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      Residence of Cassie Cooper & Bradley Sunderland; Seattle, WA

      Cassie closed the door behind her and threw the lock, then dropped her bag and keys on the small table next to the door.

      “Babe, I’m home,” she called out.

      When she got no answer, she turned around and looked through the dark house. Only the light on the timer in the living room was on. She crossed to the rounded archway into the hall and peeked in, only to find it empty.

      “Babe? You home?” she called out. Still no answer.

      Frowning, she walked to the kitchen, flipping on the light as she entered. She went to the refrigerator, her frown deepening. There was no note left for her on the fridge. She tried the table and the counters but still found nothing.

      Brad hadn’t told her he was going out, and today was his day off, so she felt a flutter of concern in her heart. He never went anywhere without texting her to let her know or leaving a note on the refrigerator. He was always considerate like that.

      She pulled her phone out of her purse, keyed in a quick text message to him and sent it off. She waited for a minute, trying to control her anxiety, then called him. In the increasingly ominous silence of the house, she heard the ringtone Brad used for her chime from the back room.

      The feeling of ice water suddenly suffused her veins. Cassie felt a tremor pass through her body as the worst, bleakest thoughts passed through her mind.

      Slowly and haltingly, Cassie made her way down the hallway toward their bedroom, terrified she was going to find Brad back there. She immediately started to worry that he’d had a heart attack－the doctor was always getting on him about his cholesterol. Or what if it had been a brain aneurysm? She knew those come on unexpectedly and hit people of any age.

      Standing before the bedroom door, she reached out with a trembling hand and pushed it inward, the familiar creak of it opening now sounding absolutely sinister. The room beyond was dark. The blackout drapes had been shut, leaving the bedroom cloaked in a murky shadow that was nearly impenetrable to her eyes.

      But she didn’t need to see to know that something was wrong. There was a vibration in the air that wasn’t right, or maybe on some deep level she registered the hint of a different smell－whatever it was, Cassie knew she wasn’t alone.

      And whoever was in the room, wasn’t Brad.

      Once the door was fully open, gently bumping into the wall behind it, she became aware of the silhouette standing in the middle of the room. A shadow even darker than the room around him, as if he somehow sucked in every trace of light. She felt her knees weaken and her stomach turn over on itself.

      “Hello, Cassie,” he said.
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      Her ears filled with the rough, heavy scraping of the old chain against concrete. Her heart filled with dread. The shackle snapped around her ankle with an impossibly loud metallic click. She pulled at the chain that bound her, but it held her fast.

      “Who are you?”

      She repeated the question for the thousandth time since she’d been taken. But just like the other nine hundred and ninety-nine times she’d asked, Cassie didn’t get an answer.

      “Where’s Brad? What did you do with Brad?!” she shouted.

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with. Not anymore, at any rate,” he finally spoke, his voice smooth and cultured.

      Her heart falling into her stomach, she listened to his heavy footsteps receding. They thumped hollowly on the treads as he went up a staircase, leading Cassie to guess that she was being kept in a basement. And when the door closed, she reached up and yanked the hood off her head.

      Cassie looked around wildly, confirming that she was being kept in a basement, albeit one that looked like it had been converted into some sort of bonus room. Wood paneling covered the walls, and she sat on a bunk that was bolted to the wall like the beds in a prison cell. Recessed track lighting lined two sides of the room, giving the room a soft glow that would have been pleasant in other circumstances.

      In the far corner of the basement, there was a table and a pair of chairs. A red and white checkered tablecloth was draped over the top of the table, and a small crystal vase with a single red rose stood in the center. It was like some deranged and demented sidewalk bistro. A sliding door was built into the wall next to the table, making Cassie think of an old-fashioned dumbwaiter.

      Closer to her, a large, plush sofa and a recliner sat on an area rug. A coffee table stood in front of the sofa, and a large flatscreen TV hung on the wall across from it. The overall effect was that the basement had been refurbished and made comfortable. As if it had been turned into an apartment of sorts. He obviously spent a lot of time down there. It was a thought that sent a cold chill of dread racing through her.

      “You’re never getting out of here, you know.”

      The voice was raspy and weak－and completely unexpected. Cassie jerked in surprise so violently, the chain around her ankle rattled as she jumped to her feet, her heart thundering inside of her. She turned and saw the woman sitting on a bunk like hers. She was pale and drawn, her red hair limp. She didn’t look unhealthy or starved in any way. She was clean and wasn’t wearing rags. But just like Cassie, she wore a shackle around her ankle. The other end of the heavy chain was secured to the floor with a thick iron ring.

      Her eyes held Cassie’s gaze and chilled her to the very core. The woman’s eyes were so empty. So devoid of hope and life. The look of utter resignation on the woman’s face scared Cassie more than anything.

      “H－how long have you been here?” Cassie asked.

      She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Feels like forever. But I couldn’t tell you,” she said. “It’s a little hard to tell time in a place with no windows, y’know?”

      Cassie shuddered and folded her arms over her chest protectively, searching the room, looking for weaknesses or ways out. Searching for something she could use as a weapon to defend herself with. But there was nothing that she could see. Frustrated and scared, Cassie gripped the chain that bound her and started to pull, tugging with all of her might against the iron ring that had been sunk into the concrete. Not surprisingly, it didn’t budge.

      Cassie dropped back down onto her bunk and buried her face in her hands. She tried to fight the waves of tears that rolled down her cheeks but didn’t have the strength to stem the tide. The fear that gripped her was unlike anything she’d ever felt before; fear for herself and fear for Brad. She still had no idea what happened to him or where he was.

      “The best thing you can do for yourself is just give in to him,” the other woman said. “Just do what he wants, don’t talk back, and hope he gets bored and puts you out of your misery quicker.”

      Cassie turned to the woman, a look of horror on her face. The woman just stared back at her dispassionately. She was nothing more than an empty vessel anymore.

      “I fought in the beginning. Fought like hell. He beat me within an inch of my life. More than once.” She laughed bitterly. “It was only when I gave in that the beatings stopped. But when I did that, he seemed to get bored with me. And now, voila! Here you are.”

      “Why is he doing this?” Cassie asks.

      The woman shrugs again. “I have no idea. Seems to me like he’s trying to play out some creepy ass fantasy. He wines and dines－”

      The woman bit her words off as the man’s heavy steps sounded on the staircase. She looked over at Cassie and frowned.

      “I’ll be gone when you wake up. Dead probably,” she whispered. “Good luck and remember what I said.”

      “Wait what? Gone? Gone where?”

      “Silence,” the man roared.

      Cassie turned her attention to him as he stood before her. He was tall and had an average build, with a slight paunch around his middle. He had dark hair that was thinning, dark eyes behind his round-rimmed glasses, and pale skin. Cassie cataloged all of these details about him, burning them into her mind, silently praying that a time would come when she could use them. When she could give them to the police so she could pick him out of a lineup after he was arrested.

      She continued trying to memorize his details and had gotten to his unusually long, delicate looking fingers and froze when she saw that he was holding a syringe. Her eyes widened and she put her hands up, trying to ward him off as he started to move toward her.

      “Please don’t do this,” she pleaded with him. “Please.”

      “I’m afraid I must. You are too exquisite to pass up. I really think you’ll be perfect. That you’re the one.”

      “Who are you?” she screamed at him.

      His smile was warm and sincere, and Cassie found that creepier than anything else about him. He grabbed hold of her hair and yanked her head back viciously. She cried out as he sunk the needle into her exposed neck. Cassie felt the slow burn of the liquid spreading through her veins. She felt the tears spill from the corner of her eye and slip down her cheek. He wiped it away with his thumb. She thought it was an oddly tender, intimate gesture.

      And as her darkness crept in at the edges of her vision, her entire reality wavering as if she was underwater, all she could see was his face. He gave her that warm, disarming smile again.

      “I’m your whole world now, sweetheart.”
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      Federal Bureau of Investigations; Seattle Field Office

      “Welcome back, Special Agent Wilder,” Tom greets me.

      I give him a smile as I tie my strawberry blonde hair back. “It’s really good to see you, Tom.”

      “Yeah, you too. Now go catch some bad guys.”

      “That’s the plan,” I say with a warm laugh.

      After passing through the metal detectors and the careful eye of Tom Willets, who’s run security in the SFO since well before I got here－the first time. Tom was the first face I saw at my very first field office after graduating from the Academy. I’m actually kind of glad to see that he’s still here. There’s something to be said for consistency and continuity.

      And speaking of consistency and continuity, I roll my eyes when I see Grant Bryant fall into step beside me. I walk on quickly, trying to ignore him completely. But he’s got a few inches on my five-foot-nine frame, which means he’s got longer legs and can keep pace without trying too hard.

      If having an arch-nemesis was really a thing, Grant would be mine. But since it’s not, I’ll settle for calling him the biggest pain in my ass I’ve ever known. He made my first tour in the SFO a living hell. Or at least, he tried to. Grant has never gotten over the fact that I was right about something that solved a case. The problem being that he was wrong and wound up with egg on his face. Like－a lot of egg.

      Ever since then, he’s made it his mission to make me as uncomfortable as possible. He seems to delight in doing it, in fact. But the one thing I’ve learned over the years is to not give him what he wants－which is an overly emotional reaction. I’ve learned to fight fire with fire, and snark with snark.

      It usually leads to him calling me a bitch before he stomps away like a petulant child, but hey, at least it gets him out of my face. And if demanding the same respect he shows to the male agents makes me a bitch, then so be it. I don’t think I’m asking for too much to ask for respect. But I also know the Bureau, and law enforcement in general, is still a good old boys’ club. We may be wearing the same jerseys, but we’re hardly playing for the same team. It usually feels like we’re not even playing the same sport.

      Oh, some progress has been made. I won’t say it hasn’t. But a memo from the Director and a new handbook isn’t going to change things all that much. It’s all window dressing. But hey, it’s good theater. It lets those in charge pat each other on the back and feel good about themselves. The fact is, the good old boys will continue being good old boys. For things to truly change, there has to be genuine accountability for those who seek to hold back progress and continue to treat women and people of color as second rate.

      And Grant’s problem with me stems from the fact that I proved to everybody that he is in fact, the one who’s a second-rate agent. Without intending to do it, I exposed his sloppiness, lack of work ethic, and intellectual laziness. I showed everybody that he’s not a great agent, and he’s never forgiven me for it.

      While I walked on eggshells around the guy for a little while, looking back on it, I’m glad I did it, and wish I had intended to do that. I personally find his lack of commitment and dedication to the job offensive. I eat, drink, and sleep for the Bureau. I consider it an honor and a sacred duty to be the very best I can be. Serving others and saving lives is, to me, the highest calling.

      For Grant, it’s a paycheck. He’s the sort of man who flashes his badge in a bar, hoping to get laid. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if I found out he spends time at home, looking at himself in the mirror, practicing the badge flip. That’s just who he is, whereas I am the job. I love it and I live for it.

      “So, I heard you were back,” Grant finally says.

      “Didn’t know you cared enough to ask.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t really. But it’s all anybody’s talking about. Christ, the way they talk, you’d think they’re talking about the Pope coming to town. St. Blake Wilder is back among we mere mortals－”

      “Is there a point to this little reunion? Or did you just need to prove that you’re still a jerk?” I ask.

      He stops and puts his hand on my arm to stop me as well. I have to physically restrain myself from breaking his hand and settle for just shrugging it off. He puts his hands up and takes a step back.

      “Sorry,” he says. “Anyway, I hear you get to pick your team.”

      “And?”

      “I want in. I want to be on your team.”

      My laughter nearly doubles me over, and when I stand up, wiping away the tears of mirth that are rolling down my face, Grant is scowling.

      “You know I’m a good investigator,” he protests.

      “You are? When did that happen?”

      “Blake－”

      “Look, I don’t like you, you don’t like me. And that’s fine. We don’t have to like each other,” I tell him. “But I’m sure as hell not going to put a cancer like you on my team. I only want people who are all about the job.”

      “Come on, Blake. Be reasonable,” he frowns, sounding like he’s actually pleading with me. “I’ve been stuck in this spot for years. I could really use a career boost working on a high-profile squad like yours.”

      The idea of my squad being high-profile sends a chill through me. I’m not looking for notoriety. I don’t want fame, or to be holding press conferences. My goal－no, my mission－and that of my team is, and always will be, taking down killers.

      “Sorry Grant. My squad doesn’t exist to further your career,” I say, my voice ice cold. “We’re here to do a job. I suggest you do the same.”

      “Fine. That’s fine,” he seethes. “I’ll talk to Rosie about it.”

      “I’ll save you the trouble and mention it, since I’m on my way to see her now,” I reply. “But you should know, I’ve been given the green light to run my squad, including personnel decisions, how I see fit.”

      I turn and walk off before he can respond. I’m done with him and don’t see the need to continue the conversation. Though, I am amused he thought I’d actually pick him to be on my team.

      Petty? Maybe. But I genuinely do only want the doers and go-getters on my squad. I want people with sharp minds who can think independently, but also follow orders. This is my first shot at command; all the heat comes down on me. If I screw this up, I may not get another bite at the apple.

      This is my opportunity and I need to make the absolute most of it.
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      Office of SAC Rosalinda Espinoza; Seattle Field Office

      “It’s good to have you back, Wilder.”

      Rosie is a smallish woman with tawny skin and a little more gray in her dark hair than the last time I saw her. She’s got caramel-colored eyes in a face free from any lines, though she’s pushing fifty, and has an unassuming demeanor. But I know from experience that she doesn’t miss a thing. She is one of the sharpest people I’ve ever met, and definitely not somebody you want to tangle with.

      I give her a smile. “It’s good to be back, Rosie,” I tell her. “The SAC chair looks good on you. And might I say, it’s long overdue.”

      She laughs and tries to downplay it, but I can see that it means a lot to her. After nearly single-handedly taking down a cartel kingpin and rolling up his network years ago, Rosie became one of the rising stars in the Bureau. But she stalled out here in the SFO, toiling for years as the Assistant Special Agent in Charge to former SAC Harry Potts.

      Most of us assume her trajectory slowed simply because she’s not a political animal. She doesn’t try to curry favor, nor does she ever kiss anybody’s butt. She’s blunt, direct, and always says what’s on her mind. And when she says it, she means it. That’s not a recipe for upward mobility in the Bureau. Especially as a woman, when you’re more or less expected to grovel, be thankful, and be humble at all times.

      But when I went to New York, Potts got a promotion－mostly on the back of the cases I broke and the positive news coverage it generated－and was transferred to the New York Field Office. He’s now the Assistant Director of the White Collar Crimes Unit. Not that I begrudge him that. He took a risk in letting me operate the way I did. And it paid off for the both of us. I have a shiny new title－Supervisory Special Agent, thank you very much－and now I’m running my own squad.

      And Rosalinda Espinoza, Rosie to most of us, who also rolled the dice on me, also got a promotion. She’s now the Special Agent in Charge, and she is running the Seattle Field Office. She’s an agent’s agent. She’s one of us. Potts was always a little too cerebral and administrative to ever really be a line agent or truly relate to us. But Rosie was a damn good field agent and she still carries that mentality. It’s why she can bond with us and seems to get us in ways Potts never could have.

      More than that, based on what I did here and in New York, the Bureau is assembling squads just like mine, who operate just like I do. It’s kind of flattering, really; my nerdy obsession with numbers and data is now a model for a new specialized Bureau response team.

      My understanding is that eventually, every field office around the country is going to have a squad like mine where we crunch numbers, analyze the data, and look at patterns to hopefully get ahead of some of these killers. To be honest, what I do is nothing special or all that unique. In a lot of ways, it’s profiling. Just like the BAU does. Except that in addition to behavior, we’re studying data and trends over a number of years. Though, I also like to look at the behavior of our unsubs to further bolster the profile.

      “Oh, I should probably tell you that Grant stopped me in the hall and asked to join my squad,” I tell her. “I turned him down.”

      Rosie rolls her eyes and chuckles. “Wonderful. Couldn’t you have at least told him you’d think about it? Spare me the headache of listening to him whine?”

      “I just did what I figured you’d do and was honest with him.”

      She arches an eyebrow at me. “How honest were you?”

      “Brutally.”

      She sighs but can’t keep the smile off her face. “Girl, we’ve got to teach you how to play politics.”

      “Because you do it so well,” I say and flash her a grin.

      “Yeah well, I’m different. You’re going places, kid,” she says. “Or you will be if you can control your mouth and learn to play the game.”

      I shrug. “I’m fine doing what I’m doing, Rosie. This is good work. This is important work. I’d rather do this for the rest of my life than spend my time kissing the asses of people I despise.”

      “Speaking of kissing asses, how was Potts doing in New York?”

      “I only saw him a few times, but he seemed to be in his element,” I tell her.

      “Surrounded by yes men with their lips firmly planted on his backside?”

      I nod. “Bingo.”

      She laughs for a moment but then looks at me, her expression sober. “You know, if you want to change the Bureau, you need to do it from the top.”

      My laugh is a little bitter. “I saw enough in New York to know the Bureau probably isn’t going to change. Not in our lifetimes, anyway. Maybe when we have more women in the power structure.”

      “If more women are allowed into the power structure.”

      “Exactly. I mean, look how long it took you to get to that chair. You deserved it a long time ago. But because you don’t kiss ass or play politics, they only gave it to you when they had no other choice,” I point out. “Honestly, I’m fine where I am, doing what I’m doing. I have no desire to wade into the political cesspool I’d have to get into to move up the food chain.”

      “You could do a lot of good at the top.”

      “So could you,” I reply. “But hey, I’d rather just focus on the here and now. We can do a lot of good here for a lot of people.”

      She leans back in her chair and looks at me for a long moment, the expression on her face inscrutable. She could be thinking I’m an idiot, or she could be discovering some newfound respect for me for not wanting to play the game. Or she could be thinking about what she wants for lunch for all I know. The woman has a killer poker face and is confoundingly unreadable.

      “All right,” she finally says. “Let’s get to work.”

      “Thought you’d never ask.”

      She picks up a stack of files as we both get up and I follow her out of the office and past her uptight, prissy assistant, Stephen. He glares hard at me when he thinks I’m not looking. Stephen and I have a love-hate relationship－I love to tease him, he hates me. But to be fair, he hates everybody, so it’s not just me. He is, seriously, the crustiest person I’ve ever met. It’s like he was born without a sense of humor or something.

      Rosie leads me through the warren of corridors, then to the elevator. We step inside and she hits the button for the second underground floor. I look over at her with a wry grin on my face.

      “Literally hiding us in the basement like the ugly stepchildren?” I ask.

      She laughs. “Sorry. It’s temporary until we can get you some office space above ground. It’s not a reflection on you. Promise.”

      I wave her off. “It’s not a big deal. Really,” I say. “If nothing else, having nothing around to distract us will keep the team focused. Speaking of which－”

      She grimaces, and I know I’m not going to like the next words that going to come out of her mouth.

      “We got word that because this is a pilot program－”

      “Pilot program? We ran this exact same set up in New York,” I cut her off. “We proved the viability a thousand times over.”

      “You know how the higher-ups and the bean counters are. Their sphincters pucker when we try something new and aren’t willing to invest a lot of capital until it’s proven itself,” she tells me. “They argue that in New York, you had the benefit of the field office’s resources at your disposal. They want to see if this thing has legs and can stand on its own.”

      I sigh. “It would have been nice if they’d told me that when we were putting this all together.”

      “I tried to get them to reconsider, but you know how they are,” she says.

      “Yeah, I do,” I groan. “So after they stripped the cabinets, what am I left with?”

      The elevator stops on sub-floor two and the doors slide open. We follow the corridor, which is a plain, institutional gray, then make a right when it ends in a T. About thirty yards down from the junction is a glass door emblazoned with the Bureau’s logo. A plaque has already been mounted to the wall beside the door that reads, Criminal Data Analysis Unit.

      I take a moment to look at the plaque and think about how far I’ve come personally. To go from a fringe agent with a quirky idea about how to identify killers, to being on the verge of somewhat revolutionizing the way the Bureau does business－at least in some respects－is pretty amazing. Humbling. Exciting. Not even the change in plans and stripping my team down to nothing can put a damper on my mood. Not entirely anyway.

      The smile on my face is stretched from ear to ear when I turn to Rosie. She hands me the stack of files and I quickly rifle through them, then look up at her, pursing my lips and shaking my head, a slight tarnish on my good mood.

      “This is all I get?” I ask.

      “Afraid so.”

      “Well… at least they gave me who I asked for.”

      “I made sure of that,” she assures me. “I told them this is my field office and I make the personnel decisions around here.”

      “I appreciate you going to bat for me, Rosie.”

      She gives me a crooked smile. “I believe in you, kid. I know what you can do. And I know you’re going to knock these guys who are doubting you on their butts,” she says. “Just be prepared to not get credit for this when you succeed.”

      I smile. “Already prepared for it.”

      “Then you’re in good shape.”

      We share a laugh together. But then she looks at me for a long minute, the look on her face telling me she’s debating something. After a beat of silence, Rosie’s curiosity seems to get the better of her.

