at her so she would get the hell out of my kitchen. I had had enough of her slandering my creations. ”
“You said it didn’t bother you, and yet it certainly seems like it bothered you,” Olivia pointed out smoothly. She watched Harrison’s face crease in anger, and he opened his mouth to say something, but quickly shut it again. Olivia resisted the temptation to smile. She knew a hothead when she saw one. If she wanted him to talk, all she had to do was wind him up, slowly, until he burst.
“It didn’t bother me at all,” Harrison said slowly. “Until she came to speak to me directly. She threw open the doors to my kitchen and waltzed in—not unlike you just did—as if she owned the place, and started ranting and raving. Her husband looked sick to death of her, and who could blame him? She was an embarrassment. To herself, to me, to all the people in the whole restaurant watching her go off like a firework. I asked her to leave my kitchen, and she refused. She threw her dish on the floor and smashed a plate. Those plates are not cheap either. I couldn’t believe the fuss she was making, and the fact that I knew she was going to get away with it made me cross. She should have been removed from the hotel, but no one was going to do anything about her. So, yeah, I got mad. I told her where she could stuff her rare steak.”
Brock’s face twitched as he tried not to smile. Olivia kept her eyes on Harrison, knowing that if she made eye contact with Brock, she might laugh, despite herself.
“And then what?”
“And then she left. She told me she was going to complain to the resort manager, which she did. I didn’t expect her to make empty threats, given how heated up she was. Of course, he said something to her to pacify her, but at the end of the day, the customer is always right. That’s what we’re told. My manager told me that I did nothing wrong, but not to allow customers into my kitchen. As if I had a choice in the matter! And then he said that I had to be less hostile and aggressive. Like it was my fault! Like, seriously? The woman was out of order. Was I supposed to just stand there and take it like an idiot?” 
Harrison’s face was red with annoyance. Olivia narrowed her eyes at him. Something was falling into place in her mind. She didn’t want to say it right away while the thought was half-formed, but she had an inkling of something that would change the entire case. Something that could make everything so far click into place. 
“I understand that must have been frustrating,” Olivia said carefully. “Do you usually maintain a good relationship with the staff and the guests?”
“Yes!” Harrison said indignantly, running a hand through his hair. “Look, I’m not someone who just sits back quietly and allows people to walk all over me, but I’m not a bad guy. Ask anyone around here. The staff are all friends of mine, every single one of them. They’ll tell you that I treat our guests with respect, even the most irritating, pompous idiots that walk through here. I had every right to be angry about the way she spoke to me! And I have every right to be annoyed that you’re grilling me about it too.”
“We’re hardly grilling you, Harrison. We’re asking you perfectly civil questions. But if you’re in the mood to be argumentative, then perhaps you can argue with us about whether you were in a secret relationship with Brenda Lawrence or not.”
Harrison stopped in his tracks, looking completely shocked by what she’d uncovered. He clearly hadn’t known that they were aware she was in a relationship at all. Now she knew who Brenda had been hiding away for so long. Olivia knew she’d hit the nail on the head. Brock looked at her in shock, but Olivia needed to keep her features level, her eyes never leaving Harrison once. His face turned even redder.
“Who told you?” he seethed.
“Nobody told me. We were made aware that Brenda was seeing someone in private, most likely someone she worked with, and that she hadn’t told anyone who the guy was. She seemed to think her family might disapprove, that her lover might be considered… aggressive. Sound familiar?”
Harrison’s face now resembled the color of beetroot. He sank down a little lower in his chair, as though trying to hide from the world, but Olivia wasn’t allowing him to get away that easily. Not after the way he’d spoken to her. She raised her eyebrows.
“Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”
Harrison grunted in response, avoiding her gaze. “It’s not… it’s not anyone’s business.”
“Unfortunately, it is. It’s our business because your girlfriend is dead now. Someone killed her, deliberately. And now, the way things are looking, you have both a motive and the means to kill both women involved in this investigation.”
“Motive? Means?” Harrison said, eyes widening in shock. “No. Absolutely not.”
“Yes, Harrison. You were seen in an explosive argument with Regina, and now we find out you had a secret relationship with Brenda.”
“She wasn’t my girlfriend.”
“That’s not what you—”
“She’s my ex-girlfriend. She broke up with me.”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a look. It was looking worse and worse for Harrison by the minute. His ex-girlfriend was dead? He’d had a blow-up fight with a customer that could’ve cost him his job? Olivia raised her eyebrows at Harrison, and he threw up his arms in frustration.
“You people think you’ve got all the answers. Just because you know a few things that other people never figured out. But this is ridiculous. I didn’t do it.”
“Did she break up with you, Harrison?”
“Yes, of course, she did. Because she was special and beautiful and perfect, and I’m just some aggressive man who can’t ever seem to get it right,” Harrison snapped. The other guests were looking their way, wondering what the commotion was. Olivia could sense that things might get nasty, but if Harrison was their killer, having him on the edge of his fury might make him slip up and tell her something he shouldn’t. She didn’t want to let the opportunity pass. 
“Did you want her dead after she left you?”
“No!” Harrison cried out in frustration. “I’ve never wished anyone dead. Not even the worst people I know. Not even the worst customers. And certainly not her. I understood why she left me. It was the same reason I was kept as her dirty little secret for over a year. We were in love, but she knew I wasn’t good enough for her. She knew I couldn’t stand up and be the man she wanted. That hurts. That really hurts. But I would never want to hurt her the way she hurt me. I’m not that terrible.”
“How long ago did things end?”
Harrison’s anger seemed to be fading. His head dipped to his chest, like he had deflated. Olivia knew she had to keep pushing, even when it felt wrong to.
“How long, Harrison?”
“Two weeks ago,” he choked out. “Two weeks, okay? And I’m sure that fits perfectly into the narrative you’re building about me, but I don’t care. I didn’t do it, and you won’t find any evidence to prove that I did, because you’re making it all up. Don’t you care that you’re putting everything I have in jeapordy? Even after I’ve already lost everything that matters? Even after I’ve spent the last week in misery, but I couldn’t tell anyone because she didn’t want anyone to know. I was loyal, okay? And I still am. Say what you want about me—do what you want with me—but I am not a killer. If I were, maybe my life would mean something. At least I would have left a mark on her. But she walked away. She didn’t want anyone to know I’d ever touched her. So that’s my legacy, okay? But not her death. That has nothing to do with me.”
The entire room was silent. Everyone had heard every word that came out of Harrison’s mouth. Olivia was a little shocked herself, that he had let his anger translate into such ugly words. But now, as they hung in the air, Olivia knew he had dug himself a grave.
I am not a killer. If I were, maybe my life would mean something. At least I would have left a mark on her. Those words, so harsh and so cold, made Olivia want to shiver. She had dealt with many killers in her time, but she had never heard such a callous statement come from a man’s mouth without knowing his crimes. Olivia stared at him, not sure what to think. Did she believe he was innocent? Did she believe that there was a good man somewhere beneath the surface? She had no idea. But as Harrison stood abruptly from the table and walked away, she knew one thing for certain.
Harrison Leith was trouble.





Olivia could feel a caffeine headache coming on after her fourth cup of the afternoon. She’d been hoping it would give her a much-needed boost, but it had only made her feel worse. She didn’t feel comfortable, knowing that the person who killed two women was likely still close to them, hiding in plain sight. Now that she’d spoken to Harrison in length, she wasn’t sure what to make of what he said. He seemed torn up by what had happened to Brenda, which could be because he cared about her… but was it also possible that he was just experiencing guilt because he had ended her life?
Olivia knew they needed a lot more evidence if they were going to pin anything on him. Just because he had a possible motive didn’t mean he was guilty. She was in the process of getting a warrant to search his car and his room, but she knew that wasn’t going to happen by the end of the day. She would have to be patient and use her time in other ways, which wasn’t easy considering they were stuck in the middle of nowhere.
The police hadn’t been much help either. She appreciated them trying, but the more they tried, the more they seemed to get in the way. They still had found no sign of Andrew Shaw. Olivia wished that she had more power in the situation, but she wasn’t even supposed to be there. This was all one big fluke, and she was starting to wish she hadn’t got involved in the first place.
But that wasn’t her, and it never would be. She ran a hand through her hair and took a deep breath. She couldn’t help but get lost in it all. She couldn’t help chasing the leads as far as they would take her. She was never going to let a case go halfway through, especially not without justice. She had to accept that about herself.
“Olivia?”
Olivia glanced up. She was sitting at the small table in the queen suite, surrounded by coffee cups and notes. Brock was looking at her with sadness in his eyes, but it wasn’t a selfish sadness. He pitied the way work impacted her—the way it consumed her entire life. He didn’t understand how easy it was to marry herself to the job, to use it as an escape from the real world. Worse of all, he didn’t understand why she would want to do that to herself. But now, he extended his hand for her to take.
“Why don’t we take a walk?” he asked. “You could use some fresh air.”
“I’m fine.”
“Olivia, I know you. You’ve got that look in your eyes when you’ve drank too much coffee and you’ve hit a brick wall. You’re not going to get anything done when you’re like this. Let’s go and explore a bit. The snow has cleared enough for a walk now. Besides, you’ve told me a million times before that walking helps to get your thoughts flowing.”
Olivia groaned. “I knew you’d use that against me one day. Alright, I suppose you’re right. We can take a walk. But just for an hour.”
“Whatever you say. I’m just glad I could convince you to step out,” Brock said, already grabbing Olivia’s coat and helping her into it. “Let’s wrap up—it’s freezing out there.”
They set out wearing scarves and gloves, bundled up beneath their coats. They headed downhill to the forest where they had hiked only a few days before, but the terrain was a lot easier to cross this time, despite the icy ground. They didn’t speak much, but Olivia could tell that Brock had something on his mind. The cold pinched her cheeks and made them feel simultaneously hot and cold at the same time, a burning sensation overtaking her face. She hoped it wouldn’t be perceived as a blush when she said what she wanted to say.
“Brock?”
“Hmm?”
“What are you thinking about?”
Brock sighed, rubbing his hands together. “What I’m always thinking about.” He gave her a sly smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You, of course.”
“But not in a good way?”
Brock tutted. “Don’t say it like that. I just worry about you sometimes.”
“Why?”
“I think you know why.”
“I just want you to say it out loud. To explain it to me. We have to talk this through at some point.”
“But now? Really? With so much else going on?”
“You can’t seem to get it off your mind. I know it’s bothering you. Come on… I want to hear your thoughts.”
Brock rubbed his face, not looking at her. She sensed his discomfort, but she wanted to know what he was thinking. She wanted to get everything out in the open instead of skirting around the issue. When it came to relationship matters, she always viewed them like a case. She needed to gather the facts in order to solve the issue. Now was no different. 
“The thing is… I’ve never lived life the way you have. Sure, I’ve had family issues… I mean, you met my grandfather. And you know I lost my parents. I’m not saying that my life has been smooth sailing in any way. But the things you’ve done, the things you’ve been through… I know how deeply they affect you. And I know that’s why you’re so close to your work. Because you like to solve problems and make a difference. Somehow, a murder case is simpler than what’s going on in your life. I get it—I really do. But sometimes… sometimes I wonder whether I can ever really bring you back to the real world. I want to… but I wonder if it’s possible. Maybe you’re too far gone into this state of mind. I want to pull you back, Olivia. But only if you’re willing.”
Olivia said nothing for a moment as she continued down the slope. She didn’t like the idea that Brock saw her as someone who needed to be rescued. She was no damsel in distress. How many times had she saved herself, saved him, saved countless others? She had problems, yes, but she worked through them. Maybe not in the healthiest way, but no one else had the right to judge her, the way she saw it. She knew Brock wasn’t trying to be rude or unhelpful, but his comment stung just a little.
She had to see it through his eyes, though. The woman he loved had been suffering for as long as he’d known her. She tried hard not to let her past swallow up her future, but it was a part of her, and it had weaved her personality into something new. Sometimes, the things a person went through couldn’t simply be forgotten or discarded. And she needed him to understand that this wasn’t just about the memories she held. It was about what was in her heart.
“Brock… I know it must be hard for you… seeing the way I am,” she said carefully. “I know that I’m difficult sometimes… I know I can be a lot. But even though I get stronger every day, I still have vulnerabilities. And that’s okay. There’s not a single person on this planet that doesn’t have a weakness of some sort. So, yes, maybe I hide behind my work. Sometimes I can’t let a job go until it’s done. Sometimes, I struggle to stay present in my own life. But this is my healing process. It’s like you said… you haven’t been through the same things as me. Not many people have, and I wouldn’t wish this life on anyone. When my sister died, my entire world imploded. And then my mom disappeared, and I had to find a way to cope. This was the only way I could find to keep myself on the right path. I know it’s frustrating to watch. I know it puts distance between us and affects our relationship… and I am trying, Brock. I’m trying to change. But it’s going to take some time. It won’t happen overnight.”
“I know,” Brock said gently. “I know that.”
“I promise I’m trying. I want to go back to the way I used to be so badly. I think you’d like that version of me even more. But this case… I think it’s bothering me more than usual. And it’s taken me a while to put my finger on why… but I think I know now.”
Brock’s expression softened. “What is it?”
Olivia swallowed. “When the police were investigating the circumstances of my sister’s death, they didn’t get anywhere with it. They said it was an accident. Paxton was the only one who was convinced that there was foul play. And even I thought, for a long time, that he was just… going crazy. He was allowing his grief to see things that weren’t there, to convince himself that something had gone wrong. But I trusted the initial findings, at first. I thought that she really did crash on a patch of black ice. He quit the police force and carried out his own investigation, and the whole time, I thought he was just in denial. I was too busy burying my head in the sand to listen to him.”
She took a deep, rattling breath. “So, when I found out the truth, and I looked into everything… it made me realize that the answers had been right there all along. I could have seen it. I could have helped him investigate and somehow gotten justice for Veronica way sooner. But I didn’t. I didn’t push. I didn’t involve myself in the investigation… I didn’t even look. It was too hard for me to look. And then it got forgotten about. I remembered, but the rest of the world moved on and forgot about her. It’s like watching the news… you hear something terrible that’s happening on the other side of the world, but you carry on your day like it’s not any of your concern. We’re all guilty of it. But when you’re close to that moment, to that pain, to that awful thing that happened… you never forget. The pain eases, but it lives inside you and takes up space. It makes room for feelings you didn’t know you had space for, and it eats you up from the inside. All these years, it’s eaten away at me… because if only I had looked, if only I had pushed for answers, maybe it would have ended differently. I know it wouldn’t have brought her back. But it would have given me answers. Real answers. I know the police on this case are trying, but they’re not equipped to handle this, and that’s why I feel like I have to insert myself. It’s not just for the families of the victims. It’s not just because I want answers. I think… I think this feeds me. I think this is the only way I can keep going for now.”
“Oh, Olivia…”
“I don’t want you to pity me. I don’t need that. I just hope you understand me a bit better now. I promise that I’m not trying to get lost in these feelings. I know some people cling to their grief because it feels scary to let it go… but I keep it with me because it’s always going to be a part of me. She didn’t die peacefully in her sleep. Someone chose to end her life. And it devastates me all the time.”
“Of course, it does,” Brock said, slipping his hand into hers. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been—”
“No, it’s okay,” she cut him off. “You have. You’ve always been here for me, ever since I’ve known you. I know it’s not easy to watch someone you care about sink into bad habits. And I swear, I’m trying to change. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to let this go… but I want you to know, I want to find a way out of this. I might need your help with that. I don’t want to fall into a pit I can’t get out of. It may take some time, but I’ll make my way out of this. I just need you to be patient with me.”
“Olivia… take as much time as you need. You don’t need to prove to me that you’re strong. I know you are. Anyone who thinks otherwise doesn’t know you at all. You’ve been to hell and back and then walked through the fire again. Over and over. I’m proud of you for everything you’ve made it through. And hey… maybe you can teach me to be a workaholic. My work ethic could use a little sprucing up.”
Olivia laughed. “Oh, no, I don’t think the world is ready for two of us. We’d put the rest of the FBI out of work if we both never stopped working.”
Brock grinned. “I don’t think that would be so bad. Just you and me, fighting crime forever.”
Olivia squeezed her his hand. She suddenly felt so grateful for him. He was trying so hard to understand her, to support her, and be at her side whenever she needed him. But the best thing about it was that she didn’t need him. She simply wanted him. And that was the best thing she could imagine in her partner, both at work and in her love life. Brock may not know it himself, but he was the closest thing to perfection she was ever going to find.
“I’m so lucky,” Olivia whispered, “to have you.”
Brock smiled gently. “Hey. That’s my line.”
“Too bad. I’ve stolen it now.”
Brock nudged her shoulder gently, and she found herself grinning. She felt lighter after their talk, less weighed down by it all. Her life was no picnic, and she’d accepted that long ago. But at least now, she had something worth fighting through it. Something incredible and irreplaceable. Brock was everything and more to her, and she had no intention of letting him go. 
They continued walking in companionable silence, and Olivia forgot for a moment that they were in the middle of a case, that they had so much work left to do and a killer to find. She felt good with the fresh air filling her nose and her hands turning numb under her gloves. It made her feel alive.
But something in the distance made that feeling fade away like melting snow. The air was thick with mist, but the flash of red just barely poking out of the white snow stopped her in her tracks. Her heart was ice now, frozen in anxiety. She stopped in her tracks and looked at Brock.
“Is that—”
“I think so,” he murmured. “We need to get closer to be sure.”
They sped up, dropping each other’s hands so they could jog through the forest. Olivia’s heart was thudding in her ears. She didn’t know if she wanted to be right about what she’d seen, but she feared that she was. 
The clue came into view slowly and then all at once, the fog dissipating enough to reveal what they’d been looking for. They could only see a few inches poking out, but they set to work brushing off the thick, heavy layer of snow that totally obscured it.
The car had obviously been there since before the storm. It was deep enough in the forest that Olivia knew that it was likely not visible from the road, even if it hadn’t been buried. It was still recognizable as the car they’d seen leave the Misty Pine Ski Lodge on the video footage, but the hood was now smushed up against a tree, crumpled as easily as a soda can. Behind the wheel of the car, slumped over it, was the body of a man they’d been searching for for days.
“My God…” Olivia breathed, stepping a little closer. She could see Andrew Shaw’s outline through the fogged-up window. His eyes were still open, motionless in terror. 
“No blood, but lots of vomit,” she observed immediately. “He must have been dead before the car hit the tree.”
“Looks like he’s not our killer,” Brock confirmed. “Even if he somehow killed his wife, there’s no chance he was alive when Brenda was poisoned. And look at him now. He might have taken a dose of the death angel himself.”
“Yes,” Olivia breathed. “This wasn’t him. Someone else killed those women.” Her thoughts drifted back to their interview with the chef at the lodge. “And I’m mounting in suspicion of one man…”