      “Not my business, but did you really have Paxton Arrington call one of his Senator buddies to help you force your way out of New York?”

      I look at her, aghast. “I most certainly did not. He did that of his own accord,” I tell her. “I guess he took my complaining about the politics there as a sign I wanted out. And so he did that without asking me first.”

      “But he was right. You wanted to come back.”

      “God, yes. I can’t tell you how much I wanted out of there.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      I nod. “Absolute political cesspool. I swear, I think some people spend more time and energy covering their backsides than they do solving crimes.”

      Rosie nods. “I hear you. Anyway, I was just curious. But I will say, you want to be careful about stuff like that. You don’t want to get a rep as somebody who plays her connections into preferred assignments,” she says.

      My face pales. “Is that what people are saying?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t think so. I’m just giving you a heads up,” she replies. “Anyway, I have to get to a meeting, so I’ll leave you to it. If you need something else… you’re going to have to find a way to get it yourself.”

      “Thanks, Rosie,” I say and laugh.

      She hustles away, the slap of her leather shoes echoing around the empty concrete corridor. I swear this dingy underground floor reminds me of a prison. Her words about Paxton have me concerned. The last thing I want is for people to think I pull my connections to get what I want. I’ve earned everything I have. Always have and always will. That’s just who I am. The fact that this story is making the rounds bothers me. A lot.

      But I try to push it aside for now. I’m standing at the threshold of a new start for me. Literally. This is the start of a new chapter in my life and career. My stomach is bubbling with excitement.

      Reaching out, I push the door open and step into the newly christened Criminal Data Analysis Unit.
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      Office of SSA Blake Wilder; CDAU, Seattle Field Office

      “The prodigal daughter has returned.”

      I look up from the files I’m looking through to see none other than Astra Russo strutting through my office door like she’s strolling down a catwalk in a Paris fashion show. She’s gorgeous, with dark hair, crystalline blue eyes, a smooth, clear complexion, and a body to absolutely die for. Somehow, even in the harsh fluorescent light down here, she still glows. She looks like she should be on a bikini photoshoot on an exotic beach somewhere instead of carrying a coffee and a briefcase down here in this drab concrete office.

      But the truth is, Astra is one of the finest agents I know. She was my first pick when I got the green light to assemble my team. She’s smart, intuitive, and a lot tougher than you’d ever think, given her lingerie model looks. She’s also been my best friend since our days at the Academy. It was hard leaving her when I transferred to New York.

      I jump out of my seat and come around the desk, pulling her into a tight embrace. We step back after a couple of moments, and I look at her, unable to keep the smile from my face.

      “It is so good to see you,” I say. “I have missed you like you wouldn’t believe.”

      She flashes me a mischievous grin. “Could have fooled me. I mean, when was the last time I heard from you?”

      “I know. And I’m sorry,” I reply. “I always meant to call, but… you know how it is. You get sucked into a case and you just lose all concept of time.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know,” she rolls her eyes, not relenting a bit. “I understand.”

      I get it. Over the year I spent in New York, we texted often enough, but phone calls were rare, and we only got to actually visit each other once. Astra did a better job of trying to reach out and stay in contact with me than I did with her. Much to my shame. It made me feel like a horrible person and an even worse friend.

      But we were both busy. There were always cases to solve and murderers to catch. I swear to God, we could probably work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and we’d still never run out of killers to catch. The sheer number of people out there who enjoy hurting other people is staggering and seems to never end.

      But it’s working with absolutely stellar agents like Astra that make it worthwhile.

      “You going to make me feel bad about it for the rest of my life?” I ask.

      She screws up her face and looks at me. “I might. I’m going to have to let you know about that.”

      “Good to know,” I reply with a laugh.

      I motion to the chair in front of my desk and Astra sits down, then I retake my seat. It feels strange to be here in this capacity, running my own unit. But being with Astra again makes it feel like home.

      “Supervisory Special Agent Wilder, now,” she says.

      “What’s what my business card says.”

      She grins. “Congratulations, Blake. I’m really proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Astra. That means a lot.”

      She leans back in her chair and looks around the office pointedly. “They sure didn’t break the bank setting up our new digs though, did they?”

      “Because they’re not convinced that we’re going to be successful.”

      Her eyes widen and her mouth falls open. “You’re kidding me,” she says. “After everything you did here and in New York, they’re still not convinced?”

      “You know how much the Bureau loves change,” I reply with a shrug. “But the best part is, they didn’t allocate enough funding to fully staff us.”

      “Unbelievable. So, they want you to prove yourself,” she starts. “And then they kneecap you from the start, thus ensure you won’t be able to. That’s fantastic. Makes a lot of sense.”

      I shrug. “I’ve got faith that we’ll overcome it. I think we’ll be a big success,” I tell her. “I mean, look at what we did when it was just you and me.”

      She smiles, an expression of nostalgia on her face. “Oh yeah, the good ol’ days,” she says, but then her smile fades. “I still don’t think it’s cool to put all these eyes on us, then handicap us from the jump.”

      “Yeah, me either. But there’s nothing we can do except make the best of it. No sense in whining about it.”

      “Right. So let’s do what we do,” she chirps brightly. “So who else did they deign to give you to fill out the team?”

      “They’ve given us Special Agent Maureen Weissman from the white collar unit and Tech Analyst Rick Scanlon,” I say. “You know either of them?”

      “I know Mo a little bit. She’s good. Former Seattle PD. From what I’ve seen, she’s smart, thorough, pays attention to detail. But she’s not exactly the most personable person around. She’s all business,” she says. “I don’t know Rick at all. I didn’t spend much time around the geeks.”

      “All business is good. Her jacket’s pretty impressive, and my understanding is that she has a natural affinity for data analysis,” I say. “And Rosie vouches for Rick, so I’m sure he’s good.”

      Astra nods. “So who else do we have?”

      I look at her, a sly grin on my face. “That’s it. We are a team of four.”

      She grins ruefully. “Wow. You weren’t kidding about them cutting your funding to the bone. Small but mighty, I guess.”

      I shake my head. “Right?”

      I get up from my desk and Astra follows suit, and I lead her out into our bullpen. It’s fully set up to equip the team of ten I had initially requested: seven desks for agents, three for tech analysts. They’re all fully wired and ready to go. So maybe one day, we’ll be able to fill them all out. The thought once again reminds me of the eyes on us and the necessity to succeed.

      The room is a large rectangle, the walls painted a light shade of blue, the carpet a darker shade. Along the wall directly across from the wall of windows that make up my office is a row of four large flatscreen monitors. Above those are clocks, all set to different time zones in different countries. It’s a touch I’ve never understood the need to have. It’s not like I’m ever going to need to know what time it is in London. And if I do, I can look it up on my phone. But whatever.

      The three tech stations are set up in a cluster to the left side of the room, furthest from the door. The other seven desks are set up in two rows in front of the monitors, the idea being they can all see what the techs put up on the monitors. It’s a sleek, open floor plan that allows us to all communicate and share information quickly. I like it.

      “I guess you’re free to pick your workstation,” I say.

      Astra grins and finds a station near the monitors and starts to set up. At the same time, the door opens and Maureen Weissman walks in. She’s a couple inches shorter than me, with short, neatly trimmed dirty blonde hair and brown eyes. Her stride is purposeful, her expression rigid. Astra wasn’t kidding, she really does seem to be all business. She walks over to me and stops, standing at attention a couple of feet from me.

      “SSA Wilder,” she starts, her tone as rigid as her posture. “Special Agent Maureen Weissman reporting for duty.”

      I glance over at Astra, who’s fighting to keep from laughing out loud. Reaching out, I take Maureen’s hand and give it a firm shake.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Maureen－”

      “Please, call me Mo.”

      “Very well. Mo,” I nod. “Call me Blake. And you should know that this unit will run a little more informally. We’re going to be a bit looser than other squads. No need for such formalities.”

      Mo looks at me like the concept of relaxing and being loose is something that’s entirely foreign to her. I guess what I’ve heard about the white collar unit being stiff and completely humorless is true. This is going to take a little work, but hopefully, we’ll rub off on her soon enough.

      “Well, welcome to the CDAU,” I say. “Our acronym sucks, but we’ll be doing good work here. Go ahead and pick a station.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” she says, her tone still stiff.

      “It’s just Blake. Honest, it’s all right.”

      Mo looks at me with her head slightly cocked, clearly struggling with the idea of calling her superior by her first name.

      “That’s okay. We’ll work on it,” I tell her. “Grab a workstation and settle into your new home.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Mo goes and picks a workstation, also near the monitors, though keeping a desk of separation between her and Astra. I glance over at Astra and share a smile with her, shaking my head. We’re really going to have to work on socializing her a bit. I mean, I’m all about the job, but Mo seems to be only about the job. In my experience, there’s a balance that needs to be made or you’ll burn out quick.

      The door to the office opens again, and our resident geek, Rick Scanlon walks in. He’s only an inch or so taller than my five-nine frame, but he’s burly and somehow seems larger. He’s got a shaggy shock of light brown hair, a prodigious lumberjack style beard, and his clothes give him a very retro feel. I’d be shocked if he purchased his clothes anywhere but a vintage thrift store. He just screams hipster to me.

      He sees me and smiles wide, walking over to me without hesitation and offers me his hand. His grip is firm and confident.

      “Rick Scanlon,” he says, his voice a little higher pitched than I expected.

      “SSA Blake Wilder,” I reply. “And something tells me you make your own craft beer and only listen to music on vinyl.”

      His laugh is deep and rumbling. “And some people think this whole profiling thing is junk science.”

      I laugh. “Good to have you, Rick,” I say, pointing to the cluster of tech desks. “Make yourself at home.”

      “Thank you, Blake. Glad to be on the team.”

      I step back and look at the three of them settling into their workstations. My team. Even though it’s less than what I expected, and I know there are some rooting for me to fail, I can’t help but feel a flush of both pride and excitement about what we’re about to do. What we are going to accomplish together. We’re going to do some great things and make a real difference here.

      As Astra said… we’re going to be small but mighty.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “We use crime statistics and other relevant data to identify patterns, which lead us to investigate,” I say, finishing up the brief orientation I put together. “It’s a bit unorthodox, but that’s how we operate. We’re data driven and open investigations based on that. Any questions?”

      “So, we’re basically predicting crime?” Mo asks.

      I pace back and forth in front of the monitors at the front of the bullpen. But then I stop and turn to Mo.

      “In a sense. But I wouldn’t call it predicting, exactly. That makes it sound like something we’re not. This isn’t Minority Report or anything,” I reply.

      “Great movie,” comments Rick.

      “We’re using data to identify patterns,” I go on. “A pattern can potentially indicate the presence of a serial killer. For instance, a few years back, Astra and I looked at the violent crime rate in a small town called Briar Glen. It was way out of whack. Well above the national average, above Seattle, and one of the highest rates in the nation, and to make matters worse, the local LEOs had no idea. We identified a pattern of killings that went back almost two decades. We uncovered a cult that was exacting their revenge on petty criminals, and then we followed the data to make connections between seemingly unconnected cases. The only way we were able to roll them up is because of that data.

      “So I know others may call it predicting, or have a host of derogatory terms for what it is we’re doing, but don’t give that any oxygen. We’re data focused. Period. The data drives us, and then we go from there.”

      Mo seems to be considering it as I speak. Coming from the white collar crime unit that deals only in numbers and data, I don’t think this should be too hard for her to grasp. But she is still looking at me like I’m talking about voodoo. I suppose it has something to do with the fact that because she’s coming from white collar, she hasn’t had to deal with violent offenders before. She hasn’t had to deal with serial killers or murderers in general. It makes me wonder what she did when she was with the SPD. I make a mental note to ask her about it sometime.

      “Any other questions?” I ask.

      The three of them look at each other, but the room remains quiet. I give them a nod and am just about to start handing out assignments when Rosie comes through the door. She gives me a look and motions toward my office.

      “Okay well, why don’t you guys take a few minutes to get to know each other, and then I’ll be back and we can start going over our next steps,” I tell them.

      Rosie’s already sitting in the chair before my desk when I walk in, so I close the door and walk around, dropping into my own chair. I notice she’s got a file in her lap. It’s thin, which tells me it’s a new investigation, and there isn’t much paper on it yet.

      “Sorry to pull you away from your team,” she says. “But this just came through and it’s hot. I know it’s not your usual MO, but I need a team on it, and I thought it might be a good dry run for you and your team. See how you work together and all.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I nod. “Being able to see their strengths and weaknesses in the field is actually a really good idea.”

      It’s not the way we’re going to usually be generating cases, but I knew that from time to time, we’d probably have to catch cases directly from Rosie. The SFO is a bit understaffed, since the powers that be think the Bureau would be better served by spreading our resources out and concentrating them in the bigger cities like New York, Miami, Chicago, and Los Angeles.

      For some reason, they think that Seattle doesn’t have the same needs as other large urban centers. Which is ridiculous, of course. But that’s just my opinion. And as a result, the SFO doesn’t have as many agents as we need, so we often end up pulling double duty.

      “So what do we have?” I ask.

      Rosie slides the file over to me. “Body was found this morning. It’s in pretty bad shape, apparently,” she says. “It was discovered in a dumpster behind a restaurant just outside of Seattle city limits. SPD won’t touch it, so the King County Sheriff gave us a call direct and asked for our help.”

      “Great. We’re on it,” I tell her.

      “Thanks, Blake. I appreciate it.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      Rosie leaves the unit and I walk back out into the bullpen. All eyes turn to me as I step to the front so I can address them all.

      “Okay, we caught a case direct, and Rosie needs a team, so we’re going to get on that,” I say.

      “Details?” Astra asks.

      “Minimal at this point. Male, late twenties to early thirties. That’s about it,” I reply. “All I know is that it’s a body in a dumpster just outside the city. SPD won’t go near it, and apparently won’t provide assistance.”

      “That’s not surprising,” Mo grumbles bitterly under her breath, sounding for all the world like Paxton. Her opinion of the SPD is obviously no more favorable than his… or mine. Which gives us something to bond over.

      “All right,” I say. “Mo, Astra, with me. Rick, I want you on comms, ready to do your thing when I need it.”

      “I’ll be ready and waiting,” he says.

      “Good. Let’s roll.”
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      Artie’s Diner; Caribou Pass, WA

      “Wow. That’s a mess,” Astra observes.

      I nod. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “Jesus,” Mo gasps. “Who would do something like this?”

      I turn to her and see that she’s looking a little green around the gills and have to remind myself that she’s coming from white collar. Not a lot of bloody, torn up bodies to be found there. Astra is looking at Mo, grinning wide.

      “First time?” Astra asks.

      Mo looks back at her, a stony, unfriendly look on her face. Astra can sometimes be a little over the top. She definitely likes to tease. And I can tell just by the way she’s looking at Astra, that Mo is definitely not that way. At least, not yet. My hope is that she learns to loosen up because I was impressed enough with her record to pick her. But you can never get a real sense of a person on paper. I think we could use her skills, but if we all can’t be one cohesive unit, and she can’t get used to being around dead bodies, I’ll need to rethink things.

      “Mo, why don’t you go canvass the tape line?” I say.

      She gives me a firm nod, but I can see the relief in her eyes at getting away from the torn and ravaged body in the dumpster. I know that not everybody is cut out for this kind of work. Not everybody is used to or is able to get used to, being around this sort of violence. We all think we are and that it’s no big deal. But when you’re standing in front of a body in the condition we’re looking at right now, it changes things. Makes them real.

      And I need Astra to know that we need to be sensitive to that. She and I have that easy rapport between us because we’ve known each other for so long. We can make jokes like that. But not somebody like Mo, who doesn’t have the experience we do handling these sorts of cases.

      “Yes ma’am,” she says, practically sprinting away.

      Astra looks at me. “Delicate.”

      “Maybe. But you should probably go easy on her,” I tell her. “Maybe let her get her feet wet here before putting her through the trial by fire?”

      “Got to separate the wheat from the chaff,” she notes.

      “True. But I don’t want to scare them away before we can find out which they are. You know what I mean?”

      Astra sighs dramatically, though her eyes are sparkling with amusement. “Fine. If you say so. I’ll go easy on the newbie.”

      I laugh softly. “I appreciate that.”

      An hour after getting the case from Rosie, we’re standing in front of a big, blue dumpster behind a greasy spoon in the small town of Caribou Pass, which is little more than an affluent bedroom community of maybe fifty or sixty thousand souls, just over the line from Seattle.

      There’s a crowd gathering on the other side of the tape line. Probably the usual morning crowd at Artie’s, all of them gawking, trying to get a glimpse of the carnage behind the diner. Caribou Pass doesn’t have much in the way of crime annually, probably making this the biggest thing to hit the town in a long while. So of course, everybody wants to see what’s happening. Gossip fodder for their book clubs, backyard barbecues, and social hours at the country club.

      The sky is gray, it’s cold, and a light drizzle is falling. Typical November weather in Seattle. At least the responding officer had the good sense and foresight to put a tent up over the dumpster to preserve the crime scene.

      “Agents. Thanks for getting here so quickly.”

      We turn and see a tall, thin man walking our way. He’s got a thick, dark green jacket bearing the King County Sheriff’s Office patch on the sleeves over an olive green shirt, and dark green pants, and a Smokey the Bear hat on. He’s got dark hair that’s cut short and a neatly trimmed beard.

      One golden star shines on each of his shoulders, which indicates to me that while he technically operates under the Sheriff’s Office, he’s effectively Chief of Police out here in this little town, which can’t afford its own department.

      “Chief Zach Munson,” he introduces himself. “Caribou Pass Division of KCSO.”

      He’s a lot younger than I expected him to be. He’s about my age, maybe thirty or thirty-one. Of course, being the Chief in a place like this isn’t the same as being on top in a place like Seattle. But still, it’s impressive.

      Astra and I both shake hands with him and introduce ourselves, spending a couple of moments on the normal pleasantries. With the proper social norms observed, we all turn to the dumpster and the wreck inside.

      “Who found him?” I ask.

      “Jeff Green,” Munson explains. “He’s the owner of Artie’s. Said he found him when he was getting set up for the breakfast rush.”

      I pull my phone out and hit the button to call Rick, then hold it to my ear. He answers before it stopped ringing the first time.

      “Speak and be heard,” he says by way of greeting, making me chuckle.

      “I need you to run a full background on a Jeff Green of Caribou Pass,” I order him.

      “You got it. I’ll get started on it now. Should have it ready by the time you get back to the shop. But I’ll call if I find anything important.”

      “Thanks, Rick.”

      I disconnect the call and slide the phone back into my pocket. Chief Munson is looking at me, a disturbed expression on his face.

      “There is no way Mr. Green had anything to do with this. He’s a good guy.”

      “That may be, but this is just standard. If nothing else, we need to rule him out,” I reply. “In my experience, there is a healthy percentage of people reporting a crime who actually committed it, so I like to cover my bases.”

      He nods but still looks uneasy about the fact that I’m looking into one of his townies. I get it. I’m not an idiot. Small, tight-knit communities like these tend to be pretty insular and protective of their own. And the chances are good that this Jeff Green doesn’t have anything to do with this. But we have to look at anybody and everybody even tangentially related to a murder. We have to gather every crumb of data we possibly can, even if it doesn’t seem connected. That’s the entire point of our team in the first place.

      “Where is Mr. Green now?” I ask.

      “He’s inside the diner. He was pretty shaken up after finding… that.”

      I nod. “I understand,” I say. “Have your crime techs already photographed the body and the scene?”

      “Well, I guess I’m the crime tech by default since I took the photos,” he says with a rueful laugh. “Don’t worry though, I’ve taken plenty of forensics classes and know how to take proper crime scene pictures.”

      “Perfect. I’ll need copies of those, please.”

      He nods. “I’ll send ‘em over as soon as I get back to the station.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “Now, can you have your men lift the body out?”

      “You got it,” he says and turns away, walking over to gather his men.

      While he does that, Astra and I both look around the dumpster, then inside, taking a good look at how the body is laying. We’ll need to have all of the trash inside processed, so I’m going to need to have this dumpster transferred down to our crime lab since I don’t exactly trust the Caribou Pass Division to process it correctly. It’s not because I think they’re incompetent, they just don’t have the experience to know what it is that they’re looking for. I trust our techs to know.

      Munson and his men walk back over and they manage to wrestle the body out and lay it down on a tarp. Astra and I stand over the body and she whistles low.

      “Somehow, he looks even worse out here than he did laying in the dumpster,” she remarks.

      “Somebody went to town on this guy,” I say.

      Chief Munson is looking a bit pale and drawn. He clearly hasn’t had much more experience than Mo around dead bodies. He is trying to hold it together and project an image of confidence－it would probably be a bad look for the Chief to puke up his breakfast in front of his men－but it’s a tenuous thing.

      Astra and I both snap on a pair of latex gloves and start to process the body. The face of the man is… gone. Whoever killed him completely savaged his face. It looks like he’s been beaten to a pulp with a baseball bat or some other heavy, blunt object. I look over at Astra, who seems to be coming to the inevitable conclusion at the same time I am.