The police were called to come and collect the body of Andrew Shaw, and upon returning to the lodge, Olivia felt her nerves overtaking her. They were now dealing with what seemed to be a serial killer. Three people were dead, all killed with the same rare poison. That wasn’t something that happened by accident, and this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment kill. The poison would have to be acquired from overseas and smuggled in, so the killer clearly had premeditated this from the beginning. There was no chance that the deaths weren’t related, but now that their primary suspect was found to be a victim, nothing was adding up. A vital piece of information was evading Olivia, and she was determined to chase it down until she found it.
Another evening passed without any news. Olivia went to bed knowing that they were due to head home to Belle Grove, but the hotel staff hadn’t said a thing about them extending their stay; and with the Christmas holidays incoming, Olivia and Brock wouldn’t mind staying a little longer. The idea of a vacation seemed very far away, as though she had dreamed the day that she and Brock spent on the slopes and in the now-abandoned hot tub. But she knew she had to stay and see the case through. Three people were dead, and she wasn’t going home until she found out why.
As she fell asleep, she dreamed of Harrison’s outburst in the bar. But in the dream, he didn’t just storm away. He grabbed her by the throat and forced her mouth open, stuffing pills into her mouth until she choked on them… she could almost feel each of them going down her throat…
She woke with a start, her heart pounding, and for a moment, she felt sure that she had stared into the eyes of a killer. He was their only true suspect now, the one person who was connected to the deaths of the two young women. But what about Andrew? What reason did Harrison have to want him dead? Perhaps he had simply been collateral damage in killing Regina. If there had been multiple pills, he easily could’ve taken one without knowing what it was before winding up dead in the forest. He likely had a severe reaction, lost control of his car, veered off the road, and crashed. It made sense when she thought of it that way. 
And yet, something still didn’t feel right to Olivia. She needed something more solid to build a case on. 
When she woke in the morning, it was to a phone call. It was Chris Littlewood from the Ash Creek PD. Olivia checked her watch and saw that it was nearing eight am. A late start for her. She picked up the phone.
“Bad news, Agent Knight,” he started. “We just got a call a few minutes ago.”
Olivia sat up straighter, already pulling her hair into a ponytail. She had the feeling she was going to need to make a quick exit from the hotel room. “What’s going on?”
“Another death connected to the lodge,” he said. “One of the employees was found dead in the employee apartment village this morning.”
Olivia’s heart leaped into her throat. If he was calling her, this wasn’t some accident. “Another poisoning? Same MO?”
“According to the call, no. Not that we know of, at least. The woman in question was… well, she was stabbed to death.”
Olivia closed her eyes. That wasn’t what she was expecting to hear, and it wasn’t something she wanted to hear. “I see. That’s terrible.”
“We’re on our way back up to the lodge as we speak. I was hoping that you might come down and take a look with us. The victim is Fiona Sutton—the ski instructor who guided us on our hike the other day.”
Now that caught Olivia’s attention. That could certainly be significant. At first, she had been wondering if the killing might just be an opportunistic second killer, but this felt like it had to be connected. Why were the staff at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge suddenly dropping like flies? Olivia glanced over at Brock and saw that he was awake, listening. She nodded to him, and they both got out of bed simultaneously, ready to spring into action.
“We’ll meet you there.”
“Much appreciated,” Littlewood said. “We’ll be on the scene shortly as well.”
Olivia quickly dressed and pulled on her coat. Two possibilities flickered through her mind, neither of them good. Either the killer was the same as the one who’d taken the lives of Regina, Andrew, and Brenda, or they had a second killer somewhere in the vicinity. Some might consider it a bad coincidence, but somehow, Olivia didn’t think so. It was more likely that the killer was getting sloppy. Fiona was another employee of the lodge, another young woman in her early thirties. If Andrew’s death was accidental or collateral, then they were looking at a pattern, even if the mode of killing wasn’t the same. Still, it was a big leap from poison to a stabbing. One method was hands-off, and the other very much hands-on. If it was the same killer, then they were becoming manic. That might make them easier to find, but it might also make them more dangerous. Much more dangerous. 
Brock was quick to get ready; he was still shrugging on his coat as they darted down the hallway. They didn’t stop to speak to any of the staff as they hurtled out of the hotel and to the snowmobile. Brock drove as fast as the slippery road would allow him down to the village. It seemed he was as determined to know what was going on as Olivia was.
Three police officers were already standing outside when they arrived at the apartment. Littlewood was standing on the lawn, talking to a distraught man who was holding a child close to his chest, her legs wrapped around him like a baby monkey. Olivia suspected they must be Fiona’s family.
Olivia jumped off the snowmobile and walked straight over to Littlewood. He looked relieved that she’d arrived, and he took a slight step away from the grieving man.
“These are Agents Olivia Knight and Brock Tanner from the FBI,” Littlewood told him. “They’ve been helping us investigate the other recent deaths connected to the lodge. They might be able to help you further.”
“Hello,” Olivia said gently. “What’s your name?”
“Pete. Pete Geller,” the man sniffed, his eyes ringed red from crying. His shoulders sagged forward as though it was an effort to keep himself upright. “I’m Fiona’s ex-husband.”
“Ex-husband?” Olivia said with a raised eyebrow. Pete nodded.
“Yes. This is our daughter, Clare. We… we share custody. I was dropping her off for the weekend, but Fiona wasn’t answering the door. I have a spare key, so I figured I’d let ourselves in to get out of the cold… and we found her. In the kitchen.”
Olivia nodded sympathetically. There was little chance that he was lying if the child had been there with him when he arrived at the house. It was a lie he just wouldn’t get away with. And why else would he take her inside if he knew his ex-wife was lying dead in a pool of blood? No father would traumatize their child that way deliberately. No sane one at least. 
“I’m so sorry that happened to you. Would you be able to tell me what time this was, please?”
“I… I think it was a quarter to eight. I’m always a bit early… I figured Fiona might still be in bed and that’s why she wasn’t answering the door… oh God, Fiona…”
Clare was sobbing into her father’s neck now, and Olivia felt terrible. She didn’t want to have to stand there and ask these people questions about Fiona’s death. Especially not with the child present. But as far as she was aware, they might be the only witnesses she could speak to. She needed their testimony. 
“Do you live close by, Pete?”
“Y-yes. Just on the other side of the village. I’m the groundskeeper here. That’s how I met Fiona,” Pete said, his voice shaking. “We divorced last year, but it was amicable. We both just wanted different things.”
“Any custody disputes?” Brock asked.
Pete sniffed and shook his head. “Our daughter hops back and forth easily… we wouldn’t do it this way if it bothered her.”
“When did you last see Fiona?” Olivia asked gently.
“Fiona took Clare out to the park last-minute yesterday, so I saw her when she dropped her back at my house. I wanted one last night with Clare before she spent Christmas with her mom. I said that I’d bring her by early today. She was fine then… to think… it was only ten hours ago when we spoke. And now…”
He began to sob violently, and Olivia knew she wouldn’t get any substantial information out of him. He had told his side of the story, and the rest would come out. She had to let him go to grieve. She patted his arm solemnly.
“Officer Littlewood will take you both home. I’m so sorry for your loss. I’ll do everything in my power to find out who did this to Fiona. I swear.”
Olivia found she couldn’t watch as they walked away, the two of them sobbing uncontrollably. After her conversation with Brock the day before, it still felt raw to see someone so fresh in their grief. It made her want to run away from it all for a while just to catch her breath, to ground herself. But the best way to help them was to get them answers. She knew that better than anyone, and that’s what propelled her toward the darkened house to join the police inside.
Olivia moved slowly through the rooms until she reached the kitchen at the back of the apartment. She saw the blood before she even saw the body. It had pooled under the breakfast table and onto the kitchen tiles. There were bloody footprints leading out to the front of the house. Olivia had no doubt they belonged to Pete as he fled the scene. That poor family, Olivia thought solemnly.
She rounded the table to get a better look at the body. Fiona was face down on the ground, covered in her own blood. There was a messy wound in her back, as though someone had yanked a knife from her body violently. 
Olivia frowned. This didn’t seem to fit. This didn’t make sense with what she already knew of their killer. It seemed like the killer wanted the victims to suffer, but poison was very different from stabbing a person. If they were looking at the work of the same killer, why were the crimes so drastically different? And why now? 
The terrifying thing was that this had all been done in close proximity. What had happened? Did the killer break into the house intending to poison Fiona, but ended up stabbing her instead? Or was the killer overcome by rage and frustration, determined to leave their mark in a new way? Something about the narrative was missing—she just needed to figure out what.
“My God,” Brock whispered as he appeared behind Olivia. “This is awful.”
“Poor Fiona,” Olivia breathed. She could still recall the rosy-cheeked woman leading them through the storm to go and look for evidence. Is that why she wound up dead? Because she had been helping the police? It just didn’t seem to be reason enough to kill her.
But then again, people have been killed over way less. 
“Over here!” a voice cried from outside. Olivia was immediately out the back door, ready to see what had been discovered. There were several officers in the garden, and one of them was holding up a bloodied chef’s knife with a gloved hand.
“I found it in the bushes,” she announced, holding it delicately, her hands shaking a little. There was no doubt about it. They’d found their murder weapon.
Olivia took a step closer and looked into the bushes where the knife had been found. “This was a rush job,” she murmured to herself. “The killer didn’t intend for it to happen this way, I don’t think. I think something went wrong, and they were forced to kill her with the knife instead of poison. That is, if we’re looking at the same killer… but it feels like we must be. A small town like this… there aren’t many murderers hanging around, I’d imagine.”
Olivia headed back inside the house and checked the kitchen counter. She was curious to discover that there were no knives missing from the block on the counter. So the murderer came armed just in case. Perhaps the killer wasn’t completely unprepared then. They were ready for anything, that much was clear.
Olivia wasn’t sure what to make of it all. If this was their same killer, then something had changed. Something had snapped inside them. She wondered whether they would feel different after this killing. It was one thing to know someone died because you planted a deadly pill on them… but it was quite another to stab a person to death. 
Perhaps the motive was different this time. Perhaps this was more personal. Who knew? But four people were now dead. Three of them were young women in their thirties. Did that make Andrew a fluke? Or was there a pattern she was missing?
Olivia shook her head to herself. She was more confused than ever. Her time on this case should be long over. She should be heading home. 
But how could she leave now when the case had just become even more intriguing?





The lodge was on lockdown once again. With an apartment serial killer on the loose, it didn’t seem safe to allow the guests to walk freely around, especially given that every victim so far had some kind of tie to the place. I’m never staying at a ski lodge again, Olivia thought as she walked through the corridors, checking that everyone was comfortable and safe in their rooms. She certainly hadn’t expected this when she came on vacation.
But there was no escaping the fact that something awful was going on at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge. Even though only half of their victims had died in the lodge itself, the connections were spreading like a virus into the little town below. Olivia knew she was missing some key that would bring the victims together and help her solve the mystery, but she just couldn’t place what it was.
And there was another issue: Harrison Leith wasn’t answering his phone. Olivia had tried calling him several times since they’d discovered the last body, but he wasn’t picking up. And worst of all, it seemed deliberate. He had filed for sick leave from the manager only the day before and headed home. He was looking more and more suspicious by the minute, and Olivia knew they couldn’t afford to leave him unattended.
Once she knew all the guests were safe and the police patrol was set up, she headed straight for the manager’s office. The man in charge of the whole thing, Nick Robbins, was lounging back in his desk as though there wasn’t a potential murderer loose in his lodge. Olivia knocked lightly on his door and let herself in. He offered her a smile.
“All set?” he asked. Olivia didn’t understand how the guy was so calm, but he was the least of her concerns.
“I’m going to need Harrison’s address. He’s not answering his phone, and we have every reason to be suspicious of him. I want to interview him again in person.”
Nick shrugged. “I’m not allowed to give up the personal details of my staff.”
“You are when a federal agent needs you to.”
Nick raised an eyebrow at her. “Showing off, sweetheart?”
Olivia gritted her teeth. “No. I’m explaining why I need your help.”
“Tell me this. What’s the policy on giving information to an FBI agent who isn’t even officially working a case? Hmm? Because I’m pretty sure you’re not allowed to demand any kind of information from me.”
“I can bring the police up here if you want me to. They’ll tell you the same.”
“So bring them,” Nick fired back with a cruel smile. “I think I’ll keep Harrison’s details to myself until then.”
Olivia couldn’t deny to herself that she was furious. This guy was a real piece of work. He’d been difficult with her from the start, only answering questions properly when Brock asked him. She suspected that he didn’t like seeing a woman in charge, and it was slowing the process down, which was likely his aim. He clearly wanted to have Harrison’s back. Grace had been right. The staff was close-knit—so close-knit that they might be willing to cover up for a killer.
Brock appeared several moments later behind Olivia, a little breathless. “You’re not going to believe this,” he said. “But one of the knives from the kitchen is missing. I checked just now. We might know where the murder weapon came from.”
Olivia turned back to Nick with a raised eyebrow. “Looks like I’ve got cause to get those details from you now,” Olivia said pointedly. “Give up his address. Now.”
A dark look crossed Nick’s face, but he also looked fearful. Quickly, he accessed his computer database and rattled off the address to them. Olivia noted it in her phone and then left the room without another word, Brock hot on her heels. 
“Having difficulties?” Brock asked her. She rolled her eyes, feeling irritable.
“Just uncooperative men.”
Brock barked out a laugh at that. “Is that not a little bit of a stereotype?”
Olivia shrugged. “If he wants to stereotype me, I’ll do it right back. If you hadn’t come right then, he would’ve wasted a lot of time. Time we don’t have. Let’s get down there and see if we can get him to talk. I’m done messing around with him.”
Brock drove as fast as he was able down the mountainside and into town. Unlike the other staff members, Harrison didn’t live in the small apartment complex, which struck Olivia as odd. He seemed like a big part of the community, and yet he’d isolated himself, preferring to leave the lodge every single night instead. Was the reason because he had intentions to kill off the staff and guests, one by one? He had the means, and possibly the motive. The more they learned about the case, the worse it was making Harrison look. 
Olivia tried his phone one more time, wanting to give him an opportunity to explain himself, but there was no response. So be it, she thought. We’ll just have to show up at your house and question you.
Olivia was half expecting to find that Harrison was gone and that he was already on the run, but his car was parked in front of his house, and he was sitting on the porch, smoking a cigarette. Olivia and Brock exchanged a glance. He’d seen better days, certainly. There were dark rings under his eyes, and his hair was unkempt. His skin was deathly pale, and as he stared out into the distance, he didn’t seem to hear their car approach. There was a tremor in the hand that held his cigarette, and he missed his lips several times as he went to take a drag.
“Well, he’s taken a turn since we last saw him,” Brock remarked. “Maybe he is all broken up about this after all.”
“Or he’s guilty.”
“You think he’d be sitting on his porch smoking if he thought the police were after him?”
“Look at him. He’s a broken man. Maybe he’s feeling remorse for what he’s done. Maybe he wants us to find him here.”
Olivia didn’t wait around to hear Brock’s response. She got out of the car and walked up to the porch. Harrison looked up blankly as she approached and then scoffed to himself, took a drag of his cigarette and looked away. 
“You again.”
“Yes, me,” Olivia replied curtly. “But you knew that anyway, considering you’ve been ignoring all of my calls.”
“I haven’t been ignoring your calls. I threw my phone away.”
“You expect me to believe that?”
Harrison looked up with fire in his eyes. “Yes, I do, actually. Everyone wants to talk about what’s going on. About the rumors about me. About Brenda. Why I’ve taken time off work. It all got to be too much. I took sick leave to mourn and get away from everyone. So I threw my phone away so I wouldn’t have to deal with all this.”
“Convenient,” Olivia said, not letting up for even a second. She didn’t want him to think he’d gotten away with anything. “It’s also convenient how every finger seems to point to you. You had motives to kill at least two of our victims. You had the means to poison them too. And now, all of a sudden, one of your kitchen knives is missing, and we found one suspiciously similar right outside the home of your co-worker.”
Harrison’s head snapped up. “What are you talking about? My knives are missing?”
“You know what I’m talking about.”
“No, I don’t. Which co-worker? I don’t even live near any of them. They’re in the employee lodging area. Why would one of them steal my knives?”
Olivia narrowed her eyes at Harrison. He was certainly heated up by the conversation, but he did seem genuinely confused about what she was talking about. Either he was a brilliant actor, or there was something he was missing.
“Your co-worker, Fiona Sutton, was found dead this morning in her kitchen. She had a knife wound in her back, and a bloody knife was found in her garden. And coincidentally, one of the knives has been taken from your kitchen, and your set seems to match the one we found. How would you explain that?”
Harrison stood up and stamped out his cigarette, fury evident on his face. “This is ridiculous! It’s obvious someone is trying to frame me!”
“And what’s obvious about that?”
“Because I didn’t do it! I didn’t even know about Fiona until now! You think I want this? My friends keep dying around me! This… this is awful!”
“Yes, it is. But you’re the one who keeps running and hiding, Harrison. That’s why we’re here. We have to know why that is.”
“Because I’m miserable!” Harrison cried out. “The woman I love is dead! And I can’t get a moment of damn peace to grieve for her because you keep sticking your nose in! I just want to be left alone!”
“Then tell us the truth,” Brock said quietly from behind Olivia. “Tell us what’s going on. You’re hiding something, Harrison. You said you’ve been framed. Who would want to do that to you?”
“The person who is killing all my friends, that’s who!” Harrison snarled. “Who knows who might be next? Maybe it’ll be me. Then you’ll be sorry that you wasted your time pointing fingers at me.”
“One of your knives was used as a murder weapon. You have a negative history with a number of our victims. And in the midst of all this, you’ve run away to hide. I’m telling you now, Harrison, you look guilty,” Olivia said, her voice flat in her honesty. “Give us a reason to believe we’re wrong. Give us anything, and we’ll let you go.”
Harrison shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve got nothing to say to you. I’ve already told you how much I cared about Brenda… she dumped me because I wasn’t good enough for her. Wasn’t ready to start a family, wasn’t ready to commit. That’s all there is to it. And I let her go because I know she deserves better. I would never lay a finger on her.”
“So who would? Who do you want us to pin the blame on?”
“I don’t care at this point,” Harrison said, throwing his hands in the air and sinking back onto the bench outside his home. “Go on, arrest me. You’ll see when the bodies keep piling up that I had nothing to do with it. But you can’t anyway, can you? You don’t have the evidence to pin it on me. I wasn’t running away from you. I’ve got no reason to run. That’s one of the things about being innocent. You don’t spend your whole time living like you’ve got a guilty conscience. You just try to go on with life. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve finished my cigarette. I think I’ll go inside and be miserable away from you.” 
With that Harrison stood up once again and disappeared inside his house, slamming the door behind him. Brock let out a puff of air.
“Boy, does that man know how to make a scene.”
Olivia shook her head. “He wouldn’t have spoken to us anyway. He’s too aggressive to have an ordinary conversation. I wanted him riled up. I wanted something to slip out. But he’s going to make us work for this. He’s right. We need evidence. And if he’s the killer, he’s confident that we won’t find it for some reason.”
“But we will,” Brock said with a smile.
“Yes,” Olivia said, turning to walk back to the car. “We always do. If he’s hiding something from us, we’ll figure out what it is.”