      “Dental records are going to be a no go,” she says, confirming the thought already bouncing around in my own head.

      “Looks that way,” I agree.

      Astra starts to rifle through the man’s pockets, but I don’t have high hopes that she’s going to find anything useful. The smashing out of the man’s teeth feels deliberate to me. Like whoever did this knew we could match dental records and took steps to assure that we wouldn’t be able to.

      The thought that this was a forensic countermeasure is confirmed for me when I looked at his hands. I lift one up and frown.

      “Astra,” I say.

      Having turned the last pocket inside out and finding nothing, as we thought, she looks up at me and sees that the tips of his fingers had been cut off. Her frown matches my own.

      “Wow,” she says. “Somebody doesn’t want this guy IDed.”

      “Not at all,” I say and look up at Chief Munson. “Don’t suppose you’ve got any current missing persons reports, do you?”

      He shakes his head. “First thing I checked. So far as I know, every soul is accounted for. Nobody’s been reported missing.”

      “So it’s possibly somebody from outside Caribou Pass,” Astra says.

      “Likely,” I reply. “Just another forensic countermeasure.”

      “Whoever did this is smart,” Astra notes.

      I nod. “Just once, it would be nice to have a really stupid killer.”

      Astra laughs. “Tell me about it.”

      “We’ll need to get the body transported back to the shop,” I announce. “Chief Munson. Can you make arrangements to have the victim sent to our field office? I’d like him to be autopsied by our crime lab.”

      “You got it,” he replies. “Truth be told, I’ll be glad to get him out of here.”

      We both stand up and pull the gloves off. I look over at Munson, who is still looking at the body, his expression aghast. He slowly raises his eyes to mine, swallowing hard.

      “How do you do it?” he asks. “How do y’all cope with this kind of thing? How can y’all stand wading around in blood and bodies like this?”

      I shrug. “It’s the job.”

      “You get used to it,” Astra replies.

      He grimaces. “I don’t know that I could.”

      She laughs softly. “You’d be surprised at what a person can get used to.”

      “Alright,” he says. “I hope I never have to get used to it.”

      “I hear you,” I say. “I wish we hadn’t had to get used to it either. But it’s all part of the job.”

      And I am nothing, if not the job. I mean, I don’t even know what I’d be without the job. It’s a thought that bothers me a lot. Makes me wonder how balanced I actually am. For all I preach it, I may be tipping the scale the wrong way; maybe I’m out of balance myself. I know I sometimes feel like I am.

      But the question is, which way am I out of balance? Am I actually closer to being like Mo or Chief Munson, completely overwhelmed and lost in the gruesome details? Or am I like Astra, able to take it all in stride?

      How would I even be able to tell?
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      Wood Grain & Steel Beams; Downtown Seattle

      “We’ll have this assembled and delivered to you by next Tuesday.”

      I give the clerk a smile. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome. Please come again.”

      I tuck my card back into my wallet, then drop it into my bag and turn away, looking at the items on display as I head for the door. Having hit the ground running once I got back into town, I’m having to play catch up with making my living space… livable. I figure that since I’m planning on being here for a good long while now, I should do something about that.

      So far, I’ve got a bed, a nightstand, two bookcases, and a sofa. I can now add an entertainment credenza and dining room table to that list. Or at least, I will by next Tuesday when the entertainment credenza and dining room table arrive. Slowly but surely, I’ll make my place habitable.

      “Imagine my surprise to hear the great Blake Wilder needs help assembling furniture. And here I thought there wasn’t anything you couldn’t do.”

      I spin around from the familiar voice and find myself face to face with Dr. Mark Walton. Immediately, my heart turns a somersault in my chest. He and I dated briefly before I left for New York. It’s been a while, but with his sandy blonde hair, green eyes, and chiseled face, he’s as handsome as ever. Dr. Mark stands about six feet tall and has a lean, but toned body. He’s got high cheekbones women would kill for but has a smooth, unlined baby face. And already, butterflies rush through my stomach.

      We met while Astra and I were getting patched up after a case we worked on together. He was the doctor who was doing the follow up with Astra, and we just sort of clicked straight away. Our romance was relatively brief. We definitely had chemistry, but we didn’t get to actually do much together. It was hard juggling my cases with his shifts at the hospital, and then I left for New York to advance my career. It was a little more difficult than I’d thought it would be to leave him behind, but my career came first. My career still comes first.

      We ended things amicably enough and even exchanged text messages for a little while after I moved. Eventually, those tapered off and then stopped altogether. I assumed that he got busy with his own life and maybe even started dating somebody else, and just wanted to focus on his things.

      I bore him no grudge for it. For my part, I was busy with my work and even started dating somebody new myself. And with him here in Seattle, and me in New York, it’s not like we were going anywhere anyway. There wasn’t any tension or bad blood about it. It’s just the way life goes.

      “I never saw you sneaking up behind me. Apparently, my creep meter is slipping,” I chuckle.

      “Creep meter? Ouch.”

      We share a laugh, but it quickly fades and an awkward silence descends over us. I don’t really know what to say to him at this point.

      “So… having furniture delivered,” he speaks up. “You back for good?”

      I shrug. “That’s the plan.”

      “What happened to New York?”

      “Got promoted. I’m running my own team now.”

      “Wow. That’s fantastic, Blake. Congratulations. I’m really happy for you.”

      “Thanks,” I say awkwardly. “So, how are things at the hospital?”

      “They’re great, thank you. Still just doing my thing. Loving life.”

      “Good. I’m happy for you too.”

      That strained silence washes over us again and we both look at each other, then laugh nervously.

      “I have no idea why this all feels so strange,” I say.

      “Yeah, me either,” he says. “Hey, want to go grab a cup of coffee? Catch up with each other a bit?”

      I know I should be going home to do a little work to prepare for tomorrow, but I feel like I’ve been on the go from the moment I got back to Seattle. I can afford to take a night off. Right? Or maybe I’m just making excuses because I’m still attracted to Dr. Mark and wouldn’t mind hanging out with him for a bit.

      I know I shouldn’t be even thinking about getting involved with anybody right now. There is a ton of pressure at work, what with having all the eyes on my team right now and everything. I should be putting all of my focus and attention on ensuring the success of my unit rather than what’s going on in my personal life. With so much going on, I can’t afford to have a personal life.

      God, listen to myself. I can already hear Astra scolding me for not getting back out there when an opportunity like this falls into my lap. If I told her I ran into super hot Dr. Mark again and didn’t go out with him, she’d read me the riot act. And then probably go behind my back to try to hook up with him herself.

      “Yeah, that sounds nice.” I silently kick myself for folding like a cheap suit, then as if I can mitigate my collapse, add, “But I can’t be out late on a school night. Got a big day at the office tomorrow.”

      “Great. I promise to not keep you out too late,” he says.

      We walk out of the furniture shop together and then stroll down Western Avenue. We’re not too far from Pike’s Place, and as if by some unspoken agreement, we head there. When we were dating, we spent a lot of time here, and as we pass by all of the old shops and restaurants that are so familiar to us, I feel a wave of nostalgia wash over me. Some old, fond memories come flashing back to me. I almost have to physically stop myself from lapsing back into those old, familiar feelings.

      “How about here?” Mark asks, pointing to a new coffee house that wasn’t here a few years ago. “I’ve tried it before and it’s not too bad.”

      Almost immediately, the thought that he brought another woman here flares in my mind and I feel a stabbing pain of jealousy. I want to slap myself silly for having such a stupid feeling. Instead, I give him a smile.

      “Sure. Looks good,” I reply.

      We walk in and go to the counter. Mark orders his drink immediately like he’s been here a thousand times already. But I take a moment to scroll the menu and opt for a white chocolate mocha. My favorite. We get our drinks, find a table off in the corner, and take a seat.

      As I look into his green eyes in the dim lighting of the coffee house, I’m gripped by the old feelings I had for him. It’s not like I was in love with him or anything like that. But I definitely liked him quite a bit, and I like to think he felt the same way. We got on well, had a lot of fantastic conversations, a lot of laughs, and a ton of fun. When we were able to get together, we always had a great time with each other.

      Spending time with Mark was always a nice distraction from the daily grind. And the best part was he understood that my job took precedence over everything. He never got upset when I had to break plans with him because of work. He simply seemed happy to spend time with me when I actually had time to spare. Ours was an easy relationship with no strings and no pressure.

      My job is stressful as hell, and unfortunately, there are often more bad days than good. Spending time with him was nice and it let me blow off some steam when I needed to. It was nice being able to unplug from my world, my reality, and just enjoy myself with somebody who’s fun and makes me laugh.

      And as we sit here over coffee, talking and catching up on each other’s lives, we fall back into that easy banter that always marked our conversations before. He has me laughing and sharing stories I haven’t told anybody before, and it feels like old times again. It’s almost disconcerting how quickly it happened and how easily that awkward tension from earlier vanished.

      But things with Mark were always easy. Right from the start. And that doesn’t seem to have changed a bit. That old easy comfort is still there. In a way, it’s like a day hasn’t passed between us. I really like that, but it also scares me at the same time. The last thing I can afford right now is to get involved. Not when I have so much going on and so much on the line right now.

      “Have dinner with me,” Mark smiles.

      “I can’t tonight. I told－”

      “If not tonight, then another night,” he presses. “Just say you’ll have dinner with me sometime.”

      I take a drink of my coffee just to buy myself a little time. There’s a big part of me that wants to go out with him again. Having that outlet to get away from the horrors I see every single day would be nice. On the other hand, I hesitate only because I know that I don’t have the emotional energy to spare, given what’s on my plate.

      “You’re not seeing anybody right now?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I’m not.”

      “I’m surprised by that,” I note.

      He shrugs. “I’ve dated a little since you left. Nothing ever stuck though.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I just haven’t found the right girl yet,” he says pointedly, holding my gaze.

      It’s not very subtle, his meaning more than clear. And although I’m flattered and it makes my insides quiver, I know I need to pump the brakes here. I clear my throat, never breaking eye contact with him.

      “I should probably be up front and honest from the jump,” I say.

      “Uh oh,” he says, glancing at my hand. “I don’t see a ring－”

      My laughter cuts him off and I shake my head. “No, I’m not married,” I say. “Unless you count being married to my job.”

      “Hey, I’m married to my job, too.”

      “I just… I can’t afford to lose focus. I’m going to be really busy with all the eyes on me while I’m getting this unit up and running,” I explain. “So I’m really not looking for anything serious, Mark. My job comes before everything right now.”

      He chuckles softly. “So it’s no different than the last time we dated, huh?”

      A rueful smile crosses my lips. “I suppose I deserved that.”

      “Relax, it’s all right. Work is busy for me too,” he replies. “I’m fine with nothing serious right now. I just want to spend time with you.”

      My cheeks flush and I look down into my cup. That he’s so all right with me not wanting to be serious, should be a good thing. And I suppose it is. But there’s still a small part of me that thinks I shouldn’t even be sparing that small bit of energy into anything social, let alone anything romantic.

      But the key to maintaining one’s sanity and effectiveness is finding that balance, right? It’s about figuring out where that sweet spot between work and life is and settling down into it.

      “All right then. I’ll have dinner with you,” I tell him.

      “Excellent.”

      His smile melts my heart and warms other parts of my anatomy. And all I can do is hope this is what balance feels like.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Okay, so what do we have?” I ask.

      “Not much,” Astra replies.

      “That’s encouraging.”

      I walk over to the white board I had brought in and reach for the markers, then pause. Frowning, I pick up the red one and look at it, doing my best to stuff down all of the emotion churning within me. I told them to throw out this marker. Is that so hard a direction to follow? To say I don’t like the color red would be an understatement. I don’t allow it in my life at all. Clothes, home decorations, jewelry, nothing. I won’t even eat red apples or cherries.

      Red is the color I associate with my parents and all of the horror inducing memories of my childhood. I was twelve, almost thirteen when I came home from school one day to find them both savagely murdered. Executed is probably the better word for it. Their hands had been bound behind their backs, and they each had two bullet holes in the back of their heads.

      And what I remember most, the thing that’s the most vivid in my mind is the giant pool of viscous red blood that had spread out on the floor around them. After that, I purged anything and everything red from my life－a practice that holds true even to this day.

      My counselor has been encouraging me lately to try incorporating something red into my life. Start small, she said. A pin. A hair clip. Nail polish. Start with something small, but start with something. Dr. Reinhart says it’s important to the healing process and moving forward with my life.

      Intellectually, I understand what she’s saying. I get the emotionally symbolic impact of allowing that color back into my life. And yes, I understand how irrational my erythrophobia is. But I just can’t quite turn that corner yet. And it’s always struck me as particularly pathetic that there is a name for my phobia of the color red. But in a strange way, it also makes me feel a bit better. Like maybe I’m not so alone in my hatred for that color. Like there are others out there who have maybe endured the same tragedy I did and are coping the same way.

      One part of me feels like a complete and utter failure. I’ve been seeing Dr. Reinhart for so many years now, and I haven’t been able to conquer that fear. I haven’t been able to move on from the murder of my parents and the abduction of my kid sister, Katherine. Kit, I called her. I miss her so much. I miss them all every single day and even after years of therapy, I can’t seem to let go of them.

      The reason for that is simple though: their cases have never officially been closed. It was judged to be a home invasion robbery gone wrong but was never officially closed. It’s just been pushed to a back burner and left to rot. Personally speaking, I have questions about how hard the Staties, or the Baltimore County PD, have actually tried to close it.

      Actually, I have questions in general. It seems very odd to me that two NSA analysts were literally executed in their home and their daughter kidnapped. They never really talked about their work with me, but I’m intuitive enough to know they were working on some pretty high-level stuff. I’ve also snooped around a bit over the years, and although I never found anything specific, I’ve found some tantalizing breadcrumbs.

      Part of me wants to believe Kit just found herself in the wrong place at the wrong time and they snatched her up. But it’s the one thing I can’t fit into my theory and has kept me from leveling any accusations. If their work was the reason for their execution, and the men who killed them were from either our government or somebody else’s, then why would they take Kit? Why wouldn’t they just execute her with my folks?

      Her abduction is the loose thread in the tapestry of conspiracy I’ve woven over the years, and I know if I pull it hard enough, the whole thing will unravel. I’m sure she’s dead, of course. I can only hope she’s not spent her life being trafficked and sold into some sex slavery ring. I pray every night that’s not true. But her abduction is the one thing that doesn’t make sense with all of this.

      It’s why I can’t go in with both guns blazing and accusations of a cover-up until I have specific proof. I won’t. Because when I go in, I’m going to have my ducks in a row, and I’m going to take people down. More than that, it’s going to stick. There will be no possible way they can cover it up.

      That’s why I can’t let it go: the lack of finality. Not closure, as Dr. Reinhart is always saying, but finality. An outcome. I need answers before I can close the case in my own mind. It’s why I continue to investigate it when I have free time. It’s why every so often, I still obsessively comb through the evidence, case files, and even their own work that I can get access to. I’ve even been known to employ some less than ethical people to crack into places they shouldn’t be going into, to get information that I’m looking for. Not that the Bureau knows about this, of course.

      Sometimes it pays off, and sometimes it doesn’t. That need to follow the evidence and really delve into the case comes in waves; sometimes it burns brighter inside of me and then fades. I can sometimes go a year or so without opening a single file. But I always circle back to it at some point. And that’s because the questions continue to linger. And until that case is closed in my mind, regardless of whether it’s closed by the official investigators, those questions will always linger.

      “Blake?”

      Astra’s voice snaps me out of my reverie. I toss the red marker into the trash can and pick up the black one instead. I turn back to Astra.

      “Yeah. Sorry,” I say. “I was just thinking.”

      Astra knows about my phobia of the color red. She knows how much it rattles me, and I have no doubt she didn’t miss me throwing it away. But she’ll never say anything in front of anybody else. I’m sure that at some point today, she’ll remind me that she loves me and that she’s there for me to talk to if need be. She’s a good friend like that. Always has been.

      “Anyway, we just got the preliminary report and autopsy photos in,” she says.

      “That was quick. Three days? That’s got to be some sort of a record.”

      “Apparently, people jump when the name of the great and fearsome Blake Wilder is invoked,” Astra cracks.

      “That’s never worked with you,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Yeah, because I know you well enough to not be afraid of you.”

      I laugh. “Just don’t let that get around. I like this prompt service thing happening here. I could get used to that.”

      I glance over at Mo and see that she’s got her face buried in her tablet. Her jaw is clenched, and she seems to be concentrating. I can tell she doesn’t approve of how loose things are here. She’s a stickler for formality and the rules and apparently doesn’t care for the banter.

      Between that and her squeamishness at the crime scene, I’m starting to think that maybe I erred in picking her for the team. But she’s got such a good head for numbers and by all accounts, an almost preternatural ability to sniff out patterns that I hesitate to let her go before I see if she can be reformed. It’s something I’ll have to talk to her about at some point.

      “Rick, can you put the photos up on the monitors?” I ask.

      “On it, boss.”

      A moment later, we’re looking at the pictures of the body on the monitors in glorious HD. Other than the pulped face and missing fingertips, everything else is normal. No stab wounds. No gunshot wounds.

      “Mo, is there a preliminary cause of death?” I ask.

      “Severing of the carotid artery,” she replies.

      As if he’s already able to anticipate me, Rick blows up a photo of the victim’s neck, showcasing the neat, clean slice on the throat, without me having to ask. I like that. Being able to anticipate is a good quality to have. And it makes me feel like I at least got one of my picks for the team right.

      The wound was hard to pick up at the scene because of the damage to the face and head overall. But cleaned off and sterilized by the ME, it’s pretty clear to see now. And for me, it stands out like a blinking red light.

      “The ME was not able to make any sort of an ID,” Astra says. “No dental match is possible, nor are fingerprints… obviously.”

      “He ran the victim’s DNA and got no hits in any database either,” Mo adds.

      “So we’ve got no ID and no way to get an ID,” Astra grouses. “Awesome. This case should be a piece of cake to solve.”

      “Actually, there might be a way to get an ID,” Mo says.

      I turn to her. “How so?”

      “Richard, can you－”

      “Just Rick, if you don’t mind,” he calls back. “Calling me Richard makes me think of my parents, and that’s a whole thing, so… just Rick.”

      Mo sighs. “Rick, can you blow up photo Thirteen B, please.”

      A moment later, the photo comes up, and it’s of the right upper arm. There are slash marks on it, all clean slices like the neck, but a lattice of them. And through it all, I can see what remains of a tattoo. There isn’t much, but it’s there.

      “He really tried to obliterate everything identifiable, didn’t he?” Astra observes.

      “He did, but he missed this,” Mo nods, sounding slightly excited, pointing to a section near the bottom. “This tat is a custom job. See that?”

      We all strain to see what she’s pointing to and Rick blows up the section－I really like his anticipating our needs－but whatever it is Mo is pointing to, I can’t see it. Astra and I exchange a look and then turn to Mo.

      “Most tattoo artists will just give you what you ask for and send you on your way with your cookie cutter tat. Most of them are hacks. But there are a few actual artists out there, and those guys always have very distinctive styles,” she explains. “More than that, they like to sign their work as any great artist would.”

      She points to what looks like nothing but squiggles and dots to me. And that’s when it hits me. It’s a signature, but like a code embedded into the work, so as to not stand out or interrupt the work. Which brings a question to my mind immediately.

      “How do you know so much about the tattoo subculture, Mo?” I ask.

      She refuses to meet my eyes and says nothing, but when Astra laughs softly, I see color flare in Mo’s cheeks.

      “How many tats do you have, Mo?” Astra asks.

      “A few,” she replies.

      “How many is a few?”

      “More than none, less than a lot?”

      “I bet she’s covered underneath that snappy looking pantsuit,” Astra says. “Sleeved? Full torso? Come on Mo, you hide them so well that it’s like you have this whole secret identity. Enlighten us.”

      “She has enough to know about the intricacies of the culture,” I interrupt. “That’s really good stuff, Mo. Can you run down whose signature that is?”

      She nods. “I can do that.”

      I never would have pegged her for somebody who’s into the ink. But I suppose that serves to show me once more that you can never judge a book by its cover. And as Astra continues to hector her about her tattoos, for the first time in our brief acquaintance, I see Mo Weissman smile.
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      Marco’s Corner Diner; Downtown Seattle

      “Well, I’m glad you finally got around to making time for us,” my Aunt Annie says stiffly.

      I settle back into my seat and pretend to not hear the cutting tone in her voice, nor see the disapproving scowl on her face. I love my aunt, but she can sometimes be a little much. Two minutes into sitting down for dinner and she’s already starting in on me.

      “I’m sorry, Annie,” I say sincerely. “With this promotion and being given a team of my own to run, I had to hit the ground running. I haven’t had much time for anything since I got back.”

      “Well I, for one, am super proud of you, Blake. I’m really excited for you,” Maisey offers, earning a dark scowl from my aunt.

      “Thanks Maisey,” I reply.