The mood was tense when Olivia and Brock arrived back at the lodge. It was obvious to Olivia that everyone was worried. The officers still milling around were quiet, stoic, and completely exhausted. The staff was nervous, too, and Olivia was starting to wonder whether they should be sent home. But she knew that any one of them could be their killer, and she wanted them where she could keep an eye on them. Besides, they were likely safer here than in their homes. Fiona had been the one to prove that.
The meeting with Harrison had shaken Olivia a little. She still couldn’t figure him out. On the surface, he seemed like an ideal candidate for their killer. His anger issues were so obvious there was no way he could hide them, and he had more motives than anyone else they’d spoken to. But at the same time, he was so fiercely defensive of himself. She thought of some of the things he’d said to her. Go on, arrest me. You’ll see when the bodies keep piling up that I had nothing to do with it. The comment made Olivia want to shudder. Was he telling them the truth? Or was he just good at putting on a show when he needed to?
It didn’t matter. They needed more evidence if they wanted to arrest him. And that meant examining the murder weapon, looking for other ways to pin the crime on Harrison, and doing some deeper digging. It was late afternoon now, and Olivia was ready for a coffee, but instead, she headed upstairs to speak with Nick again. She had a feeling that he could still be useful to them. And this time, she had Brock to fight in her corner against him. 
Once again, Nick was slouching at his computer when Olivia entered the room without knocking. She was done being polite to him. He glared up at her as she burst in uninvited.
“It’s rude to just barge into somebody’s office.”
“Yeah, because you’ve been so polite to Olivia,” Brock said snappily. “Get over it—we have several murder cases to solve. And we need you to help us.”
“Me?” Nick blinked. “Why do you need me?”
“Because you have access to the security cameras,” Olivia said. 
Nick sighed. “I already turned over all the tapes to the police.”
“Yes, from the days of the murders,” Olivia acknowledged. “But we want to look deeper. We want to see if there’s anything caught on camera that might help to connect the dots. We’ll need to look at every day, starting with the day that Regina checked in at the hotel, and up to today. Those are the dates when all the victims would’ve been present. And then, we want to look at your complaints records.”
“Why would you want to do that?” Nick asked.
“Because there might be something in them that we’re missing. They’re essentially eyewitness reports about your staff. We might have missed something crucial, like Harrison having a run-in with one of your guests, or a squabble between your staff members.”
“Harrison isn’t responsible for this,” Nick said through gritted teeth. “Believe me. I know that man, and he wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Well, I guess we’ll just take your word for it,” Olivia said sarcastically. “Even though he was in a relationship with Brenda, he was seen having an argument with Regina, and he works with Fiona. Not to mention that one of his knives appears to have been used to kill our latest victim.”
Nick’s mouth gaped. “He… he was in a relationship with Brenda?”
Brock scoffed. “That’s your takeaway from that? Not the knife thing?”
“Looks like you don’t know Harrison as well as you think you do,” Olivia said pointedly. “Now, are you going to help us do our jobs? If you’re so sure Harrison is innocent, then help us prove it. Every second we waste, our killer is out there, probably waiting to strike again. And who knows? Maybe you’ll be next.”
Nick had turned a little pale during the last minute of their conversation. He rose shakily from his seat. “Fine. I’ll do what I can to help you. But there’s a lot of footage to go through. How are we going to know what’s worth looking at?”
“We’re not,” Olivia said, “until we watch it. We can group some footage together, watch it on a split screen. It’ll soon become clear when there’s something of interest worth watching.”
“How long is this going to take?”
“As long as it takes,” Brock said. “Maybe you should make us some coffee, Nick. We’re probably going to be here a while.”
Olivia and Brock took command of the computer system while Nick headed off to make coffee, his tail between his legs. When he returned, he handed out the coffee and then hovered behind Olivia and Brock, fidgeting as they reviewed the footage. Olivia sipped her coffee, trying to stay alert as she watched hours’ worth of ordinary lives passing by on camera. They were working backward from the most recent footage, which even the police hadn’t watched yet. It was from the evening before, when Fiona had last been seen alive. 
“I don’t know what you’re expecting to find,” Nick muttered. “Harrison wasn’t even here for the majority of that day…”
“Regardless, we need to watch it,” Olivia said. “We might find something interesting—something unexpected.”
They kept watching for over an hour before something happened that made Olivia’s heart jump in her chest. She watched as the cameras all suddenly blacked out, cutting the video feed all over the hotel. The cameras stayed black, even as Olivia fast-forwarded through the footage.
“What the…” Nick said. Olivia turned to glare at him.
“You didn’t notice your camera systems were down? They’ve been out for almost two days now. They never went back online.”
“I’ve been busy!”
Olivia was angry that they’d missed something so crucial because of Nick’s incompetence, but they didn’t have time to get caught up in that. She needed to look at the exact time the cameras had gone out and why. She checked into it, pondering its significance.
“The outage… it was the morning of Fiona’s death. Someone from the hotel did this deliberately. It can’t be a coincidence.”
“But how? No one has access to these offices except me,” Nick protested. “This is my private space.”
“I don’t think a killer cares much about your privacy, Nick. Are you sure there aren’t other copies of your keys?”
“Well, of course there are! The cleaning staff has keys for the entire hotel. But there’s also a spare copy in reception…”
“And reception has been on a rotation since Brenda was killed,” Olivia pointed out. “All anybody would have to do would be to sneak behind the desk and grab the key. So long as they knew where to find it.”
“Unless none of that was necessary,” Brock added with an accusing look in Nick’s direction. “You do spend a lot of time in this office. Maybe you agreed to cut the cameras for a while for your buddy Harrison?”
Nick glared back at Brock. “Absolutely not. I’ve barely spoken to him since you guys came in and started pointing fingers. He’s my friend, but he’s also a social pariah right now. I have no interest in getting involved in all of that.”
Olivia resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Of course a man like Nick was more interested in self-preservation. He was far too selfish to put himself on the line for someone, even a friend. She didn’t think Nick would intentionally help Harrison if he was in fact the killer. Still, they could never be sure until they had gathered more evidence.
“Well, whoever was responsible didn’t want us seeing what they were up to around the hotel,” Olivia said. “But it was very early in the morning that the footage cut out. Someone was wandering around during the wee hours. But they also must’ve known the camera systems well enough to avoid being picked up by them. We didn’t see a soul in the hours before on the feed.” 
“They’re smart, whoever it is,” Brock agreed. “And they know the hotel well. We’re definitely looking for a staff member at this point. Either that or a very regular guest here.”
“Still seems like Harrison fits the bill,” Olivia said. She turned to Nick. “What can you tell us about his relationship with Fiona? I’m guessing their paths didn’t cross all that often, given that he worked in the kitchens and she was out on the slopes. But was there any bad blood between them? And no generic answers. Tell us the truth.”
Nick fumbled for words. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never seen them together, really. Maybe they interacted at work parties sometimes, but I wouldn’t say they were friends or anything. But there was no bad blood between them! This whole company is like one big family… sure, they were more like distant cousins, but they still cared for each other!”
Olivia wrinkled her nose. It didn’t sit right with her, the insistence on calling colleagues family. She had no idea if it were true or not, but she guessed it must be, considering that they all seemed to have each other’s backs. It was a good thing they had the camera feeds to sort the truth from the lies these people were weaving for one another.
“So you don’t think Harrison would have any reason to want Fiona dead?”
Nick scoffed. “Of course not! Look, he’s not a killer. I’ve known him for years. Sure, he’s got a temper, but he’s never stepped a toe out of line. He would never hurt anyone.”
“Forgive us if we don’t just take your word for it,” Brock said. “Someone in this hotel did this. Someone cut the cameras and then went to Fiona’s house with one of Harrison’s knives to kill her. If it wasn’t him, it was one of your other staff members. So maybe hold back on what you think and only tell us what you know for certain, okay?”
Nick mumbled something under his breath but nodded solemnly. Olivia turned back to the computer and began to rewind the footage.
“We’re going to have to go back farther. I think maybe there’s something we missed. I want to see some footage of Brenda. If she and Harrison broke up just a few weeks before her death, then we’re likely to see tension between them if they cross paths, right?”
“Let’s hope so,” Brock said. “But if Harrison is our killer, he’s probably smart enough to avoid the cameras. That’s what he did by cutting them out, right?”
The next few hours were soon consumed by video footage. Olivia stared at the screen until her eyes hurt, a headache forming as she waited to see something notable. She wasn’t even sure what she was looking for. Even though they were trying to focus on Harrison, she knew they had to keep their eyes open for anything and everything that was the least bit suspicious. Time was ticking by too fast, and they had a killer on the loose. If they didn’t find anything in the footage, they’d be back to square one.
But then Olivia spotted something. They were watching footage five days before Brenda’s death: Olivia saw Harrison approaching Brenda at the reception desk. The timestamp put the time as 6 p.m. It looked like she was about to head home. 
“Watch,” Olivia said to Brock, pointing at the two of them. In the footage, there was no sound, but the tension between them was palpable. Harrison was towering over Brenda, talking to her with the muscles in his body tight and his expression angry. Olivia couldn’t tear her eyes away as Brenda responded to him, her face torn between fear and upset. 
“She looks… she looks scared,” Nick said quietly. Olivia ignored him and continued to watch. Brenda was starting to retreat away from Harrison, clearly telling him that she wanted to go home. 
And then Olivia watched as Harrison grabbed her arm.
She held her breath. She watched as Brenda’s body was yanked back toward Harrison, and she looked up at him with fear in her eyes. Olivia felt a flush of anger run through her body. No one deserved to be grabbed that way by someone who was supposed to love and care for them. Olivia watched as Harrison spoke to Brenda and knew that there was a good reason Brenda had chosen not to be with him. He was violent, he was unhinged, and he was definitely not a good person.
But was he the killer?
“This isn’t a good look for him,” Brock murmured, echoing Olivia’s thoughts. “But it’s not enough evidence, right?”
“It’s definitely not enough. But it’s something,” Olivia said. “This is evidence of his aggression. But we need hard evidence. And we still need to find some way to connect him to Fiona. That’s the one piece that doesn’t seem to make sense yet.”
“Then I guess it’s back to the drawing board,” Brock said with a sigh. 
Behind them, Nick was staring at the screen in utter shock, clearly shaken by what he had seen. Olivia felt a little sympathetic for him. All this time, he’d been trying to tell them that he knew best, when really, it seemed as though he didn’t know his friend at all. Olivia wanted to offer him some words of comfort, but what could she say that would make things better? That his friend might be a bad person, but at least they hadn’t proved he was a killer yet? There was nothing that could make this any better, and she didn’t want to try.
The video tapes went on and on. Olivia paused every now and then, trying to see things from new angles, trying to see if there was anything suspicious happening, but it was another half-hour before she found anything again. This time, it was Brock who pointed it out to her.
“Is that Fiona going into the kitchens?”
Olivia glanced at the top corner of the screen where the exterior of the kitchen was on camera. She looked just in time to see a woman glancing over her shoulder before opening the door and sneaking inside. It was undoubtedly her, and Olivia’s heart skipped several beats.
“We know Harrison is very protective of his kitchen,” Olivia said quietly. “What is she doing in there?”
“He would be furious if he knew she was there,” Nick said, his voice trembling a little. “And without a hairnet… she definitely didn’t have permission to be there…”
The footage continued, and they watched Fiona exit the kitchen, this time with a bag clutched under her shoulder that was stuffed to bursting.
“What is that?” Olivia asked. “Is there storage or anything in the kitchen?”
“No,” Nick replied. He squinted closer to the screen, trying to figure out what was in Fiona’s bag. “Wait—what’s the date of this footage?”
“Four days ago,” Olivia told him.
A light seemed to go on in Nick’s head at that. “That’s the day he complained that someone had stolen some of his ingredients,” Nick said. “I told Harrison nobody was stealing—he was likely just noticing because we had a few days of being snowed in. He insisted that somebody had come in though… and I just didn’t believe him.”
“That clearly looks like food,” Brock offered, his eyes close to the screen. “Quite a bit of it, too, by the looks of it.”
“So, Fiona snuck into the kitchen and stole food,” Olivia mused. “But why?”
“Who knows? But now we have a motive for her death. A weak one, maybe, but a motive all the same,” Brock said. “Maybe he blew up at her when she went in there. She laughed it off, thinking it was no big deal, and that would’ve made him angrier. I can just picture it now. He would be shaking with rage.”
“And then he decided to get his ingredients back… but something went wrong,” Olivia theorized. “He wanted to use poison again, but maybe she found him trying to put it in her pills or something. There’s still some things we don’t know, but this—this feels like a solid lead. We’re going to be able to get a warrant to search his house, at least. And his car.”
“I’ll keep searching the tapes with Nick. You go and make some calls. Let’s get this thing moving,” Brock said with a decisive nod. Olivia was on her feet in an instant. She was ready to finally shut this thing down. If they were quick enough, maybe nobody else needed to die. Maybe they could stop Harrison from hurting anyone else.
Olivia left Nick’s office and headed down the hallway. She felt wound up tight, and she was ready for everything to just unravel. She was so caught up in her thoughts that she barely registered colliding with a cleaning cart that was stationary in the hallway. She took several steps back, blinking to herself. Moments later, Grace emerged from the bedroom she’d been cleaning, clearly confused by the commotion. 
“Oh! Agent Knight! Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. And, um, Olivia is fine,” Olivia said with a tight smile. “I’m sorry to startle you—I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”
Grace’s expression was soft. “Don’t worry. You didn’t scare me. You must be exhausted… you have so much on your plate.”
Olivia nodded and was about to walk off when Grace stepped out and put a gentle hand on her arm. “How are you doing? I… I was so sorry to hear about Fiona. I didn’t know her well… but she had the most beautiful little girl. So sad for her to lose her mother.”
“Yes, it’s very sad,” Olivia agreed. “But I feel we’re getting closer to the truth every day.”
“That’s good to hear. Justice needs to be served,” Grace said, bowing her head. “I just can’t stop thinking of Fiona’s daughter… she won’t grow up with the mother she deserved now. Every girl deserves the right mother.”
“It’s true,” Olivia said solemnly. “I’m sure her father will take good care of her. He seems like a nice man. I… I have to go and make a call. I’m sorry to rush away.”
“Oh no, please! I’m sorry to keep you. Take care of yourself, Olivia. Don’t run yourself ragged.”
Olivia offered Grace a quick smile before continuing down the hall and fishing her phone from her pocket. As soon as she had the warrant, she knew she would be able to wrap the case up with a neat bow. After seeing the way Harrison handled Brenda in the tapes, she was chomping at the bit to put him away. A man like that shouldn’t be allowed near women like Brenda. She didn’t deserve the fate she suffered.
But Olivia would get her the justice she deserved. The others too.
He wasn’t going to get away with this. 





“You’re back already?” Harrison snapped from his porch as Olivia showed up the following morning. She had two police cars following in tow and Brock at her side. She folded her arms as the officers spilled out into Harrison’s front garden.
“We have a warrant to search your house and your car.”
“Oh yeah?” Harrison said, sinking onto the bench on his porch. “Go nuts. I have nothing to hide. If you want to go root through my things so I can finally get some peace, then so be it.”
“Wonderful,” Olivia said with a pleasant smile. “Then you won’t mind us starting inside your house.”
“Definitely not. Allow me to let you inside.”
He opened the door with a flourish, and Olivia pushed down the doubts inside her. She knew it was entirely possible that they wouldn’t find anything inside. If Harrison was smart, he would’ve cleaned his house from top to bottom to hide the evidence. But Harrison was also cocky and impulsive. If he didn’t think he was going to get caught, maybe he would get sloppy.
But the house didn’t look clean when Olivia stepped inside it. In fact, it had a pretty bad smell to it, like someone who hadn’t showered in a while was taking up residence there. Come to think of it, Harrison wasn’t looking his best. Maybe he wasn’t taking care of himself since Brenda’s death. Maybe all this killing is stopping him from taking care of his personal hygiene, Olivia mused to herself. She couldn’t afford to be sympathetic when she was in the house of a possible serial killer. Even if he was mourning Brenda, it might be his own fault, after all. 
Olivia turned to Brock, and he put a hand on her shoulder, guiding her into the house a little farther. “Let’s stick together,” he murmured in her ear. “If he pulls any tricks, I want you at my side.”
Olivia nodded. She wanted him beside her too. She’d almost lost Brock enough times to know that they were always safer when they had one another’s backs. The police were already opening cupboards and checking in nooks and crannies for evidence, but Olivia had one place she wanted to look first.
“Bathroom?” Brock asked, reading her mind. Olivia nodded, and the two of them headed upstairs to find it.
The bathroom was grubby and had a bad smell to it, but Olivia forced herself to step inside and check out the medicine cabinet. When she opened it, she found that it barely had anything in it. There was an old bar of soap that now looked like it wouldn’t be fit to clean anything, and there was a razor with hairs still attached to the head. There was a bottle of deodorant which Olivia rattled, but it was evidently empty. She checked the entire place for pills, but there was nothing there. 
“This place is disgusting, but I think that’s the only crime we’re going to uncover in here,” Olivia groaned, wrinkling her nose as she shut the cabinet door. “Maybe it’s too obvious a place for him to leave the pills, given that we already found them in our victim’s medicine cabinet. I guess if it were me, I’d try to hide them better.” 
“Then let’s keep looking. I don’t doubt that there’s something worth finding in this house. He might as well have a sign on his forehead that reads ‘guilty.’”
They continued to search the house together. In the bedroom, Olivia shoveled through piles of dirty clothes looking for evidence, but even after searching under Harrison’s bed and finding dirty plates among lost socks, she couldn’t find anything useful. She looked in every container in the kitchen, searching through cereal boxes and sugar pots to see if anything might be hidden in a suspicious place, but there was nothing. Harrison’s house might be a scene out of hell, but apparently not because he had something to hide.
When Olivia stepped out onto the porch for some fresh air, Harrison offered her a smug smile. He seemed far too relaxed for someone who was being investigated for murder.
“I guess you didn’t find anything?” he asked innocently. Olivia glared at him.
“You listen to me. Don’t you get all smug with me. I have a video of you on tape grabbing Brenda’s arm in a violent manner, so you’re looking worse and worse by the minute. I might not find anything in this house, but I can still file a domestic abuse case against you if I need to. So, don’t push your luck. If you’re as innocent as you say, then there’s no need to be hostile to me. I’m doing my job. Trying to solve the murder of your ex-girlfriend. So pipe down.”
The smile had slipped from Harrison’s face within a matter of moments. Olivia held out her hand to him.
“We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Hand me your car keys.”
Harrison frowned. “Why do you need to look in my car?”
“I said hand them over.”
Harrison frowned, but he seemed more confused than angry now. He fished in his pocket and brought out a set of keys for the SUV parked in front of his house. Olivia took them and walked toward the car, feeling his eyes boring into her back. It made her want to shudder. She felt so close to catching him—so close to having answers. She just needed one final piece of the puzzle to make everything fit.
Inside the car was also a mess. Cigarette butts were strewn everywhere, and dirt and mud had been tracked all over the carpets. Olivia had no idea how she was going to find anything when it was in such a state, but she was determined to try. With her gloves on, she began to carefully move things aside, looking all over the car. The passenger seat had a coat thrown over it, so she moved it aside, only to spot something that made her heart stop.
There was a small line of greenish-white powder nestled into the nooks of the chair. Olivia recognized the color. It was the same as the residue found inside the pill bottles. 
It was the same powder from the death angel pills. 
Olivia knew without testing it. It was the same. Somehow, in some way, Harrison had gotten ahold of the poison and used it. Maybe he’d even poisoned one of the victims right there in his car. 
He was the killer they were looking for.
A small beep suddenly cut into the silence, and Olivia looked down for the source of the noise. She pawed around for a bit before finally finding it: the cell phone that Harrison claimed to have thrown away.
One look at the screen confirmed it. The phone had several missed-call notifications from Olivia’s number. 
Olivia got out of the car and turned to stare at Harrison. He still didn’t seem fazed, despite the look on her face. Maybe he hadn’t realized that she had him figured out. But she knew now. They’d have to test the powder at the lab, but it would be enough to prove that he was guilty.
“What?” he asked when she stared at him a little too long. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Found your phone,” she called out, holding it up for him to see.
Harrison frowned. “What the hell? I got rid of that! How did you find it?”
“So you said,” Olivia replied. “Honestly, if you were going to lie, you should have at least tried to make it believable. Did you really think I wouldn’t check under the seat?” 
At that moment, Brock stepped out of the house, looking for her. He caught her eye, and she gave him a very subtle nod. He hauled Harrison to his feet and grabbed a pair of handcuffs from his belt, clicking them onto his hands.
“Hey, what are you doing?!” Harrison cried out. Olivia stepped toward him.
“You’re under arrest for the murders of Regina and Andrew Shaw, Brenda Lawrence, and Fiona Sutton. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in court—” 
“I don’t understand,” Harrison said, his eyes wild. “I don’t understand!” 
“Did you think we wouldn’t find evidence of what you did in the car?” Olivia said, cocking her head to the side. “All I need now is to find your fingerprints on that knife, and I’m almost certain I will. You’ve been trying to play us for fools.”
“No. I didn’t do this. I didn’t do this!”
“The evidence says otherwise. You have the means, and you have the motive. Now we have evidence to prove it. Brock, hand him over to the police. We’ll liaise with them later, but this is over. It’s time we went home.”
“Listen to me,” Harrison begged, desperation filling his voice. “Whatever you think you’ve found, you’re wrong. I didn’t do it. I would never. I know that I’ve done things I shouldn’t have in the past, but I didn’t kill those women! I didn’t kill anybody!”
“Save it for the court,” Olivia said, turning her back on him. “I don’t want to listen to any more lies.”
Harrison began shouting and swearing at her, but Olivia pretended not to hear him. She could see the evidence in his car, plain as day. Everything about what they’d discovered pointed to him. She was sure it was him.
And yet there was a nagging suspicion inside her that she was still missing something that mattered—something she couldn’t afford to miss. But she knew it wasn’t her problem to solve any longer. She’d hand the evidence over to the police and allow them to handle the rest. They would be able to take it from there, now that she’d done the bulk of the work. She hoped that whatever they figured out would be enough to put this monster behind bars for a long time.
“You’re making a mistake!” Harrison screamed at her. “You don’t know what the hell you’re doing!”
Olivia tried to shut him out, but there was some part of her that wondered if he was right. Did she have all the facts?
Or was there something still hidden about this case?





“What’s wrong?”
Olivia was staring out the window behind them. They were on their way home, and everything felt wrong. That morning they’d packed their bags and gotten ready to leave. They’d said goodbye to the members of the police and the staff that they’d come to know at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge. Then they’d gotten into the rental car and headed back on the long trip to the airport, as if nothing bad had ever happened to them on their vacation.
Olivia knew she should feel good about what they’d achieved. She knew that a bad man was behind bars. But was it the right man? It felt like she had completely skipped over something. Something crucial.
“I don’t know,” Olivia said, chewing her thumb. “I don’t know if we’ve done the right thing.”
“By putting a murderer in jail?”
“By arresting Harrison. I can’t explain it. I have this feeling that we messed up and got the wrong guy. He was shouting the whole time about being framed… and we didn’t listen to him.”
“Olivia… he’d say anything to keep himself out of prison. He’s clearly a smart man. He would’ve gotten away with it if we hadn’t been there to solve the case. But you don’t need to feel sorry for him. Think of those poor women he killed.”
“I know, I know. Except… I don’t know. I’ve got this feeling in my gut. And I always trust my gut.”
Brock sighed. “You know what? You’re right. I trust your gut too. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to find us a roadside diner, and we’re going to grab some coffee, get some food… and we’ll talk about it.”
Olivia rolled her eyes. “Of course, this is an excuse for you to get a heaping plate of hash browns.”
He laughed. “No, I’m serious. If you still feel like something’s up once we’ve talked it over, I’ll drive us right back.”
Olivia’s eyes softened. “You will?”
“Of course.”
“Even if it means we’ll miss our flight home? We’ll miss the holidays?”
“Olivia… I’d follow you anywhere. I don’t care about the holidays so much. If you need this, if you need to follow this to the end, then that’s what we’re going to do. Alright?”
Olivia smiled. “Alright.”
“Alright then.” Brock paused and flashed her a smile. “And for the record, I was thinking a short stack of pancakes, some sausage patties, bacon on the side, and two sunny-side-up eggs.”
“Even after a week spoiled by that fancy restaurant food?”
“Hey, the chef may, or may not, be a murderer. Gotta clean my palate.”
They drove another ten minutes before they found somewhere to stop, and Olivia felt like she could breathe again when she stepped out of the car. It was like the thought of going home without answers was suffocating her. As she followed Brock inside and ordered a coffee on autopilot, she allowed her mind to unravel what seemed to be the issue. Brock waited for her patiently, sipping his drink while she tried to form an explanation for her feelings.
“It seemed so obvious for it to be Harrison,” Olivia said quietly. “But the thing is… when we have these murder cases, it’s never one plus one makes two. It’s eight times three point five makes twenty-eight, divided by six makes an uneven number minus whatever takes us right back to zero.”
“Damn… that’s some quick math there, Olivia,” Brock said with a teasing smile. She rolled her eyes but smiled back.
“You get what I’m saying? It’s never as simple as it looks. And the fact that all roads led back to him doesn’t sit right with me. Sure, we have evidence in his car, and he has potential motives… but is that because someone wants us to believe he had a reason to do it? To cover their own back?”
“Olivia… look, I know he said he was being framed, but we’ve talked about that. He wouldn’t want us knowing it was him.”
“But it’s like you said. Whoever did this was smart. But look at all the evidence that was just lying around. There was a trail of breadcrumbs leading right to him. If he was smart, he would’ve cleaned up after himself.”
“Olivia, judging by that man’s house, he’s never cleaned a day in his life.”
Olivia laughed. “You know what I mean. If he had the drugs in his car, he wouldn’t have just left that powder lining the seats. He knew we’d be back, and he was so relaxed about us looking around. Why? Because he didn’t expect there to be anything for us to find. I don’t think the man is innocent by any means. You saw how he treated Brenda in that footage. And he’s lost his temper with us plenty of times. I think he does have it in him to be violent. I just don’t think he was in this case. Can you picture a man like Harrison painstakingly planting drugs and poisoning people? No.”
“No, but I can picture him stabbing someone,” he pointed out through a mouthful of pancake. “Fiona was stabbed.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s true. But that was the anomaly in all of this. If we’re dealing with the same person throughout, then I don’t think that person is him.”
“Then who, Olivia? It’s like you said. There’s a trail of breadcrumbs leading to him. So, who laid them out, in your theory? And why? You heard what he told the police when they interviewed him after the arrest. He kept saying he’d never seen the substance in his life, but it was in his car. He said he’d never visited Fiona’s home, but when we checked his phone’s GPS, it put him right at the scene. He said he’d never kill Brenda, but she’s dead. What else are we looking for in terms of signs?”
Olivia chewed her lip. “Someone who knew more than anyone else. Someone who has some of the knowledge we do. Maybe someone who knew that he and Brenda were dating. Someone that knew about Fiona sneaking into the kitchens. Someone who wanted all of the victims dead… but also knew it would be easy to blame it on Harrison.” Olivia looked up at Brock, a sudden thought striking her like lightning. “I’ve got a theory. A loose one. Will you hear me out?”
“Will you eat?”
She shoved a strip of bacon into her mouth and washed it down with coffee.
“Okay. Go.”
“There’s one person who I can think of who might have been capable of pulling it off,” Olivia started. “I don’t know her motives… and I don’t know fully how she could’ve done it. But she knew Brenda better than most. She also had a run-in with Regina, and she also worked at the hotel.”
Brock blinked several times. “You’re not talking about Grace Pena? The maid?”
“I am.”
“But why? Why would she do that? Brenda was one of her closest friends. She said it herself. And there’s so much still unexplained…”
“I know. I told you, it’s a work in progress. But something she said struck me as weird. It was only when I thought about it afterwards that I realized it was strange. She mentioned Fiona’s death—she mentioned that she wasn’t going to grow up with the mother she deserved. And that was something she said about Regina too. Regina’s kids didn’t deserve a mother like her. She cleaned that room herself. She had the means to plant the pills if she wanted to, and Regina being rude to her might’ve been a factor… but what if it’s about something bigger?”
“How so?”
“Grace talked several times about kids. The fact that she mentioned Fiona’s little girl was what made me think of her again. Regina also had kids, and she wasn’t fit to take care of them because of her alcoholism. At least, that’s what I think Grace thought of her. Fiona’s child wouldn’t have the mother she deserved. Regina’s children were better off without her, in Grace’s mind… that’s my theory.”
“But what about Brenda? And Andrew? How do they correlate?”
Olivia shook her head. “I don’t know. I really don’t. But I can’t get it out of my head. Because there’s one more thing that struck me as strange—didn’t Grace say that her husband died? What if she killed him too?”
“Isn’t that a stretch?”
“Not if she’s a literal serial killer. She is the one person who could’ve known everything. She shared a house with Brenda. She had the means to kill her, and she would’ve been likely to know about her relationship with Harrison. She couldn’t have hidden that from her roommate, right? She was the first one to mention Harrison too. She was more than happy to mention him and how he had a short temper. As for Fiona… who knows? Maybe she just didn’t like her. She said it herself: she’s sort of an outsider. The staff at the lodge might be one big happy family, but did that include her? Or was she standing on the outside looking in, thinking of ways to hurt the people around her?”
Olivia’s mind was reeling. There was too much to consider. She knew her theories were full of holes she didn’t know how to fill, and she knew that a man was already waiting to stand trial because of their investigation, but she had to know. She had to know if her hunches were just wild guesses, or if there was truth to them.
“We need to dig deeper,” Olivia said. “The police might have records about what happened to Grace’s husband—if he died under suspicious circumstances, if he was poisoned too—then we might be on to something.”
“Olivia… are you sure about this?” Brock asked. “If we go digging for this, we could be accusing an innocent woman.”
“If we don’t, we could be condemning an innocent man,” Olivia countered. “I know it sounds crazy. And I know I could be wrong, but we have to check.”
“Then I guess we should head on back to the Misty Pine Ski Lodge.”
“I’ll call the police department on the way up. I’m sorry to make you do this.”
Brock shook his head and reached out to touch Olivia’s cheek. “Don’t be sorry. I trust you. We’ll follow this up and see where it leads us.” 
They took their food back to the car, and Olivia made some calls as they began driving back toward the lodge. It took ten minutes for the police to dig up the files on Grace’s husband and another five to confirm that his death had been ruled suspicious, but had happened while Grace was out of town. The autopsy had shown that he had suffered some sort of internal damage, but they hadn’t been able to identify what killed him. As they parked up in the lodge parking lot, Olivia felt more sure than she had before that something was amiss.
And when the staff at the lodge said that Grace hadn’t shown up to work that morning, Olivia knew for sure that she was on the right track. 
“I don’t believe it…” Brock said. “It’s all starting to add up…”
Olivia nodded. “She’s guilty of something. We just need to figure out what.”