      Annie and Maisey sit side by side in the booth across from me, looking for all the world like a before and after photo that shows the marked difference decades of bitterness can make in one’s appearance. Where Maisey is still fresh faced and young, my aunt is more severe and pinched looking. Deep lines are etched into her face－probably from how often she frowns and scowls. They both have the same coal black hair, though Annie’s is shot through with more gray than I remember. The resemblance between them is striking and it’s obvious they’re mother and daughter, but I hope Maisey doesn’t turn out like Annie.

      After the murder of my parents, I came to live with Annie and Maisey. My cousin and I have been the best of friends ever since, and although I have a good relationship with Annie, it can sometimes be a little… strained. Admittedly, Annie did a good job taking care of me and acting as a surrogate mother all through school. But I know it was tough for her. And ever since I joined the Academy, she’s always disapproved of my career choice, thinking it’s not proper for a woman. Maisey couldn’t be more excited about it though. She’s a true crime junkie and is always pumping me for stories about my work.

      My aunt has become a bit of a shut-in ever since we moved out after high school. She’s always had a low opinion of men, and a distaste for crowds, but in the last several years it’s like she’s nearly imploded on herself. She’s had some rough experiences in life, so I can’t bring myself to condemn her for it. But I hate that she has rubbed off on Maisey to the point that my cousin has zero confidence. She’s still a young, very pretty woman, but lacks any sort of social skill thanks to the iron grip my aunt has on her.

      My aunt is a good person, don’t get me wrong. And I love her to pieces. She’s family and has always been good to me. But she has definite ideas about gender norms and the proper role for men and women in this world. Ideas that, at this point in her life, are never going to change. I just want Maisey to have options in life. I want her to find love and to be happy.

      “Well, I don’t want you to think that I’m not proud of you, Blake,” Annie relents. “I am. I’m very proud of you. I just hate what you do.”

      “I know, Annie. But somebody has to stop these monsters.”

      Her mouth twitches like she’s about to say something more, but her lips compress into a tight line as if she thinks better of it. This is an argument she and I have had many times before. I know her thoughts on it and she knows mine. And like her opinions of men and relationships, those thoughts are never going to change for either of us.

      “So tell me about this team you’re running,” Maisey chimes in enthusiastically. “What do they have you doing?”

      “Maisey, can you not sound so excited about it? It’s all so ghoulish and distasteful if you ask me,” Annie says.

      I smile but tell them what it is I’m doing. But when I get to the current case we’re working on, Annie asks me to not talk about it at the dinner table. Out of deference to my aunt, I tell Maisey I’ll fill her in later. A few moments later, the owner of the diner, a man named Marco, comes over to take our orders personally. He’s a tall, strapping, handsome Latin man with tawny skin and dark hair and eyes. I can’t help but notice the way he looks at Maisey and the way she looks back at him. I share a secret smile with my cousin.

      The flirtation between them went on forever. It was ridiculously obvious that they were into each other. I made it a point of taking Maisey here to dinner often for that exact reason, and before I left for New York, I made her ask him out. She’d resisted like mad, her shyness and lack of confidence working overtime, but she finally gave in and asked, and they’ve been seeing each other ever since. Behind Annie’s back, of course. Baby steps though, right? I’m just glad that Maisey is finally seeing somebody and seems relatively happy.

      “That man was flirting with you,” Annie notes.

      “Was he?” Maisey replies. “I didn’t notice. I wouldn’t worry about it, Mother. He’s probably just angling for a better tip.”

      “He’s angling for something,” I say under my breath.

      Her eyes suddenly wide, Maisey kicks me under the table, making me grimace. But then we both start to giggle like a couple of teenage girls. Annie looks between us and frowns, obviously having no understanding of what we’re carrying on about.

      “What does that mean?” Annie snaps. “What did you mean by that?”

      “Nothing. Just a joke,” I protest, still unable to keep the smile off my face, then try to change the subject. “Maisey tells me you’re thinking about retiring?”

      Annie looks at us both suspiciously for a moment, then turns to me. “I’m thinking about it. Maybe in a couple of years.”

      “That’s great. It’s about time you take some time to relax and enjoy life. What would you do with all that time?”

      She shakes her head and looks absolutely perplexed as if the question has thrown her for a loop. And I suppose it probably has. Annie’s spent her life obsessively worrying about everybody else－if worrying was an Olympic sport, she’d be a perennial gold medalist－that she probably really doesn’t know what to do with her life and time. It’s a thought that makes me sad for her.

      And that gets to the other part of my mixed feelings about her. She spent so long worrying about me because I was dropped into her lap unexpectedly after her sister, my mom, was murdered. She never asked for that. I know it’s not my fault, but I can’t help but feel a little guilty. Like I’m partially responsible for it. Annie made a lot of sacrifices for Maisey and me. I just wish she would allow herself to enjoy her life.

      “Well, you have time to figure it out,” I smile. “You should make a list of things you want to see and places you want to go. You should take time to enjoy your life, Annie. You deserve it.”

      “That’s kind of rich, coming from the woman who can’t take the time to enjoy a meal with her family,” she snaps.

      I sigh and try to keep my own temper in check. But the air between us is crackling with tension. This isn’t how I wanted this evening to go.

      “Well, I’m here now. How about we try to enjoy our evening together?” I offer, trying to sound brighter than I feel right now.

      “And when do you think we might have another evening together that we can enjoy?” Annie presses.

      “Mom, let’s not do this. Please?” Maisey pleads. “Let’s just have fun tonight and celebrate the fact that we’re all together tonight.”

      Annie’s frown deepens for a moment, then finally fades away and her expression softens. She looks to Maisey and pats her hand.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry,” she says, then turns to me. “And I’m sorry, Blake. I just worry about you. The work you do is so dangerous…”

      Her voice tapers off and I reach across the table and take her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. I offer her a smile as the tension that’s hovering over the table slowly begins to dissipate.

      “I know, Mom. I know you worry and I appreciate that,” I say softly. Annie always said that she could never replace my mother, but if I ever needed one, she’d be there. Sometimes I even call her Mom. “I’m as careful as I can be, but this work needs to be done.”

      “That’s what scares me,” she says, her eyes shimmering with tears. “That’s what your mother and father, for that matter, always used to say. And look where that got them.”

      Her words send a familiar lance of grief through my heart, which automatically makes my anger rise. I look down at the table and tell myself to not be angry. For all of my grief over losing a mother, I sometimes forget that Annie lost a sister. Her grief is as deep and bitter as mine.

      “This is different, Annie.”

      She holds my gaze, her eyes burning with intensity. “Is it though, Blake? Is it any different? When you hunt monsters, they sometimes hunt you. Letting that sort of evil into your life eventually catches up to you.”

      I frown and look down at the table, not really sure what to say to that. Not sure there is anything I can say to that.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “All right, so I’ve been doing some digging on that tat signature,” Mo starts.

      “And what did you find?” I ask.

      “That signature belongs to a guy named Monty. Montgomery Denson. He operates out of a parlor called Anarchy Ink in Capitol Hill,” she says.

      “Is that where you get your ink done?” Astra asks.

      Mo’s lips twitch like she wants to smile but won’t let herself. Ever the proper and stoic FBI agent. Astra grins wolfishly at her. She obviously enjoys taking jabs at Mo, partly just because that’s who she is, and partly because she’s trying to get her to loosen up. And the twitch in Mo’s lips tells me she’s not quite there yet, but she’s starting to crack. Astra just has a way about her that can pull the stick out of the tightest backside. It worked on me and I’m thinking she’ll be able to draw Mo out of her shell. In time, anyway.

      “No. I get my ink done at Apocalypse,” Mo says.

      “Do all tattoo parlors sound so bleak?” Astra asks.

      “It’s the culture,” Rick chimes in. “It adds to the whole rebellious, counter-culture mystique of getting tatted up.”

      Mo turns and glares at him. “It beats sitting around a fair trade, all-organic coffee house in our vintage thrift store clothing, debating whether 8-tracks or vinyl records sound better, hipster boy.”

      “For the record, vinyl always sounds better,” Rick fires back.

      “How did this hipster d-bag ever get into the Bureau?” Mo mutters.

      “Because when it comes to all things tech, I am a god,” Rick boasts. “And the Bureau recognizes that the boy’s got skills.”

      “Did they recognize that you had such a personality deficit when they hired you?” Mo asks.

      “No, I don’t think they did. Too late now, though,” Rick replies with a laugh.

      “He actually came highly recommended,” I interject before things can go any further off the rails than they already have.

      “By who? Somebody who secretly hates you?” Mo spits, clearly on a roll.

      Astra and I exchange a glance, and though we try to bite back our laughter, we can’t quite manage it, and we both guffaw loudly. It’s the first bit of a hint of sarcasm and wit I’ve seen from Mo and I find it hysterical. Even Rick is chuckling. Everybody is laughing but Mo, who’s looking at us like we’ve lost our minds, though there are traces of a self-satisfied grin curling the corners of her mouth upward.

      Eventually, the laughter fades and we get back down to business. Which seems to suit Mo just fine.

      “All right, so I guess we need to go talk to this Monty,” Astra says.

      “Right. That’s on the to-do list. Rick and Mo, while we’re gone, I want you to go through NCIC and see if there are any murders that match this MO. I want to see if there’s any pattern to this, or if it’s a one-off,” I say, referring to the National Criminal Information Center, which catalogs a host of crime related information. “And please, try not to bite each other’s heads off.”

      They both nod, seeming to be glad to have an assignment. Something tells me this isn’t part of a larger pattern. I don’t think the person who murdered our mystery man is a serial. In my experience, serials take pride in their work. They display their kills and want people to see them. They want the names of their victims on every newscast and in every newspaper. They want to strike fear into people and show them that nobody is safe. The removal of the fingertips and the obliteration of the victim’s face tells me he doesn’t want the vic IDed. But why?

      I walk to the white board and grab the black marker, then start jotting some things down while they’re still fresh in my mind. There are some things that are just hitting me funny about this whole thing.

      “What are you thinking?” Astra asks as I jot down some notes on the board.

      “Not sure yet. It’s hard separating things right now, thanks to the forensic countermeasures,” I tell her. “But I keep coming back to the cut on the neck and the removal of the fingers.”

      “What about it?” asks Mo.

      “The incongruity,” I answer. “On the one hand, you have the sheer savagery of what was done to the guy’s face－”

      “Which you said was a forensic countermeasure,” Mo says.

      “Exactly. It was,” I tell her. “But the ME’s report said the wounds on the neck were precise. No hesitation marks－it was just one clean, precise cut he suggests was made with an instrument that had to be surgical. A scalpel, perhaps.”

      “Okay, but anybody can buy a scalpel,” Astra notes.

      I nod. “Right. But then there was the removal of the fingers. It was precisely at the first knuckle. The cuts were clean. Precise. They were done like an amputation.”

      “So are you suggesting we’re looking for a doctor?” Mo asks.

      “Not necessarily. Anybody with access to the internet can learn how to amputate a body part,” Astra chimes in, her tone disgusted. “It’s nasty and anybody pulling up those YouTube videos should probably be investigated for something, but the point is anybody can learn that… skill.”

      “That’s true,” I acknowledge. “But it’s something we need to be aware of, I think. Something we need to keep in the back of our minds. Right now, we’re casting a wide net and we’ll whittle it down as we get more information.”

      I know it’s early in the investigation and I can’t afford to jump to any conclusions just yet. There are still so many moving parts right now, it would be foolish to hitch my wagon to one theory just yet. However, I can’t help but think that piece of information is significant. That it’ll come into play at some point down the line. For now, I’ll put it on the back burner and let it simmer.

      “Do me a favor,” I say to Mo and Rick. “Include surgical cuts and amputations into your search parameters when you go through the NCIC.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Mo says.

      “You got it,” Rick chimes in.

      I turn to Astra. “Okay, ready for a field trip?”

      “Thought you’d never ask,” she says, then turns to Mo. “I’ll see if I can get you a gift certificate for some free ink or something while we’re there.”

      Mo’s lips twitch, but she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she turns to her computer and gets to work, not taking the bait. Astra shrugs and turns to me, giving me a shrug and a grin.

      “Let’s roll,” she says. “But let’s stop by the coffee house. I need some caffeine.”

      I laugh. “Fine. Let’s go.”
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      Anarchy Tattoo Parlor; Capitol Hill Neighborhood, Downtown Seattle

      

      The hard driving guitars, pounding drums, and growling voice of the singer are blaring as we step into the waiting room of the tattoo parlor. It’s so loud, I have no idea how people can hear themselves think, let alone communicate in this place. There’s a distinct aroma of fish, incense, and weed in the air that’s entirely off-putting But if there’s one thing that can be said for the place, it’s that it’s clean. Like, immaculately clean. It just seems odd for a tattoo parlor to me.

      We bypass the plastic chairs set up along the front and side wall, and step to the front desk that has a glass display case built into it. The case is filled with a wide assortment of rings and metal items meant for piercing any number of body parts. On a shelf behind the counter sits the stereo that’s pumping out the music currently assaulting my ear drums.

      “This place is charming,” Astra says into my ear as she looks around.

      The walls are black with red trim around the top and are covered in flash－drawings of the tattoos they have done, or can do. And I have to say, it’s quite the assortment. Some are more intricate pieces, some are classic retro style – I almost expect a heart with “Mom” on a banner in front of it. I see pop culture characters and symbols mixed in butterflies, unicorns, and assorted mythical beasts. On the shelves are stacks of books with more examples of their art, but one in particular catches my eye: it’s a little tiny black book, tucked so far underneath everything you’d almost think they were hiding it.

      My instincts suddenly ping at me to check it out, so I kneel down and pick it out from behind the shelf. And what I find makes me absolutely sick.

      Every page in this book is littered with Iron Crosses, grinning skulls with Nazi helmets, swastikas on flags, and plenty of other artwork that incorporate the numbers, “88” or “14.” Some of the designs even cleverly incorporate both numbers, which is nothing more than garbage white supremacist code.

      The “8” refers to the eighth letter of the alphabet, which is “H.” In white supremacist circles, the 8-8, or H-H, symbolizes “Heil Hitler.” The “14” refers to the fourteen words that are a motto for white supremacists everywhere: “We must secure the existence of our people and a future for white children.” It’s a disgusting code for those who want to keep their racist views on the down-low.

      I nod to get Astra’s attention; she looks down and nods. I put the book back where I found it, making a mental note to inform the hate crimes unit of the SFO. If this shop caters to Nazis and white supremacists, I’m absolutely certain members of said groups hang out here, possibly even plotting their next moves. We may need to send a few undercover agents in here to bust them up.

      I step behind the counter and turn the stereo off, and the silence that immediately descends over us is startling. As my hearing comes back, I can hear the electric buzz of tattoo guns. They all fall silent like the music, and a moment later a woman bursts through a curtain over a doorway to the right of the counter.

      The woman can’t be more than twenty or twenty-one, has bright green hair, deep black circles of eyeliner around her blue eyes, and skin so pale she could be mistaken for a corpse. She might be pretty, but it’s really hard to tell between the collection of metal piercings she’s got in her face and the tattoos that run all the way up her neck to her chin. She’s got the profile of a tiger tattooed on the side of her face, and what I can see of her arms are covered with ink.

      “What the hell? You can’t be behind the counter,” she snaps. “And you sure as hell can’t be touching the stereo. Who do you think you are?”

      Astra and I both flash our badges. “SSA Blake Wilder. Special Agent Astra Russo,” I say. “We need to speak with Monty.”

      “Why? What did he do?” she asks.

      “What’s your name, miss?” Astra asks as she steps closer to the woman.

      It’s a common intimidation tactic we employ. Closing the physical distance and asking for somebody’s name automatically puts them on the defensive. Most people, whether they did something or not, don’t want the close scrutiny of law enforcement and will happily throw somebody else under the bus to get out from under it. And predictably, the woman shrinks back, pointing to the curtain.

      “He’s back there,” she says. “Second room on the right.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Astra and I push the curtain aside and step into a long hallway. There are three rounded arches on the left, three on the right. We pass the first one and it’s empty, save for the dentist’s chair in the middle of the small room. The walls in the room are also plastered with still more flash, and there’s what looks like a rolling toolbox pushed up against the back wall, which I assume is where the tattoo artists keep their gear.

      We stop at the second door on the right and stand on either side of it, looking in at Monty. There’s a large, bearded, burly man in the chair, getting a new tattoo on his left bicep. It looks like a coiled snake with the Earth clamped in its jaws, the fangs puncturing the planet. I have no idea what that is supposed to symbolize, nor do I think I want to know, but I have to say that the artwork really is gorgeous. I may not be one for getting inked, but Monty is a talented artist.

      I keep in mind the book I saw earlier and decide to hold onto that in my back pocket. I’d like to see how he reacts to FBI presence in his shop before turning the screws.

      Monty gets to his feet and pulls his black horn-rimmed glasses off and set them down on top of his toolbox. To say he’s not what I expected would be an understatement. He’s about five-nine, thin, and no more than twenty-three or twenty-four. He’s got shaggy black hair that falls to his shoulders and brown eyes, and a babyface that makes him look like a kid. What surprises me the most is that there isn’t a single tattoo on him, nor a single piercing, that I can see.

      “Montgomery Denson?” I ask, trying to keep the shock out of my voice.

      “Monty, yeah,” he says and flashes us a grin. “Let me guess. A butterfly on your wrist? A peony on your shoulder? Sorority letters? Maybe a Bible verse in the shape of an infinity?”

      Astra’s mouth falls open and her eyes widen. “Do I really look like the kind of girl who’d get a freaking Bible verse in an infinity shape?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, you kinda do.”

      She turns to me. “Can I shoot him? It would probably be considered a justifiable homicide, right?”

      I laugh softly and badge him. “Mr. Denson－”

      “Monty,” he cuts me off.

      “Mr. Denson, is there somewhere we can speak?” I ask. “Privately?”

      He frowns but pulls off his black latex gloves and drops them into the trash can beside the chair. He pats the big, burly man on the shoulder.

      “Hold up, Alvin,” he says. “I’ll be back.”

      Astra glares daggers at him as he steps out of the room and leads to the end of the hall. He opens a door at the end of the hall and steps aside, flashing Astra a toothy grin as she passes him.

      “Ladies and sorority girls first,” he says.

      “Don’t push your luck, kid,” I say. “Astra is a very good shot.”

      “And I know how to dispose of a body. Trust me, you’ll never be found,” she says, pure venom in her voice.

      Monty laughs as he closes the door and directs us to a pair of chairs in front of his desk as he circles around and drops into the plush office chair behind it. I look around for a moment, noticing that the office is as immaculate as the front of his shop. There is not a thing out of place and not a speck of dust to be seen anywhere.

      “Couldn’t help but notice your book of Nazi flash,” Astra starts. So much for my plan of keeping it in my back pocket. “You a white supremacist, Montgomery?”

      He chuckles. “Honey, I’m a businessman. The only color I care about is green,” he says. “People come in here and want all sorts of crazy stuff inked on their bodies. And as long as they have the money for it, I’ll do it up right for them.”

      “Why would you knowingly tattoo white supremacist garbage like that?” I ask. “You allow them to just run through your shop?”

      Monty shrugs. “How else am I going make a living with a degree in fine arts?” he asks. “Personally, I think these white supremacist jagoffs are idiots, but their money spends as well as everybody else’s. Just because I ink it, that doesn’t mean I endorse it.”

      “Some might say otherwise,” Astra presses.

      He leans forward. “Tell me something, Special Agent,” he says, his eyes boring into Astra. “Do you agree with what the FBI did at Waco? Or at Ruby Ridge?”

      “That’s a stupid question,” she says.

      “It’s actually not,” he counters smoothly. “Answer the question, do you endorse the Bureau’s actions at Waco and Ruby Ridge?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “I’m going to go ahead and take your non-answer as an answer and assume that you don’t endorse what the Bureau did when they killed all those people. And yet, you still show up to work every day, and continue to draw a paycheck from the FBI anyway,” he says.

      I want to chime in with the substantive differences between what it is we do and what it is Nazis do – and the fact that while the Bureau doesn’t have a perfect history, it would take quite some time before we’re anywhere near as bad as the Nazis, but I can’t allow this to spiral out of control. If I’m leading this investigation, it means keeping that control.

      I file it away, though. Either Monty really is genuine in his disdain for white supremacists, or he’s been confronted on this so often that he’s become excellent at lying about it. I’m almost tempted to say it doesn’t matter. Whatever amount of money these monsters are bringing in is nowhere near enough to be complicit in what they do.

      Yeah, I’ll definitely be sending some undercover agents here.

      “Is that why you’re not covered in tattoos yourself, Mr. Denson? You don’t endorse that lifestyle and culture?” I ask.

      “I don’t need to be covered in ink to be a good tattoo artist. Besides, the fact that I don’t have any tats or piercings makes me an oddity to some. Helps with my image, I guess. Whatever it takes to bring people through the doors, right?” he asks. “But I doubt you’re here to talk to me about my political and social views, or about how many tattoos I have or don’t have. So, what can I do for you, Agents?”