It was back to the drawing board. Olivia hadn’t expected to come back to the Misty Pine Ski Lodge, but she quickly settled back into work mode, ready to throw her all into finding Grace. She still didn’t have the full story of what she’d done, but she knew that if she kept at it, she would be able to unravel Grace’s lies. 
“She must be the one who turned off the cameras,” Olivia said to Brock as they settled back in front of the computer. “We missed it because she wasn’t the one we were looking for at the time. She wouldn’t even need to steal a key to get into the office because the maids have access to every room in the lodge.”
“Including the kitchens,” Brock pointed out. “So, she would’ve been able to get in there and steal the knife without raising suspicions.”
“And it wouldn’t look odd if we did find her fingerprints around the hotel because she works and cleans here,” Olivia said. “Really, it’s perfect. Do you think that’s why she chose Harrison as her scapegoat? Because it was easiest to make him look guilty?”
“Maybe… but if she’s the killer, everything she’s done seems so… personal. I think it’s likely there’s more to it. We’ll just have to dig a little to figure out what it is.” 
“Agreed. But whatever’s going on in her head must be pretty psychotic for her to turn on her best friend. Unless she lied about that too. But she did genuinely seem upset when Brenda died. I wonder if maybe something went wrong.”
Olivia clicked through the computer before her to bring up the camera footage again. This time, she rewound to just before the outage and waited to see who was where and when. She caught sight of Grace moving through the hallway in the direction of the office and smiled to herself.
“Bingo. She was heading here. She easily could’ve logged on to the computer—Nick doesn’t even have a password for this computer—and then figured out a way to turn off the cameras. She likely knew that Nick’s too lazy to check them too. It wouldn’t be suspicious if she spent a while here either, considering that she cleans in here. She would’ve had time on her side, and no one would think it was suspicious.”
“There’s a few things we’re missing,” Brock pointed out. “How did she get inside Harrison’s car to plant the powder? And how do we explain his phone? Are we thinking that she stole it somehow?”
“Maybe he was telling the truth. Harrison was saying all along that he threw his phone away… as the maid, she’d have direct access to the trash. The GPS history did come back that the phone was at Fiona’s house at the time of her murder—but that’s after he claims to have thrown it away.”
“I’m sure he’d claim whatever he’d want for his innocence,” Brock said.
“But then why not throw the phone away afterward? Why keep it in the car?” she pressed. “Unless someone planted it there along with the poison. She’s been toying with us all along. And there’s something else I’ve realized.”
“Go on.”
“Grace told me several times that she loved Europe, and she even described a trip she took there with Brenda. The death angel mushrooms are found in France.”
“The Paris trip,” Brock murmured. “Do you think she got them all the way back then? How long has she been planning this? And why?”
“I think it’s more likely that she’s returned since. We could check her passport, if that’s not something she’s taken with her. But she found some way to smuggle them into the country.” Olivia paused. “The thing is… I’m not sure she really planned out these specific murders. How did she know she wanted to kill Regina, a woman she’d never met until she arrived here, that far in advance?”
“The question is, did she smuggle that poison into the country with the intent of killing these people? Or just to… to kill people?” Brock asked.
“Right. I think it was more spur-of-the-moment than we imagined—but the intent was there from the beginning, if this woman is a purposeful serial killer. There’s a nexus here that we’ve got to find. I keep coming back to the kids. She thought Regina and Fiona were unfit to be mothers. As to why, who knows? Maybe because Fiona stole food. Maybe because of some other history we didn’t know about.”
“What about Brenda?” 
“It’s hard to say,” Olivia replied. “But since they were roommates, maybe it genuinely was an accident. Maybe Brenda took one of the pills Grace had been storing, not realizing it was the poison.”
Brock nodded slowly. “Okay. Okay. I think I’m starting to piece this together.”
“We know that she had a run-in with Regina where she was rude to her and shouted at her. Maybe it was only then, when she was cleaning her room, that she decided to plant the pills in her room. Maybe she didn’t think that she would take them so soon—that she would be well away from the lodge before she died. Then, when she took the dose so quickly, she probably panicked and sped up her process. Maybe she even thought she had to kill Brenda, too, to divert our focus.”
“And we’re still assuming Andrew’s death was an accident.”
“Most likely. He was probably collateral damage after he took a pill from Regina’s stash.”
“And what about Fiona?”
Olivia shook her head. “I’m not sure about that one. The MO is obviously different… but the knife was all about connecting our focus back to Harrison. Maybe she never intended to poison Fiona, or even kill her. Maybe it was just an attempt to make us look the other way.”
“And it worked.”
Olivia sighed. “Yes. It did.”
“We still need more, Olivia. Harrison still looks bad from where I’m standing. A murder weapon with his prints on it, the drug in his car, the motives…”
Olivia nodded. “I know. We need to figure out if there was any way that Grace could’ve gotten inside the car without raising suspicions. Considering that she didn’t drive and that Brenda usually took her places… maybe she asked Harrison for a ride home. And we’ll need to look further into her husband’s death—I want the records of what happened to him when he passed away. And finally, I want to paint a picture of who Grace really is. We barely know anything about her. We can search the house, dig up her past, see what we find. She’s smart. She took her time in covering her tracks, but I think she will still have left a trail. Hopefully one that will lead us right back to her.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
Olivia bit her lip. “It has to. Otherwise, Harrison might go to jail for all the wrong reasons. They have enough to prove his guilt, even if he isn’t guilty. He might not be perfect, but I don’t want to be the reason he goes to prison. Not when he’s not our killer.”





“Did you find out anything of interest?” Brock asked as Olivia returned from talking to Littlewood about Grace Pena’s past. She puffed out air.
“I definitely did. I wish we had known more about her earlier. She’s got all the makings of a killer. But I’ll admit… it’s a heartbreaking story.”
“Sit down. I got you a coffee. You can walk me through it.”
The two of them sat down at an empty table in the hotel bar. Most of the guests had cleared out now, and new ones who were supposed to be arriving that day had been turned away. Olivia knew it was for the best. She couldn’t risk anyone else getting hurt when their situation was so unstable. She wanted to catch Grace before anything else happened. She opened the small binder that Littlewood had given her.
“This is all information that the police took notes on after her husband’s death, as well as the medical records and other information we were able to scrounge up. Grace was institutionalized several times while her husband was alive, for one.”
“What for?”
“She had several mental breakdowns. According to her husband’s reports before his death, she was abused growing up by her mother, and it had made her… unstable. But Chris reported that he was sure she was being abused by her husband too. He said the man was a violent, abusive alcoholic who seemed to regularly beat her, but they could never put him behind bars for it.”
“That’s what she said to you, isn’t it? That she reminded her of her own husband?”
Olivia nodded. “There was an incident shortly before Grace’s husband’s death that involved the police as well.”
Brock’s expression was grim. “What kind of incident?”
Olivia took an unsteady breath. “Grace lost a child. A one-year-old girl, named Angel. The incident was so shocking to Grace that she nearly withered away. There was evidence of extreme harm, but it was hard to tell what was abuse and what was a result of her own suicide attempt. All along, the husband blamed her. He’s the one who called the police and brought up charges against her—said she neglected the child. But further investigation found that it wasn’t her fault. The baby had SIDs. But because of her husband’s comments, she was under suspicion for quite some time.”
“Jesus,” Brock muttered. “That must have taken a toll on her.”
Olivia nodded. “She said later that the child was everything to her. A chance for her to start over, to not make the same mistakes that her own mother did. But after losing the child… that’s when the trouble really began. There were more incidents. More violence. Another breakdown that ended up in her being institutionalized. This time, she had plenty to say about him. She said it was his fault her baby got sick, because she suffered so much mental abuse during her pregnancy and the first year of her child’s life. But I guess she wasn’t taken seriously, given the state she was in, and she was overcome by it all.”
“That poor woman,” Brock murmured. Olivia nodded.
“That’s how I felt. She was alone with him all the time, and he kept finding new ways to drag her down. He was laid off at work, so he would be around her all the time, telling her she was a bad mother, a bad wife, a bad person. When she was institutionalized for a second time, Chris tried to intervene—to help her. He asked if she was being abused, but this time, she said no. Chris said it was like she didn’t want to be helped. She just wanted to keep going round and round in her circle of misery. It was like she was punishing herself for what had happened.” Olivia paused. “But I think by then, she was planning how to kill her husband.”
“Based on what?”
Olivia flipped the page of the notes she’d been given. “While she was at the mental hospital the second time, her husband was busy getting into trouble. Drunk driving charges. A couple of charges of assault. Drug charges. And when Grace came home this time, things changed again. Several months after her release, her husband died suddenly at the kitchen table. She wasn’t there at the time. In fact, she was reportedly having her first interview to work at the Misty Pine Ski Lodge. Brenda was the friend who helped her get the interview in the first place. Reportedly, Brenda dropped her off afterward, and when invited in for a cup of tea, they both found Grace’s husband, lying dead. It seemed like he had accidentally overdosed, according to how they’d found him. But I’m wondering now if she poisoned him instead, knowing that it would look like his fault if he died. Apparently, they did find opioids in his bloodstream, so I suspect that he started feeling intense pain after ingesting the poison, so he took a hit of pain relief and made it all look accidental.”
“Damn… she really thought it through.”
“She did. But I don’t think she really intended to stick around and live with the guilt. She tried to commit suicide again, and this time, she took a long while to come out of the hospital. When she eventually did, that was when she moved in with Brenda and reinterviewed for the lodge. She hasn’t been back since, but it seems like maybe she’s still mentally scarred by all the things that happened to her. And now… it makes sense why she’s targeting the victims.”
“It does.”
“Yes. Well, some of it makes sense. I have something else.” Olivia pulled a battered, leather-bound diary from her pocket. “The police found this at her house when they investigated. It was hidden inside her pillowcase. It’s a diary.”
“What does it say? Does it mention the victims?”
“Not explicitly. She started writing in her last stint in the institution. I’ll read you a few passages from it.”
Dear Diary,
The days seem so pointless without my Angel. When I wake and I don’t hear her cries, met by silence, something inside me breaks. I thought after some time, it might get easier, but it doesn’t. I try to tell myself that there’s no need to be so sad. We only knew each other for the shortest time. But I carried her inside me for nine months. I fed her from my own body. I cradled her to sleep every single day. And now my arms feel so empty that I can’t bear it. 
He doesn’t understand. He blames me for all of this anyway. He says it’s my fault that she’s dead, that I neglected her, but it’s not true. I’ve spent so many hours online reading about SIDS, and I know that I couldn’t have done anything to stop it. I was giving her a good life. I cared for her more than I cared for anything else in this world. And now that she’s gone, I don’t know how to live. It’s just me, alone with all of my darkest thoughts. And he is always here to amplify them.
Brock shook his head. “I know that everything she’s done is horrific… but how awful that must have been for her. It sounds like she led a very difficult life.”
Olivia nodded solemnly. “She talks a lot about grief as it goes on. Mostly at losing her child, but then also her husband, too, once he’s gone. But it’s interesting to read what she says. It’s obvious that she ended his life, but she doesn’t seem to see it as her fault. She treats it as though it was a necessity, as though there was no other option. I think she needed to do it, in her heart. Listen to this part.”
Dear Diary,
There’s peace again in my mind. After everything that happened… finding him finally dead and then spending time in the hospital… it’s like there was a noise inside my head that has finally gone quiet. It makes it easier to breathe now. I had forgotten what this was like.
There are things I miss about him, of course. He was my husband. I loved him, even if that love dwindled over the years. I’m not sure that he ever loved me back, but I’ll keep this love in my heart for as long as I live. I miss the days when he wasn’t so cruel, when he had a smile reserved for me and everything I did didn’t make him feel angry. I miss the day our daughter was born and he looked at us both as though we were the best things he’d ever seen. Where did those days go? They seemed to just slip out of my grasp before I had a chance to catch them again.
But now that he’s gone, I don’t have to think about that. Maybe we’ll be reunited some day when I die… maybe that will give him time to forgive me. 
“She said that though he wasn’t perfect, she did love him… and I sort of believe her. It’s like she said. There was love there once, and it’s very difficult to make it go away entirely. It’s never easy to lose the person you dedicate your life to, even if they treat you so horribly.”
“Or if you poison them,” Brock said dryly. 
“Well, yeah, that too. But I digress… she was in a bad place. She still wanted to die at first. She tried at least twice to kill herself, after all. But she seemed to start to think positively as the months went on. She talked about starting over and finding a new reason to live. She was even considering having a child via IVF. But after using all of her savings trying to get pregnant… she was told by the doctor that she’d never have a child. And I guess that’s where she had another turning point. Because the thing is… I know why she killed those women. Regina and Fiona, at least. It’s because she deemed them bad mothers.”
“On what grounds?”
“Well, we know about Regina’s history already. She was an alcoholic, just like her dead husband. She was clearly not fit to take care of them. Grace must’ve discovered that about her just from her short time at the hotel. Which means that Grace was ready for any opportunity to end a person’s life. She was ready to kill anyone she deemed a bad parent. Listen to this section of her diary.”
An unfit mother may as well be a dead mother. There’s no sense in allowing them to ruin their child’s life. Children deserve good parents. I deserved good parents, and I never had them. But now I can set an example. I can poison these women, and in return, I remove the poison from their children’s lives. They get an opportunity to start again. And they might not understand why it hurts to lose them, but someday, they will thank me for it. It’ll make them stronger, and it’ll remove them from harm’s way. 
“She’s lost it,” Brock said. “How is leaving a child without a mother any better? Leaving them at the mercy of the foster system?”
“It made sense to her,” Olivia said. “Clearly, she thought she was doing the right thing. But you’re right. She clearly wasn’t thinking straight. Regina’s death clearly wasn’t premeditated because she was only here for a few days. It was actually Fiona’s death that she had been planning for a long time.”
“Really?” Brock asked, blinking in shock. “And here we were, thinking she was some sort of afterthought.”
“Apparently not. Look what we found in her employee locker,” Olivia said.
She pulled out a stack of photographs and spread them out on the table.
Brock raised an eyebrow. “Photographer?”
“Apparently so,” Olivia said. “I guess she wanted to keep these away from her home where Brenda might find them. Back at her home, she had travel photos. But these are very different.”
Brock picked one up off the table and frowned. “Totally not stalkerish at all.”
“That’s what I said. Every single one of these is of Fiona with her little girl. There’s some of them playing at the park, some of them heading into school, others of her dropping the girl off at her dad’s house… it took me a while to understand why she was stalking her. It wasn’t just that Fiona had what she didn’t—a child to love and to care for—it was the fact that she wasn’t looking after her full-time. Her diary rants on and on about the girl suffering through a broken family. She said that Fiona was gloating at work about how well she and her ex-husband co-parent, saying there’s no bad blood between them and they make it work as friends. But Grace created her own narrative about it. She put herself in the child’s shoes, imagining a scenario where she couldn’t cope with the way her parents were. She weaved her own experiences into the situation. She took pictures of them together and decided what each moment meant. Take a look at this.”
She handed Brock a picture of Fiona grabbing her daughters arm. 
“Looks pretty normal. Innocuous. Doesn’t even seem aggressive. But take a look on the back.”
Brock flipped it over and read the note out loud. “Poor girl. Does not deserve this violent monster.”
“There’s another of Fiona’s daughter crying. It could be anything—kids cry for all sorts of reasons, right? But Grace saw it as a horrible, unforgivable moment. And then she decided, somewhere along the way, that Fiona had to die.”
“Why only Fiona? Why not her father too?”
Olivia shrugged sadly. “I guess Grace simply remembers her mother neglecting her—her father wasn’t around to make such a mess of her. So Fiona took the brunt. I don’t know what happened that caused her to stab Fiona instead of poison her, but she was planning for months.”
“Look at these more recent ones. They all have an X over Fiona’s face,” Brock noted. 
Olivia nodded. “There’s no doubt in my mind now… she wanted her dead.”
“And she made it happen,” Brock said quietly. “What about Brenda? She didn’t have kids of her own… do you think Grace was angry that she didn’t seem to have maternal instincts or something?”
“No, I think it’s worse than that,” Olivia said quietly. “I think Brenda’s death was a complete accident. In the diary, Grace had nothing but praise for her friend. She was the one who lifted her up out of the darkness—the only person trying to help her out after her mental breakdown. It can’t have been easy to find work after three stints in a mental hospital, but Brenda was there to pick up the pieces. She gave her a new home and a new lease on life. They went on trips together, and Grace felt better around her—according to her diary, that is. I don’t think she would ever knowingly kill her, and that’s why I think it was an accident. I think Grace was hiding those pills in plain sight… and then Brenda helped herself, thinking it was just an ordinary painkiller. I think she tried to get back to the hotel to get help, but she died before she could describe what had happened to her.”
“Poor Brenda.”
Olivia nodded solemnly. “I know. And to be honest, I think it rocked the boat for Grace. She hasn’t written in the diary in a few weeks, but after losing Brenda, I think she knew she had to speed things up. We were led straight to her home by Brenda’s accidental death, and she likely was smart enough to know that we’d eventually catch up to her. So she laid some groundwork for a misdirect—just so that she had long enough to kill Fiona—the death she had been planning all along. Something went wrong though. Something didn’t go according to plan, and she had to do things differently. That’s why she stabbed her. But she was ready for any possibility, and she was also ready to set up Harrison. That’s why she had the knife ready to go. She could’ve used a knife from Fiona’s own kitchen, but she didn’t need to. Even in her mania, she knew how to make things look a certain way.”
“It all makes sense,” Brock said. “And now she’s running away because she knows her time is up. She knows she’s going to face the consequences of what she’s done.”
“Exactly. So what we need to do now is figure out where she’d go next. Then, we can hopefully catch her before anything else goes wrong.”
Brock shook his head. “I was so sure it was Harrison…”
“Me, too, for the longest time. But I just had this feeling we were missing something. I mean, we still don’t even know the full story.”
Brock shook his head. “And only Grace ever will.”