      Monty is right. He’s an oddity in a lot of ways. Obsessively clean and tidy. Obviously intelligent and has no tats or piercings. Not that I know any tattoo artists or anything, but he seems to be different from the stereotypical image.

      I open the file I’m carrying and slide the close-up shot of the signature on the tattoo and hand it over to him. He takes the photo from me and looks at it, his face completely neutral.

      “Is that your signature, Mr. Denson?”

      “Yeah. But I assume you already know that, otherwise you wouldn’t be sitting in my office right now,” he says.

      “I know it’s a long shot, but can you tell what that tattoo is? And who you might have put it on?”

      “In that mess?” he chuckles.

      “As I said, I know it’s a long shot－”

      “I’m assuming this dude is dead, yeah?” he asks.

      I exchange a look with Astra and frown. I’d personally rather not discuss too much, but I know I have to give something to get anything. Astra turns to him.

      “Yes. He’s dead,” she says. “And we’re trying to get an ID on him. So if you can tell us if you recognize the tattoo and perhaps who you might have inked it on, you’d be doing us a huge favor.”

      Monty seems to sense the gravity of the situation, which I give him credit for. He pulls another pair of horn-rimmed glasses out of his desk and slips them on, then studies the picture closely. He holds the picture close to his face, and I can see him really trying to put it together. And then all at once, his face brightens.

      “Yeah, I remember it. It was a Seahawks tattoo. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s the Seahawks tat. There are a couple of points I think I recognize. Dude went on and on about them. Was a total nut about his baseball team－”

      “Football,” Astra cuts him off. “The Seahawks are a football team.”

      He waves her off. “Whatever. Sports aren’t my thing anyway. But I designed a killer tat for him. A one of a kind thing. He was super stoked to get it. Dude was practically walking on air out of here when he got it. Begged me to retire the flash and never put this tat on anybody else. He paid extra for it, so I did him the solid.”

      “That’s great,” I say. “Any chance you’d be able to dig up his name?”

      “Yeah, maybe,” he says, turning to his computer.

      Astra and I exchange a look as he bangs away on his keyboard. I start getting that excited churning in my belly as the pieces of a case start to fall together. It’s not much, but it’s a slight forward momentum. We could be one step closer to IDing our vic. And once we do, we’re a few steps away from IDing the killer. He’s proven to be elusive and well-prepared thus far, but everybody slips up. Everybody makes a mistake. And once we found out who the dead guy is, we’re going to find out who the killer is.

      “Ah yeah, here it is,” he says.

      He turns the monitor so it’s facing us. On the screen is a photo of the tattoo he inked the man with, and I have to say, the artwork is pretty amazing. The detail is fantastic. Monty is a really fine, talented artist. I can see why his work is as sought after as Mo said it is.

      “I’m not a football fan, but that’s pretty amazing work,” I say.

      He smiles wide. “Yeah, it is pretty good, isn’t it?

      “Your humility is awe inspiring,” Astra says dryly. “The name of the customer you put this Louvre quality work on?”

      He chuckles and tips her a wink. “The customer is Brad Sunderland,” he says. “If that’s actually the same tat. Like I said, I only think it is. I’m not one hundred percent on that.”

      “That’s fair. We’ll take it,” I say. “Can we get the address?”

      “Yeah sure. No problem,” he says.

      He gives me the vic’s address and I thank him for his time. He walks us out to the front of the shop, and as we’re about to leave, he flashes Astra a grin.

      “You come on back and I’ll give you the sorority discount anytime, gorgeous,” he says.

      She rolls her eyes and looks at me. “I’m seriously going to shoot him in the face right now. Seriously.”

      I guffaw loudly as we walk toward the car, grinning like a fool and feeling that flush of excitement. The momentum of the case is beginning to build. Granted, it’s one piece of the puzzle, but it’s an important one. A piece we’re going to build out from and crack this thing. I just know it.
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      Residence of the Unsub; Location Unknown

      The warm water flows down over them, soothing his skin. He wraps his arms around her from behind, relishing the feeling of her soft, yet firm body pressed close to his. He closes his eyes and slides his hands up and down her body, savoring the swell of her hips and breasts beneath his fingertips.

      “You’re so tense,” he whispers in her ear. “Try to relax.”

      He slides his hands up to her shoulders and gently kneads and massages them, trying to work the tension out. It only seems to make her more tense. A shudder runs through her.

      “I said try to relax, Cassie,” he repeats, his tone harder.

      She lowers her head and buries her face in her hands. He tries to ignore it, not wanting to ruin what is a tender, special moment between them. The evening had been perfect. She’d been everything he thought she would be. Everything he desired. She is the one. He just knows it.

      He steps back and picks up the bottle of shampoo. Squirting a dollop into his hand, he sets the bottle back down and then starts to gently massage the shampoo into her scalp. Her body is still stiff and tense, which annoys him. He tries to tamp it down, focusing on washing her hair.

      “Isn’t this nice?” he asks, his voice soothing.

      She sniffs but tries to stifle it. She can’t keep her entire body from trembling. He grits his teeth, trying to keep his frustration from bubbling over. It’s been such a beautiful evening so far, he doesn’t want to ruin it. He rinses her hair, then applies the conditioner, running it through her long, red locks.

      “You have such beautiful hair,” he says. “It’s the first thing I noticed about you.”

      “Why are you doing this?” she asks, her voice quavering.

      “Because I want your beautiful hair to shine,” he replies.

      The conditioner in, he grabs the mesh pouf and pours a little soap onto it. He hums to himself as he washes her back, his touch soft and gentle. From the neck all the way down to her feet and every place in between, he gently scrubs her. The intimacy between them heightens his senses. Heightens his arousal. He can’t stop the desire that’s flowing through him, and he knows he’ll have to have her again tonight. She makes him feel insatiable.

      “Turn around,” he says softly.

      She hesitates and doesn’t move at first, but when he puts his hand on her shoulder to turn her himself, she folds her arms over her breasts and turns. Her head is lowered, and she can’t meet his gaze. He slips his fingers beneath her chin and forces her head up. Cassie’s eyes are rimmed red and her lips are quivering.

      “Why are you crying?” he demands.

      “Please,” she whispers. “Don’t do this.”

      “Do what? Hasn’t this whole evening been beautiful?”

      Tears spill from the corners of her eyes and he raises his hand, gently stroking her cheek with the back of it. But she recoils like his touch disgusts her, and he can’t contain his anger any longer. He throws the pouf to the ground, his eyes narrowing and his jaw clenched tight.

      “Why do you have to ruin this?” he shouts, making her flinch as if he’d struck her. “Why are you spoiling what was a beautiful evening?”

      She falls to her knees, burying her face in her hands again, and starts to sob wildly. Enraged, he reaches out and shuts the water off, then grabs her by the hair and yanks Cassie to her feet.

      “Get up!” he roars. “Let’s go. Now.”

      Still gripping her hair, he throws open the shower door and drags her out, finally letting go of her once they’re both out. Grabbing a towel off the rack, he throws it at her none too gently.

      “Dry yourself off,” he demands.

      He quickly grabs his own towel and dries himself off as well. Wrapping his towel around his waist, he stomps out into the bedroom and throws on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt. He grabs a pile of clothing and walks back to the bathroom and throws the pajamas at her. He’d intended for them to put on some comfortable clothing and spend the rest of the evening cuddling on the couch with ice cream and a movie.

      But she’s gone and ruined it. She doesn’t appreciate what he was doing for her. She’s taking him for granted and there is nothing that infuriates him more. When she’s finished dressing, she walks out of the bathroom slowly, as if in a daze. He grabs her by the arm and hauls her out of the bedroom and through the house, taking her back to the basement.

      They pound down the stairs together. She almost stumbles a couple of times but manages to keep her feet. He throws Cassie down on her bunk and quickly puts the shackle back on her ankle, locking it tight.

      “You did this. You ruined this evening,” he spits. “Everything was perfect. Everything was beautiful until you went and spoiled it!”

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      He flinches at her words and looks at her in shock. He doesn’t understand why she would ask such a question when the answer was so obvious. But then he thinks that maybe it isn’t so obvious to her. Yes, that’s it. If he explains it to her so that she can understand it, maybe then she’ll get it. Maybe then she’ll realize what he’s doing for her and will appreciate him for it. Maybe then she’ll love him the way he loves her.

      “It’s because I love you, Cassie. I have from the moment I laid eyes on you,” he says. “We belong together, and I think if you search your heart, you’ll come to see that too. Just search your heart.”

      Wanting to give her some time, he hands her the remote for the TV and leaves her in the basement, gently closing the door behind him. He’s confident that if he gives her some time to think, she’ll come to the same conclusion, and they can move forward. Together. He’s confident she’ll realize that they truly were meant to be together and will give herself over to him. Happily. Willingly.

      He truly did love her from the moment he saw her. When their eyes met that first time, he knew she was the one. He’d followed her. Studied her. Spent a lot of time making sure he was right about her and had become convinced of it. He realized the woman with him at the time, Sylvia, wasn’t who he’d thought she was. She’d turned out to not be the one like he’d once thought, so he’d had to break up with her.

      But he was sure about Cassie. There was just something different about her. When he first saw her, he felt a resounding shift deep within him. And that was how he knew. She was the one. She just needed time to come around to realizing that he meant as much to her as she meant to him. Things were going to be beautiful between them once she realized they were meant to be together.

      He was a patient man. He’d give her all the time she needed to come around. And she would.
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      Residence of Cassie Cooper & Bradley Sunderland; Seattle, WA

      “I don’t think anybody’s home,” Astra says.

      I knock again, harder this time, but already suspect that she’s right. It suggests to me that we’re on the right path here. That Brad Sunderland, the proud owner of the custom Seahawks tattoo, is the man in the dumpster.

      “Let’s go around back,” I say when nobody comes to the door.

      “Right.”

      The house is a small Craftsman style home on a small lot in a middle-class neighborhood. According to the background Rick worked up for me, Brad Sunderland is the IT manager at a local law office. I have Mo out talking to the employees at the law firm to see if they have a lead on him, but I’m honestly not expecting that to pan out for us. My gut is telling me that we already know where Brad is: on a slab in the ME’s office.

      We step off the porch and then follow a small path around to the side of the house and come to a gate. Astra uses the thumb button on the handle to open the gate and we step through. The side yard is narrow, and there is a path of flagstones that lead us to a small backyard, which contains a wooden deck with an electric roll out cover, four lounge chairs, and a barbecue. There’s a postage stamp square of grass and flowering bushes that run around the perimeter of the yard, adding a splash of color.

      I step up onto the deck and walk to the French style doors and reach out, grabbing hold of the handle. I thumb the latch and the door clicks. It’s open. I turn to Astra and give her a nod. I unholster my weapon and hold it down at my side as I push the door inward. As I step over the threshold, I bring my weapon up and Astra follows me through.

      “FBI. We’re entering the home,” I call out. “Is there anybody here?”

      “Call out if you’re here,” Astra adds.

      We fan out across the room, our weapons at the ready, but I don’t think it’s necessary. The place just feels empty.

      “FBI,” I try once more.

      Nothing. Astra and I go room by room, checking to ensure that they are in fact clear and that no nasty surprises are lurking behind closed doors. A few minutes later, we’ve cleared the whole house and confirm that it is, in fact, empty. That done, we spread out again and start poking around through the personal effects in the house. We know each other so well, we don’t even need to coordinate our plans. We both automatically start searching the house, not for people this time, but for something to give us a lead we can follow.

      I find myself in what looks like Brad’s office. There is a desk with a bank of four computer monitors, two side by side, and two stacked on top of those. I don’t know what you need four monitors for, but I’m not an IT expert, so what do I know? At first, I don’t see anything that catches my eye until my gaze lands on a silver picture frame. The man in the photo matches Brad Sunderland’s DMV photo, but sitting beside him is a stunning redhead.

      I pick up the frame and walk out of the office and find Astra in the master bedroom. She’s standing in front of an open closet. She turns and looks back at me. One half of the closet is filled with men’s clothes, but the other half has some women’s clothes in it. But the hangers are all askew, and it looks like there are quite a few articles of clothing missing. There are some shirts on the floor as if they were dropped by somebody who was grabbing clothes in haste.

      “Looks like somebody packed and left town in a hurry,” Astra says.

      I hold the picture frame up. “I’d say it’s her.”

      Astra walks over and takes the frame, looking down at the photo of what looks like a happy couple, cuddling together. They’re both bundled up and sitting in what looks like a horse-drawn carriage, their smiles wide. They look like a couple that’s very much in love to me.

      “She’s gorgeous. They’re a very beautiful couple” Astra says. “But who is she? And more importantly, where is she?”

      “That’s what we need to find out.”

      I pull the phone out of my pocket and punch the button on speed dial for the shop, then turn on the speakerphone so Astra can hear and participate in the call as well. Rick answers almost immediately.

      “Department of knowing all the things,” he announces. “How can I help?”

      “Do you ever answer the phone like a normal person?”

      “Not if I can help it,” he replies.

      “I figured not,” I say. “Anyway, first things first, I need you to look and see if Brad Sunderland was married. And if so, I need to find out who his bride might be.”

      I hear the clicking of keys in the background as Rick runs his search. As he does, Astra is opening drawers in the dresser, poking through everything in them. But judging by the look on her face, there isn’t much in there.

      “Nada,” Rick says over the phone. “Not married, but I took the liberty of pulling up his social media. It appears that he was engaged to a rather comely redheaded lass. I mean, she’s a real looker, as they say. Yowza. I’ve always had a thing for redheads, you know.”

      Astra looks up. “Who in the hell says yowza?” she asks. “That’s kind of creepy.”

      “I say it. And big bandleader Ben Bernie started saying it back in the thirties, so there’s history to it,” Rick says defensively.

      “I think that whole statement tells me all I need to know about you,” Astra says.

      “I’m like an onion, Agent Wet Blanket,” Rick retorts. “I have many, many layers, and you will never know everything there is to know about me.”

      “Nor do I want to, Ricky.”

      “Time will tell.”

      As they banter, a jolt of adrenaline fires through me, setting my blood on fire as I clutch the picture frame. I look down at the pale skin and green eyes of the woman in the picture with him, knowing that this is one of the biggest missing pieces to this puzzle. One I hadn’t expected, but one that could give us a massive break.

      “What’s her name, Rick?” I ask. “The fiancée.”

      “Oh right. Sorry. Her name is Cassie Cooper. Cee Cee to her friends, apparently. Kind of a lame nickname, if you ask me,” he says.

      “And can you do your thing and give me her primary address?”

      More keys clack in the background, and as I wait, I feel my stomach churning wildly with that familiar rush. Pieces are moving and falling into place, and though the picture is still far from in focus, it’s somewhat less opaque. Somewhat.

      “Primary address is listed as 548 Norfolk Avenue,” he reports. “Same as Brad Sunderland. Looks like our lovebirds were living in sin. Doesn’t anybody wait for marriage anymore?”

      “Right. That’s kind of what I thought,” I say.

      “What, that nobody waits for marriage anymore?” Rick asks brightly.

      “No, that－never mind,” I say.

      Rick laughs on the other end of the phone, letting me know he was just yanking my chain. Astra rolls her eyes, but I can see the faint smirk on her lips.

      “Rick,” she says. “Can you look at her social media activity? Credit cards? Can you give us her location?”

      “Stand by,” he says to the sound of him pecking away at his keyboard. “No activity for days. Her last social media post was from more than a week ago. No ATM or credit card activity. Bupkis. It’s like she fell off the face of the Earth.”

      “Or intentionally went off the grid,” Astra adds.

      I glance over at her and see where she’s going with this. “Rick, have there been any large withdrawals from her account in the weeks or months leading up to her last transaction?” I ask. “Anything to indicate she’s been squirreling away cash?”

      “Ummmm… no, not that I can see. Everything looks like normal activity to me,” he says. “She’s still got a very healthy nest egg in her account.”

      “Is Mo back yet?”

      “Yeah, but she just went to grab some coffee,” he says.

      “Great. When she comes back to the shop, have her start going over Cassie’s financials,” I tell him. “Have her look for anything unusual going back at least a year. Anything that might indicate somebody preparing to bolt. We can expand out from there if need be. Coming from white collar, she might be able to pick up on something we don’t.”

      “I’ll let her know,” Rick says.

      “Thanks, Rick,” I say. “We’re going to head back to the shop soon, so we’ll see you guys in a bit.”

      “Roger that, boss.”

      I disconnect the call and drop my phone back into my pocket. Astra is still rifling through the drawers but turns and looks at me.

      “Guess we have a black widow,” she says.

      “Yeah. Maybe,” I nod. “We’ll have the crime scene techs go over this place from stem to stern. We can call it in from the road.”

      “Sounds good.”
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      Barnaby’s Social House; Downtown Seattle

      “How did I let you talk me into this?” I ask.

      Astra shrugs. “My charm and grace?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, that must be it.”

      “Come on. Doesn’t this place give you all the feels? I mean, the nostalgia.”

      “Is that what that feeling in the pit of my stomach is called? And here I thought it was called nausea.”

      Astra grins at me. “Admit it. You missed this place.”

      “Yeah, you keep believing that.”

      With the techs going over Sunderland’s house, we aren’t going to get any useful information for a day or two. While there is still some stuff we should probably be doing－like tracking down Cassie Cooper－I let Astra talk me into coming out for a drink tonight. And of course, she dragged me to Barnaby’s Social House, which I think of as the Grant Bryant of bars－something I want nothing to do with.

      Barnaby’s has not changed one bit over the years. Everything is still all 80’s themed. It still plays 80’s tunes, names their drinks after 80’s celebrities－mostly the dead ones－and is still covered in memorabilia from the era. It’s still loud, gaudy, and entirely gauche. But for some reason, this was always Astra’s favorite place to come. The bar hasn’t changed one iota. It’s Astra who’s changed.

      Once upon a time, this was where she would come to pick up her entertainment for the night. Occasionally for the weekend. There was a time when Astra believed in, as she called it, sampling a bit of everything from the buffet of life. But it seems that time in her life is over. Or maybe it’s just paused.

      While I was away, she actually got serious with somebody and has been with him ever since. When we’re not working, they’re together every waking moment. They’re practically glued to one another. It’s actually pretty adorable. And entirely unexpected.

      “So why did we come here tonight?” I ask. “I thought you were reformed and off the meat market?”

      “I am. I just enjoy tormenting you.”

      “You suck,” I say with a laugh.

      “Benjamin doesn’t seem to complain.”

      I squeal with laughter and shake my head at her. “You are terrible. Absolutely terrible.”

      She gives me a wide smile. “I have missed the hell out of you, Wilder.”

      “I missed you too. I’m so thankful to be back.”

      “I’m glad you’re back too. Life was just less interesting without you.”

      “Ditto,” I tell her. “So when am I going to meet the mysterious Benjamin Harper?”

      “Soon, I hope,” she says. “He’s out of town right now, but he’ll be back soon, I hope. I miss him.”

      A man saunters over to our table, a smarmy smile on his face. He leans against the table, his eyes fixed on Astra. It’s nice to see that some things never change. Ever since our days at the Academy, whenever we were out, the guys would always hone in on her straight away. I might as well have ceased to exist.

      The guy has short dark hair shot through with gray that’s stylishly cut, a perfect smile, and a fit, lean body. The well-tailored suit, thousand-dollar shoes on his feet, and Rolex he’s not taking care to hide on his wrist tell me he’s got money. Or at least, is putting in a lot of effort to make it look like he does. He is still trawling at Barnaby’s, after all.

      He’s the kind of guy Astra would have gone home with back in the day. Not because he has money－she’s always been fiercely independent－but because he’s a good-looking older man. Suffice it to say, the woman has a type.

      “Ladies,” he croons, his voice as greasy as his smile. “And how are we tonight?”

      “We were doing well until you slimed your way over to our table,” Astra says.

      He laughs, trying to play it off. “That’s cute,” he says, undeterred. “How about I buy you a drink?”

      “Let me just save you the trouble,” Astra says. “I’m not going home with you. You’re not going home with me. And I have zero interest in a quickie in the bathroom, a car, or the hotel room you’ve probably already secured. Ain’t gonna happen. I would rather give myself a battery acid enema.”

      She gives him a wide faux smile and the guy clears his throat, then walks away without another word. I can’t stop the laughter that bursts from my throat. Astra gives me a real smile and takes a sip of her drink.

      “I never thought I’d live to see the day when you settled down,” I say when I finally stop laughing.

      “That makes two of us. But Benjamin is great,” she replies. “He’s one of those one in a billion guys.”

      “He must be to have captured your heart.”

      “Speaking of love and relationships－”

      “Pretty sure we weren’t talking about that.”

      She shrugs. “Kind of. Anyway, what about you? Now that you’re back and plan on being here a while, it’s time to find you a man.”

      I laugh. “I ran into Dr. Mark, actually. Had coffee with him a few nights back.”

      “Shut up!” she gasps, immediately slamming her hand on the table. “Oh my God, I can’t believe – what – you’ve been off gallivanting with Dr. Mark? Behind my back? Blake! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I shrug. “It was a cup of coffee, not a declaration of love.”