Grace
She’s going to be my first.
Grace stood in the hotel room, her hands shaking a little as she opened the medicine cabinet. Regina wasn’t in the room, apparently relaxing in the lodge spa, but Grace had no doubt it was just an excuse to kick back and drown in a bottle.
Again.
Grace knew that what she was doing was risky. There was no getting around it. She had told herself that she wouldn’t be this hasty when it came to bringing justice. Regina had only been in the lodge for a few days, and she’d be gone by the end of the week. Grace had never expected to have to kill a guest.
But that was before she’d come across Regina Shaw.
She swallowed anxiously, picking up the pill bottle from the shelf inside the cabinet. Wearing gloves, of course. She knew as a maid how easily fingerprints got all over the place. She wasn’t about to leave a trail for anyone to find, especially when she had so much important work to do. She was still setting the wheels in motion for Fiona’s death, and she couldn’t kill her if she was found out and put in jail. No, she had to be precise and careful. And that meant doing everything perfectly. She knew now was her chance. Regina had been storming through the hotel like a hurricane, managing to irritate almost everyone there. That meant motives for other people to kill her. And fortunately, pinning the whole thing on Harrison would be easy as a result.
She took a breath. If only time was at her disposal. She didn’t want to rush this. But it was now or never. Regina was a slob, and her room needed cleaning every day. But Grace knew opportunities like this didn’t come up often. There was no one around. And later in the day, Regina would likely be nursing a hangover. She’d dip her hand into the pill bottle and pick out one of the killer pills she planned to plant there. The plan was simple and effective.
She hoped.
Grace couldn’t understand why she was having such a hard time executing her plan. It had been years since her husband died, but she could still recall the sweet sense of justice that came when she found him lying dead in her kitchen. The death angel poison never seemed to fail. She knew she could make it look like an overdose, and she knew no one would care to look much further into it. He was a drunk and an addict, an abuser and a bad man. Just like Regina was.
Yes, she’d seen her ranting and raving at her husband, belittling him over dinner, making him feel small while she convinced herself that she was in the right. Just like her husband, she was drinking to excess, she was making a fool of herself and everyone around her, and she was deserving of death. Grace knew that much. Just like her husband, Regina neglected the needs of her children. She’d heard her husband say it three times while he’d been here. He’d told her that she needed to sort herself out, for the sake of her children, that she needed to step up and be a better mother. But Grace knew a woman like her wasn’t capable of change. She needed to be removed from the situation. She’d never get better, no matter how her husband tried to make her change. It was better that she was dead than ruining the lives of her children. 
And that was why Grace had been convinced it would be easy to kill her. She didn’t even have to get hands-on—that was the beauty of poison. She might not even be around to see her die. If Regina didn’t take the pill until after her stay at the lodge, then Grace could pretend like she hadn’t even had a hand in it. 
But still, her hands trembled as she took the pills from her cleaning apron. 
“Get it together,” she muttered to herself, popping the lid of the bottle. She closed her eyes, weeping quietly as she put the pills inside and closed the lid. She wiped at her eyes with her sleeve, trying not to let her tears spill. She didn’t want to cry for a woman like Regina Shaw—a cruel woman, so like the mother who had abandoned her own needs as a child. A drinker, a two-faced demon, a bad mother. Grace saw the evil in Regina plain as day. She should be glad for what Grace was doing. Soon, those children of hers would be liberated. They wouldn’t have to suffer in her presence anymore, and things would get better for them.
That’s what she hoped. It was something she had wished for a thousand times as a girl. She’d dreamed of her mother dropping dead in all sorts of places. In the grocery store, on their front doorstep, in a parking lot. And everyone around her would cry out and call an ambulance to try to save her, but she’d be dead and gone. Just like that. 
And then Grace’s world would shift. Some stranger would see her pain and take her up in their arms, steal her away, and give her a better life. How many times had she fantasized about that? A stranger who could love her better than her mother ever had. It seemed childish, looking back. Grace knew full well that there were more bad people in the world than good. She’d escaped her mom at the age of sixteen and then married a man even worse than her. There was no justice unless she created it herself. That was why she had to do this. That was why she had to help those poor children of Regina’s.
It was the right thing to do.
And suddenly, there were no tears left to cry. She sniffed, and it was over. She’d done a good thing. She was proud of herself. Her first act of justice… and it wouldn’t be her last. Next, she would make sure that Fiona Sutton suffered for what she’d done to her poor little girl. She would make sure that she died in pain, more pain than she’d managed to inflict on her child. That was the best way Grace could contribute to society. She could rid the world of these unfit mothers and see that those children got a fresh start in life.
Grace mindlessly began to tidy the bedroom, trying not to think about those pills in the medicine cabinet. She was sure that everything would go according to plan now. How hard could it be? She’d killed her husband that same way. All she needed was a little patience. She had to put the whole thing out of her mind and practice looking innocent. No doubt the police would snoop around a little once they found her dead. She remembered that awful feeling in her chest when they came to look at her husband when he died. She felt like she might throw up, like the word KILLER was plastered across her forehead. She couldn’t afford to look guilty, to look like she had any reason to want Regina dead. She would practice her alibi over and over in her head as she cleaned. Yes, that would help. With each surface wiped, with every speck of dust removed, with every piece of trash picked up, she convinced herself more and more that she was safe. That she had nothing to hide.
Even if she was harboring a thousand secrets.
“What the hell are you doing?”
Grace snapped out of her daze in shock, looking up. She could see Regina battling with the cleaning cart she had left blocking the entrance to the room. She eventually made her way past it, almost spilling the glass of wine she held in her hand. Grace stood up straighter. She wasn’t intimidated by this woman. Not when she knew who really held the power between them.
She was the predator, and Regina was the prey.
“I’m just cleaning your room. You asked for cleaning service every day.”
Regina’s lip curled into a snarl. “And now you’re here, putting your grubby little fingers on everything you can get your hands on. Touching my expensive things. Things you could never afford. Not to mention the fact that you’re doing it all wrong.”
Grace said nothing. She was used to drunk words, used to the way they burned like fire. They couldn’t hurt her the same anymore. She knew Regina would never say those things out loud sober. No one would. But drunk words are sober thoughts, she reminded herself. She recalled how so many times her husband would berate her, tell her that nothing she did was ever good enough. The way Regina was spitting insults at her took her right back to that dark, dark place inside herself. 
“I don’t want you here,” Regina said. “Get out, now.”
“I haven’t finished—”
“Oh, you’ve finished. Unless you want me to get your boss involved? I could get you fired, you know. You listen to me, or I’m telling your boss that you tried to steal my nice things.”
Grace blinked several times. “But that’s not true—”
“The truth is what I say it is!” Regina snapped. She was teetering a little on her feet, the wine sloshing up the sides of the glass. Grace felt sorry for this woman. This extraordinarily stupid woman. She had no idea what was waiting for her in the medicine cabinet. That drug would make her suffer so much that she would wish for death. She’d beg for mercy, and no one would hear her. 
And she would deserve that. How dare she speak to Grace that way? Why did everyone think they had the right to talk to her as though she were scum? Like she didn’t matter? It made her angry. Grace knew that she was better than that. She should be treated with some respect. 
And yet who had ever done that for her? Brenda, of course, but no one else. Everyone was too busy sitting atop their high horses to understand how they were trampling her under their hooves. Why should she feel guilty for trying to drag women like Regina Shaw down with her? Once they were on her level, suffering the way she had suffered… maybe they’d understand.
But by then, it would be too late for them.
They’d be dead.
And Grace would be the one on top.
Grace headed for the door, grabbing her cleaning rags as she went. She didn’t feel fear as she passed by Regina, but she cowered all the same. No one ever suspected a cowering woman of murder. And as she cowered, she glanced out of the corner of her eye at the camera in the hall. She knew the lodge like the back of her hand. She’d made sure to, in case it ever came in handy. She knew every single blind spot, everywhere that she was on display, and everywhere that she could get away with whatever she wanted. Now, in the eye of the camera, she felt hyper-aware of the leftover pills in her apron pocket, of the gloves she was still wearing from planting the drugs. It felt like being stripped bare. But she knew deep down that she was safe. No one had any reason to suspect her. 
Until Regina grabbed her by the wrist.
“Don’t you ever come into my room again,” she snarled, her breath stinking like alcohol and cigarettes. “I have no need for you. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” Grace said quietly. And she did. She understood that she would always be treated as a second-class citizen—just a lowly maid among the rich who could afford luxuries like ski vacations and expensive dinners. The sort of people who could afford to be rude to staff because they truly believed they were better human beings than the poor staff. 
Grace wished she could strike Regina down, but she knew that wasn’t the way. Patience, she told herself, patience always pays off. It had been patience that killed her husband and let her get away with it. Patience would serve her again. She just had to keep her wits about her and hold her temper.
“Get your crap out of my way,” Regina slurred, pushing past it into her room once again and shutting the door. Grace sighed and straightened her uniform. She didn’t want to let the hurt show, not when she was on camera. But when she heard footsteps coming down the hallway, she instinctively turned toward them.
It was Regina’s husband. She thought his name might be Andrew. She smiled pleasantly at him, but he didn’t return the gesture. He nodded toward his bedroom.
“Was my wife being rude to you?” he asked. Grace’s heart softened a little. She saw herself in him… trapped in a marriage with a monster. She certainly felt more warmly toward him than Regina. She bowed her head ever so slightly.
“It was nothing.”
“It wasn’t nothing,” Andrew said quietly, unable to meet her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay,” Grace said. She would get her payback after all. Andrew wavered, looking as though he wanted to say more, but he held back. What more was there to say?
“I’ll speak with her,” he said passively. “I’ll make things right.”
Grace grabbed onto the handle of her cleaning cart and began to push it down the hall. “I’ll be fine,” she insisted. “No need to worry about it.”
It wouldn’t matter soon. None of it would matter. She’d be dead, and Andrew would be free. Perhaps Grace was liberating him too. Saving him from the pain Regina put him through every single day. Grace smiled to herself.
She was doing good work.





Grace
Pizza for dinner?
Grace was making the walk back to her house alone. She usually hitched a ride with Brenda, but Brenda was off work for the day and likely busy. Grace didn’t mind though. She felt in the mood to walk, to embrace the fresh air, to appreciate what a gift life had handed her.
Regina Shaw was dead. Whispers around the lodge were saying that she’d overdosed or drunk herself to death, which made her smile. It was like history repeating itself in the sweetest way imaginable. Both her husband and Regina had gotten what they deserved, and for that, she was thankful.
She wrapped her arms around herself as she walked, her cold breath making a mist in the air. She was glad to hear that Andrew had driven off before Regina died. At least then he was spared of seeing his wife die. Grace understood all too well that even watching someone you hate die can be traumatic. She’d carried her husband’s demise with her for so long, especially because she was the only one who knew what truly happened. Now she had the weight of Regina’s death to carry too. She could handle that. She knew the price she was going to have to pay, and she’d pay it over and over if it meant seeing those women brought to justice.
It was a shame, though, that suspicious staff members were already pointing in the husband’s direction. Still, Grace would rather he went down for murder than she did, should it come to that. She had to keep going, keep up the good work she had started. Now that Regina was gone, she could set her sights on her true nemesis: Fiona Sutton.
She took out her phone and scrolled through the private album she’d made of her photographs of Fiona. She hated just looking at her, knowing exactly what kind of monster she was. She wrinkled her nose in disgust at the sight of Fiona viciously grabbing her daughter’s arm, of her allowing her daughter to cry, of her dropping her off at her ex-husband’s house. Grace shook her head to herself. Fiona had no idea how lucky she was to have such a beautiful young girl to love and cherish—a girl who would grow up to be gorgeous and kind-spoken and well-loved—but she would always have a hole in her heart from her broken family. She would always be a child of divorce, a child who had to suffer her mother’s bad moods, a child who didn’t know who she was or where she belonged. 
If only she could snatch that girl away and keep her for her own. Grace often imagined how different her life would be if only her precious Angel had lived. She’d daydreamed for so long about teaching her child to walk, playing in the park and pushing her on the swings, combing her hair, and dressing her up in the cutest clothes. Like a little doll. And she’d treat her so carefully, cradling her so softly. 
And that had all been taken away from her.
She still recalled the day when she was told she couldn’t have any more children. That the body she had fought to keep alive just to host new life was now a barren land, uninhabitable for any child she wanted to raise. Adoption wasn’t an option, not with her mental health records. It was the universe telling her that she’d never be a mother again, no matter how badly she wanted it.
Her tears were ice cold on her cheeks. Grace had learned a long time ago that her life was not destined to be a happy one. Too many years of suffering had taught her that. 
But it didn’t mean she didn’t have a purpose. If she couldn’t have children of her own, then she would spend the rest of her days saving others from her own fate. She didn’t want anyone to grow up knowing the suffering and neglect that she had. She wanted there to be a better life out there for the innocent children of the world, the ones who never even got a chance at happiness. 
It was so long ago in her past, but it had stuck with her. She was in a never-ending cycle of sadness and loneliness and pain. Had she deserved it? She was just a child. She never got to know anything else. How could she possibly have deserved that back then? And what about now? Did she deserve to keep suffering? After all she’d done, after all the ways she’d tried to make the world better… why did bad things still happen to her?
She didn’t have all the answers. She had never really been sure of herself, never known if she was walking down the right path in life. So many questions without answers. So much hardship without reprieve. Was it because she kept making the wrong choices?
Or were some people just born unlucky?
It began to snow as she got closer to home. Grace’s toes were freezing inside her boots. She hadn’t dressed properly for the weather. She forced herself forward, shielding her eyes from the snow as it pelted her face. The snowflakes might as well have been daggers aimed at her eyes. The cold sliced through her, and Grace suddenly had a feeling that the universe was turning on her. She had been so happy to be rid of Regina, and now the elements were attacking her. She’d always been a big believer in signs, in the things that others would call superstition. But everything meant something to her, and now she was questioning if she’d made the right choice. 
Should Regina still be alive?
It was then that she saw something off the side of the road. It was in the distance, quite far out in the trees. If Grace had been driving along, she knew she wouldn’t have glanced long enough to her right to see it. But there was something out there, in the trees. Her heart was hammering in her chest. She didn’t know what it was that she was seeing, but suddenly, her feet were veering her off the road and into the woods.
The snow was so deep it came up to her ankles, soaking through her pants and biting at her skin, but she kept walking. Fresh snow was falling thick and fast now, covering up her tracks. She stumbled further into the wilderness, suddenly considering the terrifying fact that if she couldn’t make it back to the road quickly, she might die out there.
But her feet kept moving. She had to see what was out there. She suspected she knew, but she had to be sure.
The car was covered in a thick layer of snow. It was the sort of clean, crisp, untouched snow that was like a completely blank canvas, like you were looking at nothing at all. Grace removed a cleaning glove from her pocket and put it over her woolen glove. There was no good reason for a car to be out there in the middle of nowhere… unless someone had veered off the road and crashed. 
Which meant there might still be someone in the driver’s seat.
She brushed snow away from the window and then gasped, collapsing a hand to her mouth, even though there was no one for miles to hear her.
Andrew Shaw was slumped over the wheel. Dead. He clearly had been for a little while. The rumors turned over in Grace’s mind of what had happened the night Regina died. How she had been seen having a huge fight with him in the lobby, and then he disappeared into the night. Grace took several steps back from the car. What had happened to him since then?
Except she was almost certain she knew. Because what if he had taken one of those deadly pills too? What if it had kicked in while he was driving down the icy road, causing him to veer off into the snowy trees? And now he was dead. Whether from the crash or from the drugs, she didn’t know.
But she knew where to lay the blame.
She clasped a hand to her mouth, sobbing. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He was meant to make it home to his kids and take care of them now that their mom was dead. It was meant to be the start of something good, not the end. This was not how she had pictured everything going. 
She shook her head in disbelief. She couldn’t be here. She had to go before someone spotted her in the wrong place. Desperately, she ran back to the road, slipping several times on the ice. Then she went home and tried to forget that it had happened. She stood in the shower for a long time, the water scalding hot as she tried to thaw the coldness inside her and melt away the knowledge of what she’d done.
It wasn’t your fault, she told herself as she slid into bed, hiding away from the world. He was collateral damage. He shouldn’t have taken the pills.
And yet, it had always been a possibility that he could take a pill too. She’d made her move too fast. She had been too hasty. And now two people were dead. If anyone found Andrew, would they start to get suspicious? Two spouses, dead on the same day. It didn’t look good.
You’re safe, Grace told herself. No one knows it was you.
No one but you and your guilty conscience.

“Everything okay, Grace?”
She nodded silently as Brenda drove her up the icy slope to work. No, nothing was okay. But she couldn’t tell Brenda that or she would have to explain why everything was so terrible. Brenda would never understand the things she had done. Sunny, well-mannered, perfect Brenda with her perfect life. She wouldn’t get it. She never could be expected to. 
Grace deliberately didn’t look back to the woods as they drove. She didn’t want to get caught looking at the place where the car had been the night before. Maybe it was gone now. Maybe someone had found it. But the longer it remained hidden, the better it would be for her. She had to buy herself some time. She still had business to take care of in this town.
She couldn’t leave until Fiona was dead.
“I’m glad I’m off work today. Don’t want to get stuck out here if the snow gets any worse,” Brenda said conversationally with a shudder. “I’ll text Harrison and ask him to give you a lift home, as long as it’s safe to drive.”
Grace gritted her teeth. Harrison… one of the people she disliked most in her life. Mostly because he was secretly dating her best and only friend. Partly also because he was an asshole. She’d seen him drunk at enough parties to know that he was hiding evil beneath his stupid jokes. He never treated Brenda right. He didn’t deserve her one bit.
“You should give him a shot,” Brenda said, reading Grace’s mind. “I know he can be hot-headed sometimes, and he seems a little difficult on the outside, but he’s a good guy. I’d like you to get to know one another more. If I can show you his good side… then maybe everyone else will be able to see it too! And then I don’t have to hide him away any longer.”
“I thought you guys weren’t together at the moment?” Grace mumbled. Brenda had come home crying a few weeks before, saying things were over between them. 
“It’s never really over until it’s over,” Brenda said. “I’m just waiting for him to grow up a little… and I know he will. He just needs time to think. He needs time to miss me.”
“Mm.”
Brenda nudged Grace’s arm. “Don’t be mean! Just take the ride, okay? I really don’t want to drive up here again today.”
“Okay… understood,” Grace said. She was so grateful to Brenda for everything she’d ever done for her. She found it hard to say no to her. And even though there was a black cloud hanging over Grace’s head, reminding her of what she’d done, she still felt a little better with Brenda beside her.
“See you later,” Brenda said brightly. “And hey—we missed out on pizza yesterday. Let’s do that tonight. Just you and me. A girl’s night in. I’ll get it ordered now so we don’t have to deal with delivery in the storm.”
Grace managed a smile. “Okay. That sounds good.”
“Alright then. Love ya.”
“Love ya more,” Grace murmured as she stepped out of the car. 
And then she watched her drive away, not knowing it was the last time she would see her friend alive.