      “Maybe not, but you have history with this man,” she says. “And if I remember correctly, it was a very hot, sordid history.”

      “It wasn’t that hot, and it wasn’t that sordid,” I counter.

      It’s something of a lie, but I’m not like Astra. I don’t feel compelled to divulge all of the most intimate details of my personal life.

      “Hot and sordid enough,” she protests, waving me off. “So? Was that old spark still there? Will those fires be rekindled?”

      “I told him my job comes first, but I’d still see him from time to time. So I guess we’ll have to see what happens.”

      “Blake, the guy is gorgeous. I mean, gorgeous,” she says. “He’s smart. Nice. Funny. He’s the whole package. And he’s totally into you.”

      I have to admit that the day we met him in that hospital bay, it felt kind of nice that he seemed to notice me, rather than her. It’s petty, yeah, but it’s such a rare thing, I can’t help but enjoy it.

      “What’s holding you back, babe?” she asks.

      I shrug. “I just… I’m more focused on my career than anything right now,” I tell her. “I don’t want anything to distract me from that.”

      She looks at me, her expression earnest. “Blake, the job will always be there. There will always be a killer who needs to be caught. We’re never going to catch them all,” she says. “What’s rare is finding somebody we connect with. What’s rare is finding somebody worth giving our heart to. And when we do, we need to have the strength and the courage to grab onto them. To hold them tight and not let them go. Because I’ll tell you one thing I’ve learned. You can have all of the professional accolades. You can have a bookcase full of awards and medals. But if you don’t have somebody to share those things with, to celebrate your victories with, your life is going to be empty. What’s going to fill your heart more? Coming home to plaques on the wall? Or coming home to somebody who understands you? Somebody who cares about you and will hold you after a long, tough day? And you know, better than most, just how many long, tough days this job has.”

      I sit back in my seat and stare at her, completely stunned. In all the time I’ve known her, I’ve never heard Astra give such a heartfelt, emotional speech.

      “I have to be honest here,” I start, “this new emotionally squishy Astra is kind of freaking me out.”

      She laughs like it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard as I continue trying to wrap my mind around her speech. It’s about the last thing I ever expected to fall out of her mouth. Despite that, I can’t help but hear the wisdom in her words. They really resonate within me.

      For as much as I push any notion of a relationship away, wanting to focus on my career, I’d be lying if I said there isn’t some small part of me that craves it. Yearns for it. Some small part of me does long to come home to somebody after a long, tough day and just have them hold me. Tell me things would be all right.

      But I keep anybody interested in me at an arm’s distance. Dr. Reinhart thinks it goes back to the murder of my parents. That somehow, the wires in my brain got crossed, and now I see love as a source of pain. She says I see love as a fragile, delicate thing that can be ripped away from you in a heartbeat. That much is true, obviously. But the idea that it’s the murder of my folks that shaped my view of relationships is something I’m still uncertain of.

      For whatever reason, the thought of getting close to somebody and really opening my heart to them scares me to death. Maybe Dr. Reinhart is right and it is because I’m afraid that if I do, I’ll lose them. That they’ll be taken from me. I don’t know for certain. But that’s been a constant throughout my life.

      Astra smiles at me and I simply cannot get my mind around this change in her. She’s not the same person I left behind when I went to New York. Not by a long shot. She’s grown and changed. Personally, I love to see it. I’ve always wanted her to find somebody who treated her like a princess. Somebody who could settle her down and give her a good life. That she’s found it makes me happier than I can say.

      But I don’t know that it’s in the cards for me. As fond of Mark as I am, I don’t know that he’s the one I can give my heart to. I’d think that if he was, I’d know it by now. That I’d feel it down deep in my bones. And right now, I just don’t feel that. There’s a hesitance I still feel.

      But then, I have to ask myself whether or not I’d really know what that felt like, even if he was the one.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Okay, so we have no idea where she is,” Astra says.

      I shake my head. “None.”

      Mo is looking at her computer, reading the report from the screen. “The techs found blood at the scene. It was cleaned up but showed up with the luminol.”

      Astra shrugs. “Seems obvious to me that Cee Cee murdered Brad, then went off the grid. Pretty cut and dry.”

      I pace the front of the room, looking at the photos the techs took of Brad Sunderland’s house on the monitors. Nothing seems out of place. There are no signs of a struggle. There’s nothing that indicates a murder took place here.

      “Where was the blood found?” I ask.

      “In the bed. The mattress had been flipped and the sheets changed, but the techs found a significant amount of blood soaked into it,” Mo reports.

      “Enough blood to account for a severed carotid?” I ask.

      She nods. “Apparently so.”

      “See?” Astra says. “She cut his throat while he was sleeping, then got out of town. Like I said, cut and dry.”

      “Seems that way,” I say slowly.

      “You don’t seem convinced.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not. It’s too easy. Too simple.”

      “Sometimes, things are easy,” she offers.

      “Sometimes. I don’t think that’s the case with this, though.”

      “Why not?” Mo asked.

      “A few things. First, we’ve all seen pictures of Cassie Cooper. She’s a small woman,” I say. “Could a woman that small really beat a man’s face literally to a pulp the way Brad’s face was?”

      I look around the room and nobody says anything. It’s the first crack in the wall. But wait, there’s more.

      “There’s also the matter of her financials,” I say. “Mo, I’m assuming you didn’t find anything out of whack? Nothing to indicate she’s been siphoning off money and stashing it elsewhere?”

      Mo shakes her head. “No. Nothing. Everything lines up with her paychecks and normal spending habits,” she says. “If she had a second bank account somewhere, she must have had a second job somewhere to fund it.”

      “Rick, anything indicating she had a second job?”

      He’s been quiet in the back, hunched over his computer, typing away furiously. He’s obviously onto something and it’s taking his entire focus since he apparently didn’t hear me and hasn’t answered. Astra notices and turns her mischievous smile on him as she throws a pen. It bounces off the top of his head and he looks up suddenly, pushing his glasses back up onto the bridge of his nose, looking like we just woke him up from a nap.

      “You better not be looking at porn back there,” she cracks.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll send you links for the good clips I find,” he fires back, then turns to me. “Sorry, what was it, boss?”

      “I asked if there was any indication that Cassie had a second job,” I repeat.

      He bends back over his computer and starts typing away again. We wait in silence for a couple of minutes while he works, the only sound in the room is him punching the keys. Finally, he looks up and shakes his head.

      “I only did a cursory search, but I’ve only been able to find the one job,” he says. “I’ll do a deeper dive and see what else I can find.”

      “Great, thanks,” I say. “What are you working on back there?”

      “I’ve been looking through the missing persons reports for the last few weeks. You wouldn’t believe how many people are reported missing around here,” he says. “Anyway, I just found one for Cassie. She was reported missing by her sister a few days ago. There’s another report filed by her boss yesterday.”

      “We’re probably going to want to speak to them,” I say.

      “Maybe they can tell us if they knew she was a murderer,” Astra says.

      I turn to her. “You are really married to that theory. Why is that?”

      “Come on, you know the statistics,” she responds. “The significant other did it in an overwhelmingly large number of these cases.”

      “True. But there are also a lot of murders committed by somebody other than the significant other as well.”

      Astra shrugs. “I just think it’s too coincidental.”

      “Okay, so what do you have to back up your theory?” I ask.

      “No forced entry into the home. The vic was killed in bed. That’s intimate. That says to me that the killer was somebody known to them. Somebody close to them. If it had been a stranger killing, there would have been signs of a struggle,” she says. “Brad wasn’t a small guy and seems like he could have taken care of himself. I think he would have put up a fight. But he was caught unaware. Like while he was asleep.”

      “Couldn’t a stranger have cut his throat while he slept?” Mo points out.

      “Possible,” she replies. “But I think Cassie did it and had an accomplice. That’s why the back door was left open. She left it for her lover to sneak in and cut Brad’s throat.”

      “Why?” I ask. “They weren’t married yet. Why go through the trouble of murdering him when she could have just left?”

      “Maybe he was abusing her. Maybe she felt she had no other choice but to kill him to get away,” Astra postulates.

      “A possible lover. A possible abuser. A possible escape plot,” I say. “There are an awful lot of maybes in your theory,” I point out.

      “No more than there are in yours,” she responds. “I’m simply relying on statistics and data. I mean, isn’t that what we do here?”

      I open my mouth to reply but close it again because she’s right. Everything is still so uncertain, it really is just speculation and theory at this point. It’s time we start filling in some of the blanks.

      “All right,” I say. “Let’s take a ride.”

      Astra smiles. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Mo, Rick, I need you guys to do a deep dive on Cassie. I want to know everything there is to know about her,” I tell them. “I want to know if she has some secret homicidal personality we don’t know of.”

      “On it,” they reply in unison.
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      Residence of Millie Cooper Walsh; West Seattle, WA

      The neighborhood of West Seattle is known for being a little slice of upper middle-class suburbia nestled on the edges of the urban chaos of downtown Seattle. There’s a long stretch of waterfront and the homes are all nice, though a bit uniform for my liking, and it’s a good place to raise a family.

      Astra and I climb out of the car and look around the neighborhood. Trees line both sides of the street and all of the homes look like they’re one of four different models. Like I said, cookie cutter.

      I turn to Astra. “No mention of her sister being some crazed murderer, all right?”

      She grins. “What? I’m totally sensitive enough to not do something like that.”

      “I’m serious, Astra. This is a woman worried about her sister.”

      “All right, all right,” she says. “You take the lead.”

      “Thank you.”

      We head up the walk to the house and I notice some toys in the yard, telling me she’s got children. I can only hope they’re not at home. The last thing I want to do is question their mom with them in the room. We walk up the three steps to the porch and I knock on the front door. A moment later, a woman who looks like an older, shorter-haired version of Cassie Cooper opens the door.

      “Millie Cooper Walsh?” I ask.

      Her eyes are rimmed red, as is her nose, and her cheeks are flushed, telling me she’s been spending a lot of time crying.

      “Yes?” she asks, her lower lips quivering.

      Astra and I both flash our badges and the tears immediately start spilling down her face. She puts a hand up over her mouth, and I can see the fear in her wide green eyes. She swallows hard as she looks at me.

      “Are you here about my sister?” she asks, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      “We wanted to speak to you about her, yes,” I say.

      “Did you find her?”

      I clear my throat. “I’m afraid not. Not yet. But we’re looking,” I tell her. “It would help us a lot if you could answer some questions for us.”

      There’s a flash of relief in her eyes, but it’s quickly clouded over again by her fear and worry. She opens the door to let us in. I lead Astra inside and we walk into the entryway and wait. Millie closes the door, then leads us into a spacious and comfortable living room. In the corner, I see a pile of toys, affirming the fact that she’s got children, but I don’t hear them.

      The house is tastefully decorated and appointed. Everything is nice, but not too nice. It’s nothing extravagant or ostentatious but has a very comfortable, lived in feel about it. This is a family home. On the wall, I see a photograph of Millie and a man I take to be her husband, and two children－a boy and a girl. They look like the perfect, All-American nuclear family. The only thing missing is the white picket fence out front.

      Astra and I sit down on the sofa and Millie perches on the loveseat that sits perpendicular to the couch. She sets her hands in her lap and immediately starts wringing them together. The tears continue spilling down her cheeks and she quickly wipes them away, then goes back to wringing her hands together. The dark circles under her eyes tell me she hasn’t slept well for a while.

      “Where is your family?” I ask, trying to start things off neutrally.

      “My husband is at work,” she says, her voice quavering. “My kids are at school.”

      I nod. “You have a beautiful family, Mrs. Walsh.”

      “Thank you,” she says. “But can you tell me why you’re here if you haven’t found Cassie yet?”

      I shift on my seat and let out a quiet breath. Talking to the families of victims is always a delicate thing. You need to get answers to your questions, but you don’t want to press them too hard or you’ll shut them down completely and end up with nothing. It’s definitely a fine line to walk.

      “Well, we’re with the FBI, and you filed your report with Seattle PD, correct?” I ask, trying to be as gentle as I can be.

      “Yes, that’s correct. But the police department hasn’t returned any of my calls. I don’t think they’re actually doing anything,” she says. “Did they just pass it on to you? Is that what’s happened?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that. I’m sure the SPD is doing all they can to find her, Mrs. Walsh,” I say. “Your sister’s name came up in connection with a different investigation altogether.”

      She cocks her head and looks at me. “A separate investigation? What are you talking about?”

      “Your sister’s fiancé. Brad Sunderland?” I ask.

      A sour look crosses her face. “Yes, what about him? He didn’t even call me to tell me she was missing. I had to hear it from her boss, of all people.”

      Astra looks at me pointedly as a brick seems to lock into place in her theory. At least, she seems to think so.

      “Do you not get along with Mr. Sunderland?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “We aren’t the best of friends, no. We’re cordial,” she says. “I just think he’s arrogant. He thinks he’s better than other people. I always felt he looked down on me. Cassie says I’m crazy, but she’s hardly an impartial judge of it. She’s head over heels in love with him. But she could do better.”

      I clear my throat. This is going to be a lot stickier than I imagined. She doesn’t know about Brad’s death.

      “Mrs. Walsh, I’m not sure how to break this to you, but Mr. Sunderland was murdered,” I say. “His body was discovered several days ago, and we just confirmed his identification today.”

      Her face falls and she grows several shades paler as she processes the information. She looks at me, her mouth opening and closing like she is trying to speak but can’t seem to force the words out of her mouth. She shakes her head as if trying to deny my words.

      “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Walsh,” I continue. “I know this must come as a shock.”

      “Are you sure it was him? I mean, could you have made a mistake?”

      “I don’t think so. We’re fairly certain it’s him.”

      “Fairly certain. But that means you could be wrong.”

      I frown. “We identified him by a unique custom tattoo he has,” I explain. “There are certain difficulties with establishing a one hundred percent match.”

      “Difficulties?”

      “I would rather not get into the specifics, but our lab is running DNA comparisons between the body and samples collected from his home,” I say. “We’ll know for absolute certain once that’s done. But I can tell you right now, I don’t think there’s any doubt. I’m fairly certain the body we discovered was Mr. Sunderland.”

      She looks like a woman clinging to that tiny shred of doubt in my words like somebody lost at sea clings to a piece of driftwood. She doesn’t want to believe it simply because it’s a step closer to confirming her worst fear: that her sister is dead too. She seems to pale even more and shrink into herself.

      “As far as we know, your sister hasn’t been found, Mrs. Walsh,” I break the silence. “She wasn’t with Mr. Sunderland when he was found.”

      “None of this makes sense to me,” she whispers, shaking her head. “No sense at all. We just had dinner with them a week or so ago.”

      “When was the last time you spoke with your sister, Mrs. Walsh?”

      “It was when we had dinner with them,” she says, sounding numb.

      “That was the last time?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “Did anything seem off? Anything amiss at all?”

      She looks at me like I’ve gone mad. “No. Nothing at all. What kind of question is that?”

      “I’m just trying to be thorough,” I say. “So she never mentioned any trouble with anybody? Didn’t mention anybody following her around or anything?”

      As she looks at me, her eyes widen, and fear steals across her face. “Are you saying that somebody killed Brad and kidnapped her?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, Mrs. Walsh. The truth is, we don’t know what’s going on yet. We’re still early in the investigation,” I say. “Right now, we’re just collecting facts.”

      She seems to be racking her brain, thinking back to her last talk with her sister. But then she shakes her head miserably, and the tears start to flow again.

      “No, she never mentioned anything like that,” she says.

      “What about Mr. Sunderland?” I ask. “Did he mention having trouble with anybody? Problems at work? Anything?”

      “No, he didn’t mention anything like that either,” she says. “Why would they kill him and take her?”

      “I’m not saying that’s what happened, Mrs. Walsh. Please don’t jump to any conclusions just yet.”

      Astra leans forward, the impatience on her face more than clear. I shoot her a look, trying to dissuade her from going on the offensive. But she either doesn’t see me or more likely, is avoiding my eyes, knowing I’m not going to cause a scene in front of the sister of a victim.

      “How was the relationship between your sister and Brad?” Astra asks.

      Mrs. Walsh cocks her head. “As far as I know it was fine. Why do you ask?”

      “Because you said he was arrogant. And that you didn’t like him,” she presses.

      “He was very arrogant, yes. But he always treated Cassie well. He was never that way with her. Everybody else in the world, but he treated her like a queen.”

      Astra frowns. “So you never got any sense there was trouble in the relationship?”

      “I think I just answered that.”

      “You never suspected that perhaps he was abusing her?”

      “What? No,” she gasps. “I may have had my differences with him, but one thing I can say for certain is that Brad Sunderland never raised a hand to my sister. He would have never hit her. Never in a million years.”

      “Was your sister ever violent, Mrs. Walsh?”

      “What? No! How dare you,” she spits, her face filling with sudden color. “I know what you’re suggesting, and you can go to hell. My sister wouldn’t hurt anybody, let alone her fiancé.”

      The tone in Mrs. Walsh’s voice is growing more heated, and I can tell by the look on her face that she’s getting upset. I cut a glance at Astra and nudge her with my foot. When she finally looks over, I use my eyes to tell her to back off. Grudgingly, she sits back, though I can tell she is quietly seething.

      “Mrs. Walsh, do you know if Cassie had anywhere she liked to go? If she wanted to get off the grid, was there somewhere she’d go?” I ask gently.

      She looks hard at Astra for another moment, then turns to me. It’s as if my words are taking a moment to sink into her brain and when they do, she shakes her head.

      “No. Not that I know of,” she says, her tone still plenty hard. “But I think I’d like you both to leave now. I’m done answering your questions, and I’m done listening to you suggest that my sister is a murderer.”

      “Mrs. Walsh－”

      “I said get out. Please.”

      With a sigh, I get to my feet and Astra follows suit. Mrs. Walsh moves quickly to the front door and holds it open. I start to turn around to apologize just in time to see her slam it in my face. I glare at Astra as I walk back to the car. And when we’re both inside, I round on her.

      “I told you not to bring that stuff up,” I say.

      “We weren’t getting anywhere talking around the issue.”

      “We were getting a lot further until you shut her down by accusing her sister of being a murderer,” I growl.

      “The question needed to be asked, Blake.”

      “Not that way. I told you to not go there with her.”

      “Blake, come on－”

      “No, I gave you an order and you blew me off.”

      She raises her eyebrows at me and looks like I just slapped her across the face. I suddenly realize this is the first time I’ve had to be her boss. Which I am. But I never realized until this moment just what that meant. Just what that looked like. And I have to admit, it doesn’t feel good. This isn’t pretty. I wish we could have avoided this altogether.

      Intellectually, I knew there would come a time when I had to pull rank on her. But some small part of me hoped it would never come to that. Now that it has, I have to say, it’s not a lot of fun. Already, some small part of me is wondering if I made a mistake putting my best friend on my team. In a position subordinate to me, only because I can’t play favorites. I can’t cut her any slack I wouldn’t cut anybody else. If she disobeys my orders, there have to be the same consequences for Astra that there would be for Mo or Rick.

      “An order, huh?” she asks.

      “Yes. An order. I’m in charge of this unit, Astra,” I say. “And when I give one, I expect it to be followed.”

      “Huh,” is all she says.

      She turns in her seat and faces forward, staring through the windshield. The wall of ice between us couldn’t be more obvious unless it was physically there. But I’m not wrong. This is my unit and I’m in charge. I don’t often issue direct orders, but when I do, I expect them to be followed.

      Without another word, I start the car and pull away from the curb and start the long, quiet drive back to the shop.
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      Residence of Blake Wilder; Downtown Seattle

      “Who is this?”

      “Only the greatest jazz pianist of all time,” I say. “Thelonious Monk.”

      I snuggle up closer to him, laying my head on his chest as the music of one of jazz’s greatest musicians washes over us. After a tough day, this is exactly what I needed… good wine, good music, and better company. It seemed fortuitous that Mark texted me earlier today, asking to see me tonight. Sometimes, it’s like he can read my mind or something.

      “Where did you get your love of jazz?” he asks.

      “My dad. He loved it. He loved everything. The old jazz masters, and the newer stuff too. He was always listening to it. I guess I just kind of fell in love with it by osmosis or something,” I say. “Now, when I listen to it, not only does it relax me, it kind of makes me feel closer to him.”

      “I get that,” he replies softly. “Did you find out anything new? About your folks and your sister, I mean.”

      I shake my head. “Nothing new. I haven’t looked at those files for months, to be honest. I haven’t had the time. Or the heart, I guess.”

      “Oh. I guess I just assumed you were always looking into them.”

      I shrug. “Sometimes it feels so hopeless that I can’t bear to even open them. I mean, I can probably recite what’s in those files to you word for word by now. But nothing new ever seems to stick out to me. Every avenue of investigation I’ve tried has been a dead end. It’s frustrating. And it breaks my heart when I can’t find something new to crack it open. It makes me feel like I’m failing them or something.”

      Mark gently strokes my hair and I lean into him, savoring his touch. “You’re not failing them by abandoning an investigation that’s not going anywhere, Blake. You can’t blame yourself for it.”

      “And yet, I do.”

      We lapse into a comfortable silence for a few moments. He continues to gently stroke my hair and I savor the easy comfort between us. The music plays on, but it’s not having its usual salving effect on me.

      “You do that a lot, you know. Blame yourself for things that aren’t your fault,” he goes on. “You put way too much on your shoulders. That’s a really bad habit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your parents. This thing with Astra,” he says.

      “Well, I did kind of jump down her throat today.”

      “But that’s understandable. You’re in charge and you gave her an order. She defied it,” he says. “You were well within your right to call her out on it.”

      “So why do I feel like such crap about it?”

      “Because you’ve got a big heart and you love her,” he offers. “That, too, is understandable.”

      I sit up and reach for my glass of wine. I take a swallow of the Chardonnay, savoring the taste of it on my tongue. Something else about Mark that I like is that his taste in wine is exquisite. I lean back on the couch, cradling the glass in my hands and staring at the flatscreen TV sitting on top of my brand-new entertainment credenza. It’s tuned to a station that plays a fake fire on a continuous feed. I thought it was funny and turned it on when Mark came over but sitting here watching the faux flames flicker and writhe on the screen, I find it’s kind of hypnotic and soothing in its own strange way.

      It’s the one thing I wish my new condo had that it doesn’t… a fireplace. I regret not finding one that does. But I was pressed for time and needed a place to live, so I jumped at the first place I found. I really didn’t want to spend my first few weeks back in Seattle living in a hotel, and I sure as heck didn’t want to go stay with Annie. I love her, but I love her more from a distance sometimes.

      “It’s creepy how realistic the fire looks,” I say.

      “The wonder of technology,” he replies with a quiet laugh.

      Monk’s song “Ruby, My Dear” gives way to “Pannonica”. I settle back into the couch, leaning against Mark’s strong, firm body. Taking comfort in him. I listen to the music for a few minutes, trying to quiet the tempest raging in my mind.

      “So what do I do about it? About Astra, I mean.”

      “Talk to her. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think. You two are too good of friends to let one little blowout get in the way. But you should also remember that this is all probably really strange for her too. I’m sure it’s strange for her to think of you as her boss now,” he says. “So you need to cut her a little slack for that. It’s probably going to take her a little time to adjust to this new dynamic in your relationship.”

      “Did I make a mistake asking her to join my squad?”

      “I don’t know. Did you ask her to join your squad because she’s your friend? Or because you respect her as an investigator?”

      “My friend or not, I wouldn’t have asked her if I didn’t respect her as an investigator,” I say. “She’s one of the best I’ve ever known.”

      “Then there’s your answer.”

      Mark’s words echo through my mind, and finally, I get the calming effect I’ve been needing tonight. I take another drink of my wine, then turn to him and offer him a warm smile.

      “When did you get to be so wise?” I ask.

      “I’ve always been this wise,” he winks. “You just never realized it until now.”

      I laugh softly. “That must be it.”

      “So what is this case, anyway? And what caused this dust-up between you and Astra?”

      I give him a broad overview of the case, starting with the discovery of the body, and finishing with the conversation with Mrs. Walsh. I explain the difference in our theories and why I so vehemently disagreed with the way she conducted herself with Mrs. Walsh. As I speak, Mark just listens. He doesn’t interrupt, he just takes in everything I’m saying. And when I’m done, he nods.

      “Well, why do you think she’s wrong?” he asks. “I mean, isn’t it at least possible that this woman, or a boyfriend, murdered her fiancé and then skipped town? Isn’t it at least possible that she had a secret boyfriend? Or that her fiancé was abusive?”

      “It’s possible, but not likely. The facts we have, as scant as they are, don’t seem to match that narrative. Not for me anyway,” I say. “And more to the point, there were ways we could have gotten that information out of the sister without full-on making a scene as she did.”

      “Maybe not to you, but it obviously fits the narrative she’s creating,” he said.

      “But I think she’s on the wrong track.”

      “Well, I guess it comes down to what sort of a leader you want to be, Blake. Do you want to be the kind of leader who demands blind obedience from your subordinates? Do you want them to adhere to your every theory? Or do you want to be the sort of leader who encourages free thought? Wasn’t it you who once told me that cases are solved when everybody chips in? And when everybody contributes to the whole?”

      I give him a wry smile. “I hate it when you throw my own words back at me.”

      “Well, that’s a danger you face when you date me.”

      I laugh softly. “I admit that her theory is possible. But there are still things that bother me about it.”

      “Like what?”

      “History shows that typically, women don’t kill with blades,” I explain. “Sure, there are some outliers, but the vast majority of women who kill, don’t cut somebody’s throat. They don’t tend to get that up close and personal.”

      “Well that seems fairly sexist,” Mark notes with a laugh.

      “It’s just statistical history,” I respond with a shrug. “And there’s also the condition of the body. I’m sorry, but you’ll never convince me that woman did that. She’s tiny, and I just don’t think she’s got the strength.”

      “Then that bolsters the idea that she had a boyfriend. Somebody who perhaps killed for her,” he says.

      “It’s possible. Maybe. Doubtful, but possible, I suppose.”

      “So, would it hurt your case to let Astra run with her theory? I would imagine if she’s wrong, it’ll peter out pretty quickly and she’ll be satisfied that she was wrong.”

      “I guess not,” I say after thinking about it for a moment.

      “And I think you should talk to her. Clear the air, you know?”

      I smile at him. “You have wisdom beyond your years.”

      “Yes, yes I do. I’m glad you are finally seeing that. It’s well past time.”

      “But if you were really wise, you’d stop talking and take me to bed.”

      He smiles at me. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      He gets to his feet, then pulls me to mine. He presses his mouth to mine, giving me a long, lingering kiss that sets the blood in my veins on fire. Mark pulls back and looks at me, his eyes smoldering. And in that moment, I understand what Astra was talking about. There’s something wonderful about having somebody to come home to after a long, rough day. Somebody to spill to. And somebody who will listen.

      Mark picks me up as if I weigh nothing at all, cradling me in his arms, making me giggle. He smiles down at me and as he carries me to the bedroom one of my favorite Monk tracks, “April in Paris”, starts to play.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Astra, can I see you?” I call from my office doorway.

      It’s been a quiet morning in the bullpen so far. The tension hovering in the air is thicker than the fog that rolls in off the Sound. Everybody seems affected by it. Not even Rick is chattering away with his usual sarcasm and wisecracks. It’s a bad atmosphere and I don’t like it. Not one bit.

      Astra gets up from her workstation and walks back to my office. I close the door after her, then walk back to my desk and drop down into my chair as she takes a seat across from me. Her face is cool and impassive. We both sit in silence for a moment.

      I woke up this morning determined to take Mark’s advice and clear the air with her. But now that she’s sitting here in front of me, I find my powers of speech failing me.

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, my mind spinning as I try to figure out exactly what to say. This tension between us sucks.

      “Listen, about yesterday… I want to apologize－”

      Astra’s expression suddenly softens and her eyes glisten. It’s as if she’s been trying to hold back the tide of her emotions, but the dam crumbled and they’re all pouring out in a flood.

      “No, I need to apologize,” she cuts me off. “You were right. You’re the boss and I need to respect that. And your orders.”

      “I don’t like being in a position where I’m giving you orders,” I reply. “But even still, I shouldn’t have bitten your head off like I did. I should have found a better way to make my point. I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

      She shrugs. “You didn’t really yell. It was more like a strongly raised voice?”

      I laugh softly. “Well then, I’m sorry I strongly raised my voice at you.”

      “And I’m sorry I went in so hard on Mrs. Walsh after you told me not to.”

      I lean back in my seat, feeling like a thousand-pound weight has been lifted off my shoulders. The tension that has saturated the air all morning has evaporated and we’re both smiling again. I call that a win.

      “I guess we’re both going to have to learn to adapt to this new dynamic between us,” she says.

      “I guess so. But it honestly shouldn’t change anything about the way we do things. I thought about it all night and I realize that how you played it with Mrs. Walsh wasn’t necessarily wrong. The questions were valid,” I say. “I think I was letting my own baggage interfere with a valid line of questions.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I shrug. “Just that when I looked at Mrs. Walsh, I couldn’t help but see my aunt. The way she sat there, trying to cope with the loss of a sister and the murder of a brother-in-law,” I say. “It just struck a little too close to home, and I probably did try to coddle her more than I should have. I probably wouldn’t have reacted that way with another witness. That’s on me.”

      “Well… I’m sorry I pushed you to that point,” she says softly. “This is really hard for me to admit, but I really am in awe of you, Blake. I’ve never known a better investigator. And I guess I want you to think I’m good at this job too.”

      “Astra, I do. I think you’re an incredible investigator. You were the first person I said I wanted when they told me to pick my team, and not because you’re my best friend. Because as far as I’m concerned, you’re the best damn investigator in the entire SFO.”

      She gnaws on her bottom lip and looks away. This is maybe the first time I’ve ever seen her insecurities. Honestly, I thought she didn’t have any. The woman exudes confidence from every pore and unlike some, she has the ability to back it up. Some consider her cocky or arrogant, but I’ve always thought it’s simply because they are envious of her confidence. I know I’ve felt envious of it from time to time. So seeing her looking so uncertain is a strange experience for me. And to be honest, I like it simply because I think it makes her more human and relatable.

      “I guess I thought it was because we’re friends,” she says softly.

      I shake my head. “No, it’s because I respect your mind. Your ability. You are one of the finest investigators I know, Astra. I picked you for this team because I know exactly how good you are at this job.”

      Her eyes shimmer, but she blinks it away. “Thanks, Blake.”

      “I mean it. I wouldn’t have picked you if you were a crap investigator. Ask Grant,” I tell her. “And again, I’m sorry I let my own emotional garbage leak out onto you. I should have handled it better, so we didn’t have to sit around blowing sunshine up each other’s backsides.”

      Astra laughs. “Hey, we’ve all been there before. You remember that time where you had to pull me off that serial rapist?” she asks and screws up her face. “God, what was his name again?”

      “Glenn Gonzalez.”

      She snaps her fingers. “That’s him. Anyway, I swear to God I would have killed him if you hadn’t stepped in.”

      A rueful grin crosses my lips. “I remember that. Believe me, I was really tempted to let you beat the guy to death. But I didn’t want to see you wind up in prison.”

      “I appreciate that,” she laughs softly. “But that was a case of me bringing in my own baggage. I mean, you remember what happened with my sister.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “All that to say, I understand where you’re coming from about that,” she goes on. “I get it. We’re not perfect beings. We let our personal lives bleed over into our work from time to time.”

      “Thanks, Astra.”

      “Welcome.”

      We sit in a companionable silence for a few moments. We’ve hit a plateau in the investigation for now. There’s no new information to work with. I stopped by Cassie’s workplace before coming into the shop today and interviewed her boss. But she knew even less than Mrs. Walsh. I got the picture of a well-liked woman who is smart, considerate, kind, efficient, dedicated to her job, and was always punctual. She was almost obsessive about it.

      So when Cassie didn’t show up for work and didn’t call, her boss panicked, fearing the worst. She called Mrs. Walsh, everybody else she could think of, then finally the police to report her missing. But the unfortunate truth is that Cassie is a grown woman and is under no obligation to tell anybody if she decides to drop off the grid for a while. So I know for a fact that the SPD hasn’t－and isn’t going to－expend much in the way of resources in trying to find her. She’s an adult. If she wants to go away for a while on her own, without notifying her loved ones, that’s her right.

      “Still thinking that Cassie is good for Brad’s murder?” I ask.

      “I do.”

      “Then run with it,” I tell her.

      She cocks her head and looks at me strangely. “Even though you don’t buy it?”

      I give her a small smile as Mark’s words－well, my words that he threw back in my face－echo through my mind again.

      “Cases are solved when everybody chips in and contributes. When we lay out all the theories, as a team, and keep whittling them down until we get to the truth,” I tell her. “I’d be an idiot and a hypocrite if I discarded that belief now.”

      “Thanks, B,” she says. “Maybe it pans out, and maybe it doesn’t.”

      “Either way, it’ll help us find that truth of it. And that’s all that matters,” I reply. “Just keep me in the loop if you find anything. Oh, and go easy on Rick. I think you scare him a little bit.”

      “That’s my plan. It pays to keep him on his toes. Makes him more eager to do what I say just to get me to go away,” she says, tipping me a wink.

      She snaps me a salute, then gets up and heads back to her workstation, leaving me laughing and shaking my head, but feeling a thousand percent better than I did when I rolled in this morning. Except for our case. I feel pretty awful about that actually since we’re still stuck on square one. And we’re going to be stuck there until we find Cassie Cooper.

      As I think about it further, something Astra mentioned clicks in my mind. I turn to my computer and call up my files on the Glenn Gonzalez case. I still pretty much know it by heart, like I do with all of my cases, but I’m always more reassured by seeing the words in black and white. It keeps me from thinking I’m misremembering something, or… letting my own baggage color my view of things.

      I look at the files in the murder book we’ve got on Gonzalez, specifically honing in on his victims. I could probably be doing this with a good percentage of my case files, but Astra mentioned Gonzalez, so he was obviously first in my mind. Like a lot of the scum I’ve bagged over the years, Gonzalez was a preferential offender. He stalked and raped women who all bore striking physical similarities to one another. Creepily enough, most of them look like they could have been related.

      A good portion of serial offenders, be they rapists, murderers, or pedophiles, are preferential. For reasons ranging from their victims reminding them of somebody they loved, to their victims reminding them of somebody they hated, most of them have a specific type. And their victims, who are merely surrogates for that person they’re remembering, never deviate from that type.

      In Gonzalez’s case, his type was young blondes. They were never older than twenty, all had blue eyes, and all had blonde hair that fell below their shoulders. That was his preference. We’d found out later after we’d captured him and had the chance to interview him, the blondes he raped all reminded him of the literal prom queen back in high school who mocked him when he asked her out. Even worse, she got all of her friends to join in the tormenting and teasing of him.

      He obviously had some issues, or that particular violent pathology wouldn’t have taken root so deeply. And it definitely wouldn’t have turned him into a serial rapist if there weren’t some underlying mental and emotional disturbances already. But it was like the prom queen was the final piece that touched off a perfect storm inside of him. A storm that resulted in twenty-three rapes over three years.

      The only reason I’m thinking about any of this at all is because of Astra’s mention of Gonzalez－and my mind doing its inevitable running down the rabbit hole thing that it does－gave me a thought. It made me wonder if Cassie Cooper fits somebody’s pathological preferences. What if she is just one in a line of other beautiful redheads who’ve gone missing, and Brad Sunderland is simply collateral damage?

      It’s a theory that has some legs, I think. But there’s somebody I want to bounce if off first before I let myself get too hot and bothered by it. But it really is the first thing that’s passed through my mind about this case that’s stuck. That feels like I’m heading down the right path.
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      Outside the Emerald Rainbow Motel; Downtown Seattle

      A light mist is falling and according to the weather reports, we’re in for a pisser of a storm here within the next couple of days. People－and by people, I mean the transplants and those who don’t even live here－grumble about the weather in Seattle, saying it’s always horrible, but I’ve always loved it. I’ve always found the thunder and rain to be soothing. I’m sure some people think that I’m really bizarre for it. But I think most hardened Seattleites don’t really take notice of the weather.

      A gust of wind with a cold bite to it blows past, perhaps heralding the coming storm, as I walk down Cascadia Avenue looking for a car. I parked a block away or so, not knowing exactly where he’d be, so I’m forced to do a walking search for it. And then I spot his familiar SUV up ahead half a block or so.

      Trying to keep the grin off my face, I sneak up behind the car and pull out my industrial grade flashlight. Moving slowly up the side of the car on the passenger side, I flip on the light and rap hard on the window.

      “SPD. Step out of the car now, scumbag!” I shout.

      In the glare of the flashlight, I watch a flurry of motion, first in alarm, then in irritation, then in amused recognition of my voice. He’s chuckling to himself as he unlocks the door. I turn off the light and laugh as I slip into the passenger’s seat and close the door.

      “I got you, Pax,” I say.

      “You did. This time,” he admits.

      Paxton Arrington is one of the most unflappable people on the planet. It seems like nothing ever bothers or startles him, so I count this as a win. He and I have been friends for a long while now, and he’s become invaluable as an ally. Paxton and I met at an anti-terrorism conference some years back, when I was just starting out with the Bureau and he was still with the SPD. We really hit it off and have been close ever since. I was there with him when his wife died and he was fired by the SPD after that. Honestly, there was a time I was afraid that he was going to go off the rails.

      But to his credit, he’s maintained an even keel. More than that, he’s doing some really great things and still living a life of service to others－something his late wife, Veronica, helped instill in him. He started his own private investigation firm, and his business has really blossomed. He’s quickly become one of the city’s most sought after PI’s – sure, he always needs my help to solve his toughest cases, but who’s counting? I just know that Veronica is looking down on him and smiling.

      Veronica was an amazing woman. I’m proud to have called her a friend and still miss her a lot. I know Paxton does. He obsesses over her death the way I do over the murder of my folks. Over the years, we’ve bonded over our shared experiences with loss in life. We each have our own white whale to chase, so we can relate to one another on levels others just don’t get. We help each other both personally and professionally. In some ways, he’s been like a brother to me from day one. I know my life would look a lot different without him in it… for the worse.

      “How are you, Pax?”

      He nods. “I’m great. Living the glamorous life staked out in front of a seedy hotel, as you can see,” he says. “How are you?”

      I laugh softly. “I’m good. It’s good to see you.”

      He gives me that million-dollar smile I’m sure put a flutter into the hearts of many a girl back when he was younger. A child of extreme wealth－his family owns one of the largest media conglomerates in the world－Paxton never wanted for anything. Any material or physical desire he wanted, he had. To hear him tell it, he was one of those spoiled trust fund brats who lived the good life and looked down on others. Knowing him as I do, I still have a hard time seeing that.

      But then Veronica came into his life and she changed him. For the better. It was she who instilled in him a desire to serve others. To use his power and influence to help people. It’s because of her that he opted to forgo his cushy seat at the CEO’s desk of his family’s company and join the SPD in the first place. She opened his eyes to his own privilege and the ability he had to impact the lives of others, changing them for the better. And in the process, it changed him for the better as well. It’s about the best redemption story I’ve ever heard.

      “So who are we staking out tonight?” I ask.

      “Mr. Richard McConnell. Lawyer to the stars,” he tells me. “It seems that Mrs. McConnell has tumbled onto his relationship with a girl who is younger than their own youngest daughter and is now looking for evidence to break the prenup and take the guy to the cleaners.”

      “Creep. She should take him for everything,” I comment.

      “She probably will. The prenup has a fidelity clause and Mr. McConnell is in breach of that,” he states and taps on his tablet. “The audio and video surveillance equipment I planted in the room will be very compelling evidence. Want to watch?”

      “Hard pass,” I say with a grimace, making Paxton laugh.

      “Why is it these rich, old creeps can’t seem to spring for a decent hotel?” I ask. “Why does it seem they always come to the cheap, seedy places?”

      “That is a question I’ve asked myself a million times.”

      “Come to any conclusions?”

      “I think it’s either that they get some kind of a thrill out of the cheap motels, or that they know they’re not going to keep their girls long. They’d rather not give them a taste of the finer things in life, lest these girls cause problems for them when they inevitably get left on the side of the road.”

      “That’s charming,” I note. “Men are pigs. Present company excluded, of course.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve done some piggish things in my life.”

      “I guess you’re a reformed pig then,” I offer.

      “That’s fair. But I never stooped so low as to take a girl to a place that rents rooms by the hour. I’ve never gone that low.”

      “Probably because you’re too prissy to be caught up in a place like that,” I say with a wry laugh. “I’m sure they don’t have the thousand thread-count sheets you’re used to. And you’d never stay in a place where you weren’t pampered.”

      “That’s probably true. But I’ll have you know that my sheets only have a thread count of eight hundred.”

      “Oh, forgive my ignorance. That’s much different.”

      “Believe it or not, it is,” he replies with a smirk. “So how’d you know I was out here, anyway?”

      “Brody,” I say. “Well, Brody by way of your receptionist, anyway. I’m pretty sure Amy has a better idea of what’s going on around that office of yours than you two clowns do put together.”

      Pax chuckles. “You may very well be right about that. She’s a sharp one.”

      “Things seem like they’re falling into place for you,” I say. “I’m really glad to see it. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks, Blake. I think we’re getting there,” he replies. “Of course, taking down a serial killer like Alvin Perry helped raise our profile. And that’s something I couldn’t have done without you. So any success we have is owed a lot to you.”

      “Great. So can I expect a royalty check or something soon?”

      He laughs. “We can put you on the payroll. Dump the Bureau and come work for me instead.”

      “And spend my nights camped out in front of seedy hotels watching old, gross men take advantage of young, impressionable girls?” I raise an eyebrow, sarcasm dripping from every word. “Tempting, Paxton. Really tempting.”

      “You can’t beat the glamour of this job.”