Bad things usually came in threes. Or so Grace had heard. Finding Andrew’s body had shaken her up so badly that she spent the day with a tremble in her hands, jumping whenever there was a noise slightly too loud or a person tried to speak to her while she was buried deep in her head.
And then the snow had gotten worse, and Grace knew there was little chance of them getting home that night. They would have to hole up in the lodge until the bad weather passed. It had happened to her a few times before, but the timing felt spectacularly bad. Was this the third stroke of bad luck? She hoped so. She was shaken. She didn’t want any more surprises. She longed to be at home, sharing a pizza with Brenda on the sofa and drinking a glass of cheap red wine. But it looked like that wouldn’t happen now, and it was putting her on edge.
She would have to find a way to hold herself together if she was going to kill Fiona next. She couldn’t afford to be on the edge of a panic attack every time something went a little off plan. In fact, the snow would likely work in her favor. Andrew was likely being buried deeper and deeper in the snow right that second. No one would find him for days, and by then, it would be too late for them to understand what truly happened to him. That was why Grace had picked her poison, after all. In twenty-four hours following death, all traces of its workings were gone. It almost made her sad, knowing that she never made her mark for long. But knowing Regina was dead made that fact worth it.
Until she discovered Andrew.
It was evening time, and Grace accepted the fact she wasn’t going home. She headed to the bar to get herself a glass of wine. She was going to need it if she was going to survive the night there. At the bar, she listened as two young lovers chatted with one another, talking about their vacation and whether they’d get to ski again before they went home. Grace envied them. Normal people with normal problems. They didn’t have the heaviness of killing people weighing down their shoulders. They thought they were so imposed upon, unable to ski at their fancy resort for a few days.
They didn’t know trouble.
And it seemed that neither did she. Because when trouble came knocking again that evening, she realized that bad things didn’t come in threes. They came in droves, striking over and over until the victim of each tragedy crumbled. And that night, she crumbled as she saw Brenda burst through the doors, her eyes wild, nonsensical gibberish coming out of her mouth.
And she understood that she had managed to poison her friend.
It was later that she understood how it had happened—that Brenda had popped a pill for the headache she’d been complaining about all week. Except she had none left, so she took one from Grace’s stash—the stash she’d asked her never to touch, claiming it was unsanitary to share medicines. 
And inside that pill pot was her death angel poison. 
Brenda’s death wasn’t quick. She suffered as she went slowly mad, as her body betrayed her, as she tried desperately to get help from the lodge on the hill. She’d braved the snowstorm to save her life, but there was no saving her.
And it was Grace’s fault.
Just like it was her fault that Andrew was dead.
Just like it was her fault that things weren’t going according to plan.
And on that night, Grace felt like she was collapsing in on herself. 





Grace
Grace knew how to cover up a murder.
She’d done it before, and she’d do it again. But this time was going to be different.
Because while she was covering up one kill, she was going to make another.
Fiona Sutton. Her last hit before she’d leave town. There was nothing there for her anymore. What was the point when Brenda was gone? The one person that she cared about was gone, and she’d killed her.
No, you didn’t kill her. It wasn’t your fault. It was an accident.
But there were too many accidents happening around her. First Andrew and now her best friend. She wouldn’t be able to hide for much longer. She knew it was only a matter of time before the cops figured everything out. So, for now, it was time to misdirect them and buy herself some time.
There was no scapegoat more fitting than Harrison. Grace waited outside his house until he went to work, watching his every move from the bushes near his home. She watched him with hatred in her heart. If she concentrated hard enough, she could somehow convince herself that this was all his fault. That if he had been a better man and taken care of Brenda, she wouldn’t be suffering from stress headaches all the time. She wouldn’t have needed to take one of Grace’s pills.
She would still be alive. 
After Harrison finally went to work, she moved out of her hiding place and examined the house closer. She was looking for a way in without shattering any windows or doing anything suspicious. She needed to plant some form of evidence in his house.
But no matter how hard she stared, it was a problem she couldn’t seem to solve. She had never considered herself to be stupid, but she wasn’t prepared for this. Her kills were supposed to be simple, untraceable, easy. 
But Brenda had complicated things.
If Grace couldn’t get inside Harrison’s house, how was she supposed to lay a trail of breadcrumbs? She felt panic rising in her chest. There had to be some way out. There had to be something she could do to make it all fall into place.
And then it occurred to her.
She didn’t need to get into his house.
Only his car.

“Thanks for the ride.”
“It’s no trouble,” Harrison grumbled. “Sorry about the mess. I don’t really clean up much in here.”
Grace forced a smile. His car stunk of marijuana, and there was trash beneath her feet as she got in the passenger side. What had Brenda ever seen in a slob like him? Still, it worked in her favor. He was probably too high to notice what she was up to, and too dirty to clean up the evidence she planned to leave behind. 
“It’s okay. I appreciate it.”
“Well, what gives?” Harrison asked, cracking a window and lighting up a cigarette. “You’ve never wanted to ride with me before. You made that clear.”
Grace swallowed. “It’s what Brenda would’ve wanted. For us to try to… get along.”
Harrison snorted. “I don’t know what the hell that woman wanted. She was playing games with me, as far as I’m concerned. Breaking up with me and telling me to get a grip when she knew I wasn’t ready for something more serious. Why does everyone live like they’re running out of time?”
Because we are, Grace thought. Brenda had run out of time. She was about to as well. Maybe Harrison would, too, if all went according to plan. They were all going down at some point. 
It was just a matter of when. 
Grace tried to be subtle as she fished in her pocket for the little baggie of powder she’d crushed up that morning. It would serve as the perfect evidence. When the cops eventually got a warrant, they’d find it in his car and call it evidence. All she had to do was leave some behind on the seat, and Harrison would start to look even more guilty.
“Well, at least you’re willing to be near me,” Harrison said as he drove, puffing on his cigarette as if it were a lifeline. “Everyone else is scared of me now. They think I killed her, right?”
Grace swallowed. She was trying to open the baggie with one hand while staring ahead at the road. Harrison was driving well above the speed limit, even on the icy roads. She wasn’t going to get the job done before they reached home at this rate.
“No one thinks that,” she offered.
“Don’t lie to me, Grace. You probably think it too.”
“I don’t,” Grace said earnestly. It wasn’t hard to be honest when it was true. 
“You don’t need to try to protect my feelings.”
“Trust me. I don’t think that’s ever been my intention.”
Harrison snorted, glancing over at her with a smile. “You know, you’re kind of a funny little thing. Brenda always said that you were different. Now I see what she meant.”
Grace wanted to hurl herself out of the car. She just wanted this whole nightmare to be over. She was tired of pretending when her goals kept getting farther and farther away and everything was getting worse. What was the point? Why did any of it matter anymore?
Frustrated, Grace swiped at the plastic bag with a sharp fingernail. It split, and she felt the bag lighten as the residue poured onto the seat. That would do. It would have to.
“I’m not funny,” Grace said. “People just… they don’t know me.”
“I’ll say,” Harrison said, throwing the stub of his cigarette out the window into the road. “Kind of a loner, aren’t you? If I didn’t know any better… I’d say you’re a troublemaker.”
Grace’s attention snapped to Harrison. His eyes were a little bloodshot, and there was a leering look in his eyes. He parked outside her house and leaned a little closer.
“You don’t have to be on your own,” he murmured. “Why don’t you invite me inside?”
“Unbelievable,” Grace said, pursing her lips. “Brenda’s barely even gone, and you’re hitting on me? What’s wrong with you?”
“Plenty of things,” Harrison said lazily, moving away from her again. “But I’d rather you remember me as a creep than as a killer. I won’t be back at work after tomorrow.”
Grace’s heart froze up. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m taking leave. For my grief. And then when it’s over, I’m going to get out of this hellhole. There’s nothing more for me here.”
That makes two of us, Grace thought. Maybe they were a good match after all. The creep and the killer. It had a ring to it.
“You’re going to leave town?”
“As soon as I can sell the house. Shouldn’t be too hard. Everyone wants to live in a murder town, right?” Harrison rolled his eyes, his shoulders sagging. “Alright. You can go now.”
Grace slid the baggie back into her pocket smoothly as she got out of the car. If Harrison noticed the gift she’d left behind in his car, he didn’t say anything. As she headed toward her apartment, adrenaline rushed through her veins at what she had managed to pull off. She might be ashamed about what she’d done, about the lengths she’d gone to for justice… but at least she was good at it.
However, time wasn’t on her side now. She’d have to move quickly if she wanted to get out of there and pin everything on Harrison before she left. And that meant trying something new to add strength to the evidence she was planting.
It was a good thing she’d already taken the biggest knife in Harrison’s kitchen. 

Grace liked organization and preparation. It was one of the reasons she enjoyed her job. She understood that people often looked down on her, just a lowly maid. Scrubbing floors and changing bedsheets and picking up trash wasn’t most people’s idea of a good career.
But for her, it allowed her mind to rest. She had read somewhere that doing monotonous tasks was good for making creativity flow. And it was as she swept and wiped and vacuumed that she formulated the final stages of her plan.
It was going to happen that night. She knew that Fiona would be home alone. She was taking care of her kid for a few hours that evening while her ex was out on a date, and then she was going to go home, run herself a bath, and get a little drunk. That’s what Grace had overheard, at least. It disgusted her. She would rather do that than take care of her own child. Now all she needed to do was follow Fiona’s movements.
Grace had become accustomed to heading alone to the little park in the employee village. It was the kind of place she’d dreamed of taking her daughter to someday. Not because it was anything special—just a patch of grass with a few swings, a seesaw, and monkey bars—but because it was so perfectly ordinary. Grace couldn’t recall a single ordinary day in her life. She’d spent the first half of her life trying to survive, hoping that her mother or her husband wouldn’t someday kill her. And ever since they’d left her life, she’d been plotting to kill other people.
And Fiona had been at the top of her list for so long. There was a bitter taste in Grace’s mouth as she stood at a distance, watching Fiona push her daughter too high on the swings. Didn’t she know how dangerous that was? Grace shook her head to herself. She couldn’t even count how many times Fiona had messed up motherhood. Given the chance, she wouldn’t have made those mistakes herself. 
Given the chance, she would’ve been perfect. She had been the perfect mother the whole first year of her daughter’s life. She’d sung to her when she cried, nursed her when she was hungry, and kissed her head each night before she went to sleep. No matter what her husband had told her, it wasn’t her fault that her angel didn’t survive, couldn’t survive in such a harsh world. 
Grace always had tears in her eyes when she thought of Angel. That tiny bundle of joy was the only light in her life that she’d ever really known. Things had felt okay back then. It felt like no matter the pain, she could push through it, so long as she had that baby girl to love.
And when she was gone, it was like the feeling inside her had been snuffed out—her ability to empathize with anyone else, her ability to make good choices. 
She understood deep down who she was. She was a bad person who was doing bad things. She knew it wasn’t right to kill people. 
But she couldn’t just stand by and watch as children had their childhoods ripped away from them. They didn’t understand it now, but Grace was doing them a kind favor. The root of the problem was always the mother. If you got rid of them soon enough, then everything would be okay.
So even as she heard Fiona’s daughter screaming with laughter, her joy filling the air, Grace knew that she had no choice. Fiona’s daughter might not remember all the bad times she’d had with her mother now, but as she grew up, it would only get worse. Fiona would only become worse and worse, battling with her child over every little thing, shouting at her for the smallest wrongs, hurting her whenever she grabbed her for being naughty. Grace had to stop it. She had to make sure it didn’t go on forever. 
She had to kill Fiona.
And this time, she was going to have to do it up close. She had to change the game, confuse the people watching her every move. She reached underneath her coat and felt the knife in her pocket. It was razor sharp, sharp enough that she could feel it digging into her side through the fabric of her pocket. The pain kept her in the moment, reminding her of what was necessary to do next. She would cause Fiona pain. Not the pain she intended to cause her—the slow, agonizing death by death angel—but pain all the same. 
She knew that killing with a knife would feel different, that it would be harder than doing things from behind the scenes, but it was necessary. It would ensure that her plan to frame Harrison fell into place. It probably wouldn’t be enough to put him away forever, but at least he’d suffer a little while she made her escape. 
Grace watched as Fiona and her daughter left the park. It was time. Grace swallowed anxiously. She could still walk away. She could just run and never look back. They might never catch her. 
But she had waited for this moment too long to look back now. 
It was dark by the time Fiona dropped her daughter off at her ex’s. Grace watched her kiss her daughter’s cheek, the two of them smiling with rosy faces. Grace knew that this was an act of kindness, allowing them to say their final goodbyes. At least when her daughter grew up, Fiona would be remembered in a good light, for how she was on the day she died—not the angry monster motherhood had turned her into.
She would die that night.
It was easy enough to slip in through Fiona’s back door when she stepped out to have a cigarette. Grace could already see the bushes where she would dump the knife after she was done. The whole point was to make it look like a rush job, an act of desperation, but it wouldn’t be hard to make it look that way.
Because she was desperate. 
Fiona never saw it coming until it was too late. Grace would never forget the way that she leaped out at her like a rabid animal, the knife in her hand. She’d never forget the way it felt as she sank the knife deep into her back. The blood that coated her hands was so warm that she had to close her eyes and tell herself it was just water, that someone’s life force wasn’t spilling out onto her gloves. 
Fiona didn’t even scream. She let out a strange yelp that she couldn’t seem to latch on to. It hung in the air, half-formed, as weak as she was. Grace twisted the knife hard. Fiona cried out softly again, but she was already losing the power of her voice. 
Grace lowered her gently to the ground, her final resting place. Fiona died quietly, too shocked to make a sound, in a pool of her own blood.
And when Grace stepped back, she felt nothing at all. She couldn’t understand. This thing that had kept her moving for months—that had given her life meaning—was over.
And she felt nothing. 
She went through the motions. She threw the knife into the bushes. She stuffed her bloodied gloves into the pocket of her coat. She’d burn it later. She left Fiona where she’d died and made her escape over the garden fence and to the road behind her house where she could walk the rest of the way home.
She hummed to herself to fill the sound of silence in the air and the sound of a child’s laughter in her head. What have you done, what have you done, what have you done…
There was no going back. So many mistakes had been made. All she had wanted was to ease her suffering. But now she was hurting more than ever as her pain returned to her, like numb fingers finally getting warm after the cold.
And by the time she got home, it was agonizing. It was painful enough to eat her alive. She stumbled to her bathroom and fumbled on the shelf for the pills, the pills that had taken four lives already.
But they were gone. Taken by the police for testing. How had she forgotten that? She needed them. She needed to take one herself and give her pain something physical to match the way her heart hurt. She wanted to die like the others, but that opportunity was long gone. And Grace knew she was too much of a coward to plunge a knife into her own stomach.
So, instead, she curled up and allowed the pain to consume her. 





“It’s always the ones you least expect,” Brock muttered as they packed up their things for a second time. Olivia laughed quietly, shaking her head.
“I know. Grace seemed… well, she didn’t seem capable of this, did she? I wonder if they’ll be able to find her.”
It had been twenty-four hours of chaos while the police put out an APB on Grace Pena and let Harrison go from their custody. Needless to say, he hadn’t been happy, but Olivia was secretly glad that he’d spent at least a few hours in a cell. The man had a bad streak inside him, and she hoped that his arrest had humbled him a little. Maybe now he would try to be a better man. 
And now, the hunt was on to find Grace, and they couldn’t stretch their time here in Ash Creek any longer—Jonathan had been understanding enough as they’d helped wrap up the case, but he expected them back home immediately and would contact the local Bureau office to take over from there.
It was a relief, but at the same time, Olivia was frustrated. She’d wanted to see this one through to the end. Olivia secretly thought that Grace wouldn’t be found unless she wanted to be. She was smarter than they had given her credit for, and if she wanted to stay hidden, she likely would. But judging by the diary she had left behind, Olivia wasn’t sure how much longer Grace would keep going. She’d gotten what she wanted, but now, her thirst for the kill seemed to have waned. She had nothing left to fight for, and that made Olivia wonder what she might do next. The last time she ended someone’s life, she had tried to kill herself. Would she try again? And with no one around to save her, would she succeed?
Olivia hated the way she cared about it. She was going to struggle to let this one go. Every now and then, a case would strike a chord in her, and she would think about it for weeks to come. She would wonder how life might have been different for their killer if only they had been given a little happiness, a little reprieve from the harshness of their world. She imagined Grace, smiling and laughing with Brenda as they toured Paris together or lovingly cradling the child she lost without an abusive man to torment her. Life could’ve been so different for her.
But she’d never stood a chance.
Olivia knew that she couldn’t afford to be overly sympathetic. She was a serial killer, after all. She’d ended the lives of at least five people, whether accidentally or on purpose. That was a lot of damage for one woman to do. 
But she understood. Sometimes, she could see the perspective from which a person was coming. She might have been out of her mind, she might have been wrong, but she had her reasons. Olivia had often thought about how her own trauma could have sent her down a different path, if she hadn’t been so strong. Maybe she could’ve ended up like Grace. Maybe she could’ve ended up alone.
But when Olivia looked up and saw Brock packing his bags while humming a tune, she smiled. Because if there was one thing she knew, it was that she’d never be alone. Not while he was around to make her smile and to have her back. Not while he was showing her all of the reasons not to fall into despair. Maybe if Grace had met someone like Brock, she could’ve been saved from drowning in her misery. She was one of the unlucky ones.
And Olivia was luckier than she ever realized.
“Brock?”
“Mmm?”
Olivia took a deep breath. “Thank you for trusting me on this. For coming back and seeing it all through.”
“I told you, Olivia, I trust you. You followed your instincts and got everything right, as usual. In fact, it’s getting kind of annoying how perceptive you are.”
Olivia chuckled. “I’ll try to dial it down. Now, let me say thank you without you interrupting with silly comments.”
Brock grinned. “Alright. I can do that.”
“Thank you. So kind.” Olivia took a step toward him and took his hand. “You didn’t have to trust my instincts just because I asked you to. You could’ve just kept driving, and no one would’ve blamed you. It looked like we solved the case, so what did you have to gain from going back? I already ruined your vacation by taking on this case, and then just when you thought you were going home, I dragged you right back again.”
Olivia could tell that Brock wasn’t taking the conversation too seriously. He looked like he wanted to crack a joke, but she gave him a raise of her eyebrows, and he nodded once, his face setting back to neutral. He was listening.
“I know this isn’t how you wanted to spend this time with me. And I know I explained why things panned out this way… but still. You didn’t have to be a part of this. You had every right to just leave. But you stuck by me, and I’m so grateful for that. And as much as I’d like to stay and see the rest of this case through… I want to let you know that I’m doing my best to let things go. I’m letting this go and coming home with you for Christmas.”
Brock cupped Olivia’s cheek in his hands. “And I’m proud of you for that,” he murmured. “Seriously, I am. I know how hard it is for you to let these things go. I know that you never like to leave a job unfinished. But you’ve done good work here. She might be on the run, but she’s running because she knew you’d catch her. She knew you were too smart not to see through her and her plans. I never would’ve known. You amaze me every single day, Olivia. You do things I could never dream of doing. So, you don’t need to apologize for who you are. You should just keep going. And teach me your ways, maybe. Then I don’t have to feel like the inadequate one in the relationship.”
Olivia chuckled. “You could never be that. And let’s be honest… I would never have gotten this far without you. When we met, I was losing my grip. I was close to giving up on myself, on this job, on everything. You’ve given me something that no one else could.”
“And what’s that?”
“A second chance. A chance to come to life again. And I love you for that.”
Brock smiled and leaned in to kiss Olivia. It always amazed her how every kiss felt like their first one. The rush of adrenaline, the pounding of her heart, the relief that he wanted her the way she had wanted him for so long. It felt magical, and it felt like a need, not a want.
A kiss to remember, just like the others.
“I love you too,” he murmured to her. “Now, let’s get you home.”
This time, there was a finality to their leaving. They said goodbye to the staff again, and then to the police who had helped with the investigation. Nick even shook Olivia’s hand and thanked her for her help, which really surprised her.
But the elephant in the room was that so many people had died. The absence of Brenda and Fiona was notable. Harrison and Grace too. Olivia knew that neither one of them would be welcomed back there ever again. Even Harrison, in his innocence, couldn’t come back from what he’d been through there. He was no longer a part of that close-knit family they’d all talked about. Olivia knew she was partly responsible for that fact, but she also knew Harrison was not a good person. Brenda was suffering long before she died. No matter the excuses she’d made for him, he still hurt her. Olivia couldn’t find it in herself to feel too sorry for him.
The snow had mostly cleared now as Olivia and Brock got back into the rental car and drove to the airport. Olivia felt lighter this time. She knew she had done the right thing going back, but it was time to go now. It was time to return to reality, to the life she was supposed to be most present in. She had been avoiding that world for far too long, but as she stared at the open road, she felt ready for it. A life with Brock at her side. A life where work didn’t have to mean everything. A life where walking away wasn’t always a bad thing.
The thought used to scare her.
And now it made her smile. 





Olivia walked up the pathway to her parents’ house and rang the doorbell. She could already smell dinner cooking inside, and though the cold bit at her cheeks, she was smiling. This was going to be her first normal Christmas in a very long time. The year before had been so full of turmoil, and she had barely even been on speaking terms with them, especially after the last disastrous Thanksgiving. Now, she was getting to spend the day with them as a proper family, without any of the quarreling or bitterness. 
And she was going to get to spend it with Brock too.
He was struggling to get the bag of gifts out of the trunk of his car, sliding precariously on the thin layer of ice on the road. He waved his hands dramatically at Olivia.
“A little help would be nice!”
“Oh no, I think you’ve got it handled,” Olivia said with a sweet smile. Brock scowled.
“Either you come and help me or I’m taking your gifts back to the store.”
“Fiiiine,” Olivia said, heading back to the car and taking two bags out with ease. She smirked at Brock. “You big baby.”
“Thin ice, missy. Thin ice.”
It was then that Jean appeared at the door to welcome them in. She had a huge grin on her face, and she kissed her daughter’s cheek as she entered the house. 
“Merry Christmas, sweetheart!” Jean cried out. “I was starting to worry that you wouldn’t end up coming.”
“Mom, we wouldn’t have missed Christmas,” Olivia said with a smile. And it was true. Even with the case still up in the air, Olivia had chosen to leave it behind. It was in capable hands, and she was going to spend her Christmas celebrating with family, not chasing a serial killer. As much as she wanted justice for the victims, she knew that for once, it wasn’t on her to solve the problem.
“Well, I’m glad to hear it. How was the trip? How were the slopes?” 
“Not nearly as exciting as the serial killer,” Brock called as he stepped into the house, too, brushing a kiss on Jean’s cheek. “But the one day was nice.”
Jean tutted. “You’ll soon learn that we’re workaholics in this family, Brock. She takes after me. But I’m sorry if it ruined your vacation.”
“Well, it’ll certainly be one to remember,” Olivia said with a sigh, shrugging off her coat. “But actually, Mom, you’re wrong. You’re not looking at a workaholic today. Today, I’m just a regular woman trying to celebrate the regular holidays. So, we’re not going to talk shop. We’re opening gifts by a roaring fire, eating some festive food, and vegging in front of the TV. I want this to be a normal Christmas.”
Jean put her hands in the air defensively. “Say no more. At least I can say Brock is a good influence on you… I can’t remember the last Christmas we didn’t talk about work.”
Olivia couldn’t either. Their household had never been a typical one, really. Even when her sister was alive, work was all they talked about. It was always about a story Veronica was chasing, or the aid work that Jean was supposedly doing, or the cases Olivia was working. Her father often talked about his time in the armed forces too. But this year, there would be none of that. Olivia supposed she had Brock to thank for that. He might have family issues of his own, but she knew he was going to bring a sense of normalcy to the day.
And Olivia’s heart felt light as she stepped into the kitchen, watching her father fuss over the turkey in the oven. The Christmas tree stood proud in the corner by the window, and there were Christmas cards pinned to the door. 
“Merry Christmas, Dad!”
Instead of his usual grunt, he actually said it out loud: “Merry Christmas, Olivia.” Words he hadn’t said in years. Olivia’s heart filled with joy.
“Merry Christmas, Mr. Knight!” Brock called out.
That was Roger’s cue to grunt in response.
“Dad!” Olivia scolded him.
“Would you mind vacating the kitchen before you dry out the turkey with all this body heat?” he griped, but there was still a playful twinkle in his eye.
“Jeez, Dad, it’s dinner, not heart surgery.”
“Well, it’s Christmas. It oughta be a good one,” he said pointedly. Brock smirked and exchanged a glance with Jean and Olivia. It made Olivia want to smile back. This is the Christmas she’d always dreamed of.
There was a lovely spread of cheese and crackers laid on the table and Christmas songs crooning in the background. Jean sat Olivia and Brock down for a glass of brandy, and they laughed over the fact that brandy only ever seemed to appear at Christmas. The booze went right to Olivia’s head, and she spent the entirety of dinner feeling the impact of it. It made her feel light, and everything was funny, even the terrible jokes her mother told. 
After dinner, Olivia’s parents took the opportunity to interrogate Brock a little about himself, and Olivia slipped upstairs to get a breather from it all. She went to the bathroom and then stood in front of the mirror, trying to process how she felt in that moment.
Happy. Truly happy. She hadn’t thought about work all day, for once, and everything in her life seemed good. It was the best Christmas she had had in recent memory. In fact, her best holiday—period. All of her favorite people gathered in one place, and none of them fighting for once. She had waited a long time to feel this way. She closed her eyes and sighed, letting the tension inside her release. And when she breathed in again, it didn’t return.
Maybe now she would be free.
Olivia found that the longer she stayed, the less she wanted to go home. More brandy was poured, and the jokes got less tasteful as the night went on. Olivia was transported back to a time when this had been her home, and the nostalgia caught up to her. Perhaps that’s why she stayed up well past midnight reminiscing with her mom, long after her father had gone to bed and Brock had nodded off on the couch. And when she woke with a slight hangover and a stiff neck, she smiled to herself. It was worth it for the memories she’d made that night.

“I’m not used to anyone making me breakfast.”
Olivia turned to see her mom walking into the kitchen, wrapped up in her robe and wearing fluffy slippers. Olivia pointed to the coffee pot.
“Not breakfast. Just coffee. And I made it for me, thank you very much.”
“Typical daughter. Coming into my house and stealing my best coffee.”
“What’s yours is mine,” Olivia said sweetly before being swatted with one of Jean’s tea towels. 
“In which case, what’s yours is also mine, so you can brew another pot. This coffee is mine.”
Olivia tutted but poured a mug for Jean. Her mom smiled at her and sipped the boiling hot coffee.
“Well, it’s officially not Christmas anymore. You can tell me about the case.”
“Mom!”
“What?” Jean asked.
“I’m trying… I’m trying not to be so obsessed with work.”
“This isn’t you obsessing about work—it’s me. I’m the one with the sickness.”
“The sickness you passed on to me.”
“Well, if I hadn’t, you’d be far too perfect, wouldn’t you? Go on, tell me everything. If Brock asks, I’ll tell him that I brought it up.”
Olivia sighed. “Well… it was complicated. We thought we had our killer right up until the last minute. All the signs were pointing toward him. We found evidence in his car, he had motives for almost all of the kills, and he definitely gave off bad vibes. But when we were headed home, I just had this feeling.”
“Feeling?”
“Yeah… I know it’s not scientific, and it’s not the way cases get solved. You know it’s all about logic, about analysis, but I’ve never been able to ignore my gut.”
“Now that you get from me,” Jean cracked.
“I couldn’t let it go. I was certain something was missing, that we had gotten something wrong. And in the end, I was right. It was the maid. She killed five people in the end—her husband several years ago was the first victim—and she was plotting to kill a woman named Fiona for a long time. The others… two were accidental, and one was a guest at the hotel who was rude to her. She really did lead us all over the place. She even changed her MO to throw us off. There was a lot going on.”
“But you got to the end,” Jean said with a proud smile. “You’re really coming into your own, Olivia. You’re going to save a lot of lives.”
Olivia looked up at her mom in curiosity. “Is that what drove you into this career too? Saving people?”
Jean sighed. “I wish I could say yes, and claim to be that honorable. But I’m not. Not really. I do this because it thrills me. The chase in this line of work is like nothing else. I devoted my life to it because it was the one thing that I always understood—the one thing that never changed. I found motherhood hard when I first started out. That’s why I was away so often, working. Imagine that? I deal with murderers every day, and having children was what scared me most.” Jean shook her head. “I could always count on work to make me feel like there was an answer to my problems. It’s like those people who say they fell in love with math at school.… because the fundamentals are always the same, and they make sense. There’s an equation that leads to the answer, and it can be solved, no matter how complicated it looks. Other things are trickier. Like loving and losing a daughter. Like not understanding that life can take a downward turn. Like fearing for your family all the time.”
Olivia nodded. She understood that, at least. Family was everything to her. And in her own way, it was to Jean too. She might not think of herself as a good mother, but she’d grown into the role over the years. And despite the issues Olivia had had with her, she still loved her with all of her heart.
“But… it feels good to be a hero sometimes,” Jean said with a smile. “And you’re somebody’s hero today because of the work you did. That makes me prouder than I can say. You’re just going to keep getting better and better at what you do. You’re going to be unstoppable.”
Olivia leaned against the counter, not meeting Jean’s eyes. “What if… what if I don’t want to be unstoppable?”
“What do you mean?”
“What if… what if I want my career to come second? Second to everything else I have, I mean?” 
Jean smiled knowingly. “That’s love talking.”
“Yeah, I think it is. But is that such a bad thing? To want that to come first? I’ve just spent my vacation chasing killers instead of hanging out with my boyfriend. And at first, the thrill of it made me feel like I wanted to get involved. But by the end… knowing how Brock felt about it all… I don’t know. It felt like I needed to come back down to earth. To be more present. And not just for him, but for myself. For years, it’s like I’ve been trying to turn my brain off, but I could never find the off switch. And now, Brock is showing me how to let go a bit… and I want to. I love my work, and I always will, but what happens when I retire someday? I want to build something that’s still standing when work is gone and I still have my life ahead of me. And I don’t think being alone with no one to share it with is going to cut it for me. So, now that I’ve found my person… I want to make sure I keep him.”
Jean nodded and smiled, but Olivia could tell that she was a little sad at her response. Maybe it was because she always saw Olivia as a younger version of herself. She wanted her to match the same level of ambition that she had, the same level of enthusiasm. Telling her that she wanted more from her life was like a betrayal, somehow.
“Don’t look like that,” Olivia said gently. “You must have had this same thought once. You got married and had two kids. It hasn’t stopped you from becoming a career woman. You’re one of the best in your field. And I will be too. I’m just saying, there’s more to life. More that I haven’t discovered yet. And I’m going to take some time to figure that out. I’m going to actually use my downtime away from work to relax and rest. I’m going to start reading again… I can barely remember the last time I truly sat down with a book. I’m going to do all that and more while still kicking ass in the field. It’s what I want, and it’s what I deserve after so many years of struggling. This is what I need.”
Jean’s smile was returning now. She shook her head. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. You usually are. How frustrating.”
“You sound like Brock.”
Jean laughed. “Well, at least I know you’ve picked a good one. He knows what’s what. I don’t know what I was even worried about. Of course you’re always going to be a career girl. And even if you’re not, you’re right. There is more to life.”
Olivia nodded with a smile. She was glad that Jean was at least trying to understand where she was coming from. Because now that she really thought about it, she knew it wasn’t just empty words. She needed a new attitude. She needed to live her life differently. She still wanted everything she’d wanted before—a successful career, a chance to succeed, ways to prove herself—but she also wanted even more. She wanted a love that would last. She wanted comfort and stability. She wanted to consider having a family someday. And that was okay to want. Now that she understood that her worth extended beyond her work, she would finally be able to conquer the next stage of her life.
She was going to rule the world.
Olivia made another coffee and sat chatting with her mom while the sun had yet to make an appearance in the sky. It was still dark when Olivia’s work phone rang, and she glanced at it suspiciously, wondering whether or not she should pick it up. She had the day off, so there was no reason she should be answering calls from the Bureau. She thought it was more likely that it was someone from the Misty Pine Ski Lodge case calling. She glanced at Jean, who shrugged at her.
“Take it,” she said. “It might be important.”
“I’m off today…”
“You don’t have to do anything once you’ve taken the call. Just see what it’s about. Go on. I know your curiosity is killing you.”
Olivia had to admit she wanted to know what it was about. Before she could change her mind, she picked up the phone, pressing it to her ear.
“Olivia Knight speaking.”
“Hi, Olivia. It’s Chris Littlewood,” he said. “I’m sorry to call you so early, but I thought you might like to know that we found Grace Pena.”
“It’s over?” Olivia asked, sitting up a little straighter. He was right. It certainly did interest her. “She’s in custody?”
“Yes. But not in the way you might expect…”
“What do you mean?”
“Well… we found Grace. But I think that was her intention. Her final intention.”
Olivia took in a sharp breath.
“She’s dead, Olivia.”





I don’t want to run anymore.
Grace was shivering, and it wasn’t even because of the blizzard outside her window. She had checked herself into a hotel a hundred miles away from the Misty Pine Ski Lodge, running from what she had done. And yet she knew that it was only a matter of time until they found her there. Only a matter of time before they caught her and put her away for good.
Grace lay down on the soft duvet of the hotel, closing her eyes. The material felt good against her cheek, even as tears dripped from her eyes. For a moment, she could forget everything that had happened. I just want to rest now, she thought. 
But there was no rest for the wicked. It was all becoming clearer to her now, the things she’d done in the haze of her past. She didn’t want to remember it, but she did. She remembered how good it had felt to kill those people, and how desperately terrible it felt when she caused two innocent people to die. She held her arms around herself, clutching at her clothes just to feel something else, to ground her. She’d been flying unscathed for so long that she didn’t know how to walk on solid ground. 
She knew now how the world saw her. When she’d switched on the news and seen her own face looking back at her, the word WANTED beneath her photograph, she felt stunned. To know that people everywhere hated her for what she’d done. She had seen it as an act of service, but all they saw was a murderer. They didn’t understand why she’d done those things. And the more she forced herself to think about her crimes, the less she understood as well. 
She didn’t expect to be found out so soon. And now, she had the sense to know that she’d left a trail, that the police would be coming for her. When she had run away, she didn’t do much to hide where she’d headed to. She hadn’t expected to stick around in this hotel for long enough to be found. She knew that if she wanted to get away, she’d have to leave now. But she stayed where she was, curled up in a fetal position, feeling the guilt washing over her.
There was nothing left to do.
Grace didn’t want to go to prison. She didn’t want to spend her days alone with her thoughts, contemplating how things might’ve been different. If she went to jail for what she’d done, she’d never see the light of day again. Hadn’t she suffered enough? Wasn’t it time that the world gave her a break? She knew she had done bad things, terrible things—but only because she had been in so much pain. It felt like the only way to survive. She’d been wrong; she knew that now. But she couldn’t go back.
And she didn’t want to go forward.
There was one route left to take. She unfurled her palm and found the pill in her hand. Did she deserve to go out the same way the others had? In pain, begging for reprieve, losing her grip on reality? Well, she’d lost that a long time ago. She could see that now. 
Everything was so much clearer now.
She knew one thing, at least. In death, she would be reunited with her Angel. The thought of her made her chest ache, and she knew how getting back to her mattered more than anything. She was what she had been fighting for all this time. She had thought she needed revenge, but maybe all she really needed was peace. A reunion.
After that, the rest seemed simple. She pressed the pill past her lips and forced herself to swallow. By then, acceptance was hitting her. She curled up into herself and let the pill take hold as it had done so many times to so many others. This whole thing had started with death in a hotel room, and that’s how it would end too. 
The circle of life. 
Forgive me, she thought to herself as the fog started to sweep through her mind. Forgive me. 
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