      We share a laugh and then lapse into a comfortable silence for a few minutes, both of us watching the motel across the street.

      “You really are helping people though,” I say. “You know?”

      “Sometimes, I think it’s negligible. Busting cheating spouses isn’t exactly the future I had in mind when I opened the firm,” he says.

      “But you’re helping the people being cheated on. You’re giving them some clarity and even though I despise the word, a sense of closure,” I say. “You’re helping them and maybe their children. The point is, you’re doing good for some people.”

      “I suppose so, yeah. Maybe not as much or as directly as I did with the SPD though,” he notes. “It’s still rich people dealing with rich people problems.”

      “Maybe not. But to those people you do help, I’m sure it means the world,” I tell him. “Don’t underestimate what you’re doing for them or the impact it has. I’m sure once you report your findings to Mrs. McConnell, she’ll be forever grateful to you. And she’ll be able to move forward with her life.”

      “And she’ll be moving forward as a very wealthy, comfortable woman.”

      I shrug. “I’d say putting up with a philandering pig entitles her to be a very wealthy, comfortable woman.”

      “You’re not wrong,” he says with a smile. “So, what brings you out here tonight? I’m assuming it’s not for the glitz and glam of all this?”

      “Sadly, no. I actually need your help.”

      “Oh, for once the great Blake Wilder is coming to ask little old me for help?” He clasps a hand to his chest with a glimmer in his eye.

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      “I thought I’d never see the day!”

      “You know what? I take back what I said. You are still a pig,” I reply, smiling despite myself.

      “Duly charged. So what is it you need?”

      I lay out the case and my own thoughts about it for him. Paxton has a keen mind. Sharply analytical. He and I also think along very similar lines most of the time, so he sees where I’m going without me having to spell everything out for him. And when I get done with my presentation, he’s already nodding.

      “And your tech analyst wasn’t able to dig anything up?” he asks.

      “Unfortunately, I’m saddled with a tech analyst who has a strong sense of morals and ethics, and a stronger fear of being fired, arrested, and thrown into prison for hacking into law enforcement databases,” I say.

      “That’s a shame. You need somebody like Brody. He’s got no morals or ethics, and he hacks into law enforcement databases for fun.”

      “He’s also got a high-priced lawyer on retainer,” I reply with a grin.

      “That too is very true.”

      Brody, like Paxton, comes from money. A lot of it. And while he doesn’t have the strong desire to serve like Paxton does, Brody joined up with him out of boredom and a lack of any other direction in life. But he’s a good guy who always tries to do the right thing. He’s just a bit more morally flexible than somebody like Rick.

      “So what is it you’re looking for exactly?” Paxton asks.

      “Patterns. Data,” I explain. “If I’m right, Cassie Cooper isn’t this guy’s first rodeo.”

      “And you think her fiancé is what… stage dressing?”

      “Collateral damage.”

      He nods. “Shouldn’t be too hard to look into all of this.”

      “Thanks, Pax. I appreciate it.”

      “Not a problem. Always happy to help,” he replies. “Give me a day or two and I’ll get back to you with what I have.”

      “Sounds good,” I say and open the car door. “You have fun out here.”

      He waves his tablet at me. “I will. I’ve got good TV to watch.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “See? A pig.”

      “Reformed pig, though.”

      “But still a pig,” I reply. “Hey, let’s do dinner soon. I owe you for helping get me out of New York. I really appreciate you pulling the strings you did.”

      He chuckles. “It was selfish. I wanted you back here,” he shrugs. “I also love the irony of using political maneuvering to get you away from the political maneuvering.”

      “Well, I still owe you dinner. So let’s set it up.”

      “Looking forward to it.”

      I climb out of the car and head back toward my own, feeling that swirling ball of energy in me again as things start to take shape in my mind. I can see the blurry outlines of the picture and I’m hoping Paxton comes back with what I need to bring it into focus.

      If he doesn’t, I’m not really sure where we’re going to go from here.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Mo, anything new on the financials for either Cassie or Brad?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No movement at all. I went back five years and found nothing to indicate she’s been planning to run.”

      “Rick, anything on the socials?” I ask. “Any hint of abuse or any problems in their relationship?”

      “Other than really nice bikini shots from the Bahamas and a really bad taste in music, nothing much,” he says. “I’ve gone through her Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat. Nothing to indicate Brad was knocking her around. They seem like a couple that’s really into each other.”

      I turn to Astra. “Anything new with the friends, family, and co-workers? Any indication she bolted? And if so, where she might have gone?”

      She shakes her head. “I’ve spoken to like a hundred people, and by all accounts, they were a happy couple. They were in love and were looking forward to getting married. There was no hint of trouble,” she says, sounding disappointed.

      I frown but nod as I pace in front of the monitors in the bullpen, tapping the black marker against my lips. It’s about what I expected. But I want to play Astra’s theory out to the end, just because it’s a possibility that exists. And until we can close that out firmly, it’s a valid avenue of investigation.

      We got DNA confirmation yesterday that the body is in fact Brad Sunderland. Even though we already knew it, having the irrefutable confirmation has made the fire already burning under our backsides a little hotter. It’s turned up the pressure, and we need to deliver.

      “All right,” I say. “So we might be able to rule out the abuse angle. Mo, was Cassie having any financial problems?”

      “None that I found,” she says. “She was making good money and socking a lot of it away. Brad too. They both had a sizeable savings account.”

      “Maybe so. But greed can always lead people to do stupid things,” I say. “Rick, did Brad have a life insurance policy?”

      He bangs away on his keyboard for a moment, then looks up. “They both did. Matching hundred-thousand-dollar policies,” he tells me. “And no claims have been made on either.”

      “Can you flag those for me? If there is a claim made on either, I want to know about it right away.”

      “Aye aye, Cap’n,” he nods.

      Even though I anticipated all of this already, it’s still frustrating to turn every corner only to find a dead end. I feel like the investigation is stalling out on this end. Astra’s theory isn’t holding water and we’re running out of lifeboats. Just from the evidence we have, I can’t see any way that her theory of the crime – that Cassie killed Brad – is the right theory. Somebody, somewhere in their lives, would have known about the abuse if it ever happened. Somebody would have been able to attest to how unhappy she was. Somebody would have been able to say she was looking for a way out.

      But so far, not a single person has come forward. There hasn’t been a whisper of infidelity, abuse, or unhappiness in any way. They had what seems like the rarest commodity in the world these days－a genuinely happy, healthy, mutually respectful, loving relationship. They seemed like authentically good people. Devoted to each other, their families, friends, and to living good, meaningful lives.

      But now they are gone forever. Two bright lights in a world that’s increasingly consumed by darkness have been extinguished forever. And we need to figure out why.

      “So we’ve got nothing,” Astra says with a heavy sigh as she slumps back in her chair. “We’re still stuck on square one.”

      “Seems that way,” Mo adds. “I swear to God, white collar wasn’t this complicated. You could look at numbers, see patterns, and figure out the crime from there. This… dealing with people’s motivations and personalities. This is tough. And frustrating as hell.”

      That’s probably the longest sentence I’ve heard Mo utter in the time she’s been in the unit. It’s certainly the most animated she’s sounded. Astra and I exchange a look, an amused smile plays across her lips.

      Astra turns to Mo and arches an eyebrow at her. “So are you saying you’d rather go back to white collar?”

      “God, no,” Mo replies. “As frustrating as this all is, it’s the most excitement I’ve had since I joined the Bureau. This is exactly why I joined in the first place.”

      “Then how did you end up in white collar to begin with?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I’m good with numbers. Always have been,” she offers. “Also probably because out at the body farm in Quantico, I… I puked all over a couple of the corpses.”

      There’s a moment of uneasy silence in the bullpen, but then Rick bursts out in laughter. That seems to put a crack in the wall of solemnity, which then instantly crumbles. Soon enough, all three of us are laughing uproariously. Mo sits in her seat, her lips pursed, looking down at her desk. I know we shouldn’t be laughing, but it’s funny. It’s also a much-needed tension breaker. Finally, as the laughter rolls on, Mo cracks a smile and joins in with us.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she says. “Laugh it up.”

      Slowly, the laughter fades and everybody’s smiling. For the first time since I put this team together, we feel like an actual team, rather than a collection of disparate parts. It’s the first spark of camaraderie I’ve seen from our group. And finally making some sort of connection with everybody is a good feeling.

      But that good feeling is quickly tempered by the reality hanging over our heads: we have a killer on the loose. One who seemingly has also abducted a woman. If that’s true, we are on a clock to find her. And that clock is running fast.

      I look at my whiteboard, at the scrawled fragment and jumbled thoughts I scratched out on it. I don’t have nearly enough to even start to form a profile yet, but I can feel the thoughts bubbling in the back of my mind. The beginnings of important revelations are barely starting to percolate. I can feel it down deep in my bones. I just need that one piece to bring everything together.

      “All right, we need theories, folks. Because we don’t have anything else at the moment, we’ll keep open the possibility that Cassie had a lover, and together, they killed Brad Sunderland,” I announce. “Rick, I want you to go through Cassie’s socials again. Look at her friends. Her contacts. Look for even the slightest hint of flirtation. Anything that could possibly suggest, no matter how seemingly remote, that she was having an affair.”

      “On it,” Rick says.

      “Mo, here’s your trial by fire. This is about as far from white collar as you’re going to get. This is probably going to tell you whether you want to stay with us or not,” I say. “I need you and Astra to start coming up with alternative theories. I need you to examine the crime scene, as well as the autopsy photos closely. Look for anything, regardless of how seemingly small or irrelevant, that can provide us with a clue. My friend Paxton had a case once where the killer was leaving a symbol at the crime scene in innocuous places. It looked like graffiti and was treated as such… meaning it was ignored by the SPD as they investigated the case.”

      “That’s shocking,” she mutters.

      “We ignore nothing here. No matter how small or inconsequential it might seem, make a note of it,” I go on. “That means you’re going to have to look at the body closely. Are you up for it?”

      She swallows hard, but nods. “I am.”

      “Just don’t puke on me,” Astra says. “If you even feel the slightest flutter in your gut, get the hell away from me.”

      Mo’s lips twist into a smirk. “Thank God you don’t smell like a corpse,” she says. “It’s close… I mean, that perfume you’re wearing is hideous, but you don’t have the same pungent odor.”

      Astra looks at me and smiles. “Can we keep her?”

      It’s good to see Mo coming out of her shell, but I need the team to stay focused. Every second that passes is potentially one less second Cassie Cooper has to live. I feel each and every grain of sand slipping through that hourglass, and it’s killing me.

      “Alternate theories. No matter how outlandish it seems, put it down and we’ll sort through them all later,” I repeat. “This case is going to be solved because we all contribute to it. So let’s get to it.”

      The ringing of my cell phone draws my attention and I hustle back to my office and snatch it up from my desk. I hit the button to connect the call and press it to my ear.

      “SSA Wilder,” I answer.

      “Agent Wilder, I’m not sure if you remember me, but this is Detective TJ Lee with the SPD.”

      “Yeah, of course I remember you,” I say. “You’re Paxton’s friend.”

      There’s a slight pause on the line. “That may be an overly generous characterization of our relationship. We were… colleagues.”

      “Wow. Let me just go grab my parka,” I say. Men and their egos.

      I do remember Lee and know that his relationship with Paxton could be best described as contentious. But I know that a mutual respect exists between the two men, grudging though it may be. Lee says it’s because Paxton is arrogant and condescending. And yeah, he certainly can be that. But in the few interactions I’ve had with Lee, I’ve seen the same personality traits in him. So I think it’s simply a case of two men who are just too much alike to be good friends. But they work well together and I think they both know it.

      “What can I do for you, Detective?”

      “Do you know the Golden Sun restaurant over on Hillshire?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ve ordered from there a few times. Good food. Why do you ask?”

      “Can you meet me there in thirty minutes?”

      I glance out at the bullpen and see everybody working feverishly on their assigned tasks. While I feel like I should be out there with them, there’s something in Lee’s voice that tells me something important is up.

      “Can you tell me what this is about, Detective?”

      “I’d prefer to explain everything in person, rather than over an open line.”

      The paranoia and extra precautions tell me that something is indeed up. Something big. And I have to assume that it relates to my case in some fashion. Otherwise, why would he be calling me and acting so cryptically?

      “Yeah sure,” I tell him. “I’ll see you in thirty.”

      I disconnect the call and slip my phone into my bag, grab my jacket, and head out into the bullpen.

      “I have to go out for a bit,” I tell them as casually as I can.

      “What’s up?” Astra asks, looking at me curiously.

      She knows me well enough that she can tell when something is up, just by my expression. And she always knows when I lie. Always. It’s sometimes irritating.

      “I’m not sure yet. Maybe nothing,” I say. “But maybe something. I’ll know more soon. In the meantime, try to not burn down our office while I’m gone.”

      I turn and rush out of the bullpen and head for the elevator, my mind spinning with the myriad possibilities that could be waiting for me at the Golden Sun.
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      Golden Sun Restaurant; Downtown Seattle

      The hostess leads me to a table in the back that’s mostly hidden from view from the front, adding another layer to the mystery. Detective Lee gets to his feet and extends his hand as I approach. I take it and give him a firm shake.

      “Nice to see you again, Detective.”

      “You as well, Agent Wilder.”

      Lee is a tall man, probably around six feet. He’s fit and trim, and beneath his well-tailored suit, I’m sure he’s got a body of tightly corded muscle. He looks like a man who trains relentlessly. His face is chiseled, his jaw strong, his hair is dark and thick, and his almond shaped eyes are also dark, though a lighter shade of brown than his hair. He’s handsome and has an air of mystery about him. Kind of reminds me of that actor, Daniel Dae Kim.

      We take a seat at the table and the hostess comes back and pours us both a cup of tea. I watch for a moment as the steam curls off the top and floats up, drifting toward the red and gold Chinese lanterns hanging from the ceiling. The restaurant itself is decorated with a lot of bamboo, red, gold, and light wood. A giant golden Buddha with a wide smile on his face sits next to the front door, his hand raised in greeting to those coming in, and saying goodbye to those leaving.

      While I can appreciate the aesthetic, if I’m being honest, I’m a little uncomfortable in here. There’s simply too much red for my liking. Otherwise, it’s a nice little place that makes some terrific food. Just the smell of what’s coming out of the kitchen has my mouth watering and my stomach growling.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I don’t eat,” Lee says. “I can’t stay long.”

      To be honest, I’m a little disappointed only because I’m suddenly ravenous. But that’s okay. Maybe I’ll order some to go for the team. We can eat while we brainstorm. In my experience, food always seems to kickstart the brain. Of course, that could simply be because I’m a foodie. Whatever.

      “No, not at all,” I reply. “But why all the cloak and dagger? That’s usually a Bureau thing. You’re kind of stepping on my toes here.”

      His face remains stony as he stares at me, my attempt to keep things light apparently falling on deaf ears. Paxton always said this guy was a bit on the humorless side. I guess he was right. But then he surprises me when a broad smile stretches across his face.

      “It’s only because it’s bad for my rep to be seen sitting with a Fed. You understand,” he says. “And this is my family’s restaurant. Less of a chance of being seen together.”

      “Can’t be seen slumming. Yeah, I get it. I had a boyfriend who thought that way once,” I reply with a grin.

      Lee smiles, but it wavers as if he can’t tell whether I’m kidding or not. I’m not. I actually had a boyfriend back in high school who wanted me to duck down in the seat when we drove by groups of his friends. Looking back at it, I still can’t believe I put up with that for a month. What was I thinking?

      “I wish our agencies would learn how to work and play well together,” he finally says. “It would make things a lot easier. And we might actually be able to do some good around this city.”

      “You’re not wrong. It’s ridiculous that we have to hide in the back of a restaurant to talk with one another,” I agree. “Although, I will thank you for suggesting we meet here. I’m going to be taking lunch back to the shop for my team.”

      He smiles and it transforms his face. It makes him look younger, not to mention a lot nicer and more approachable. He takes a sip of his tea, then looks up at me, the smile fading, and the business face coming back on.

      “My understanding is that you asked Paxton to help you with a case you’re working on? The murder of Brad Sunderland and the disappearance of his fiancée, Cassie Cooper?” he asks.

      If he’s asking, he already knows I asked Paxton for help. Which means either Paxton went to him directly or Brody got caught hacking into their database. I doubt Brody was caught. He’s one of the slickest hackers I’ve ever met. And I’ve met a few in my time with the Bureau. What Brody can do with a computer is downright chilling. I’m just glad he’s on our side. Also, if he’d been caught, I am fairly certain Paxton would have given me the heads up, if only so I could cover my own butt.

      Which means Paxton went to him directly. I have no idea why he’d do that unless there was some connection between what I’m working on and something Lee is working on. Maybe he thought if he put us together, we’d be able to coordinate with one another to solve it. It’s an odd thought, given his history with the SPD and my own less than glowing impression of them. There’s also the whole SPD rivalry with the Bureau.

      They hate us with a passion that’s hotter than the sun, and to be honest, most of the territorial disputes we have with the SPD come from their side. They think our sole agenda is to take cases away from them and make them look like idiots. They don’t need our help for the latter… they do that well enough on their own.

      But to be fair, the Bureau does have a history of coming in and bigfooting their cases. Meaning, yeah, we’ve snatched up some high-profile busts in the past. That’s a practice that was stopped twenty years ago, but you’d think we were still doing it judging by the way they act around us. Old grudges die hard with the SPD. If they ever actually die at all.

      “Yeah, my understanding was the SPD passed on the Sunderland murder since it was outside city limits,” I say. “We caught it and it led us to Cassie Cooper. More precisely, it led us to realize Cassie Cooper is missing. What we haven’t yet determined is whether she’s missing by her own accord, or by somebody else’s.”

      He nods, a rueful grin on his face. “And we’ve been working it the other way. We got her missing persons report and have been trying to find her. I honestly didn’t even know about the fiancé until Arrington called and laid it out for me.”

      I cock my head and look at him. This conversation is strange, and I’m not entirely sure where it’s going just yet. I don’t like not knowing where a conversation is going. It makes it hard to predict what’s coming next. And if there’s one thing I hate more than anything, it’s uncertainty. Unpredictability. I like to have a lay of the land before I ever step foot into it. It’s easier to adjust on the fly that way.

      But there’s been nothing certain about this since the moment he called me. It has me feeling a little sketchy, but I know enough about Detective Lee to know he’s a straight shooter and that he doesn’t play games. He apparently abhors politics as much as Paxton and I both do. Which is reassuring, since I can feel relatively confident that this isn’t some sort of a trap he’s walking me into.

      “All right, so what’s popping on your end, Detective?” I ask. “I assume you didn’t call me out here just to have me try the chow mein.”

      He laughs softly. “No. Definitely not. Though I would suggest you try the lo mein. It’s excellent. An old family recipe,” he says.

      I give him a smile. “I’ll do that.”

      “All right, before I tell you what I have, I want your word that my name will never come up in conjunction with this. In fact, I want your word that after you walk out that door and head back to your shop, that you’ll forget we even had this conversation.”

      The earnestness in his tone tells me that whatever he has, it’s big. Big enough to potentially turn my entire investigation on its head. Perhaps that’s being a little dramatic about it, and maybe I’m reading too much into things, but something tells me that I’m not. Something tells me he’s holding that missing piece of the puzzle I’ve been looking for so desperately.

      “You have it. You have my word,” I say.

      He nods. “For all the differences Paxton and I have, I know that he shoots it straight. He wants what’s best for this city. He doesn’t play around with that,” Lee says. “And if he trusts you, I know that I can too.”

      “You absolutely can.”

      I lean back in my seat and pick up the cup of tea. Blowing gently on it, I take a sip, letting the warm liquid slip down my throat. It’s got a nice flavor to it. Very soothing with a pleasant aroma as well. Lee leans forward and looks around.

      “All right. Then for the last eighteen months or so now, the SPD has been operating a confidential task force. Very hush-hush. The circle is small,” he says.

      “Are you part of this task force?”

      His laugh is bitter. “No. I’m not,” he says. “I’m not very well-liked or trusted around the department.”

      “Because you don’t play games or politics,” I say, filling in the unspoken blank in his sentence.

      He grimaces. “I detest them. That’s not why I joined the department. I joined up so I could do some good and maybe save some lives.”

      It’s a speech I’m pretty familiar with since I heard it fall out of Paxton’s mouth often enough when he was still with the department.

      “Anyway, after Paxton and I spoke－”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I cut him off. “But knowing the history between the Bureau and the SPD, why would Paxton call you?”

      “I think he was attempting to be respectful. Or he was trying to be conniving. One of the two, I’m not sure which. But when he had his buddy doing some computer stuff we’ll not speak about here, he must have run into some of the files the task force has on the servers,” Lee explains. “He’s smart enough to know they don’t always have everything digitized and so he called me, filled me in, and asked me to dig up what else I could, then coordinate with you. Said we’d be able to help each other close this thing out.”

      “But I thought you weren’t part of the task force?”

      “I’m not. He was giving me a chance to go cowboy and show them up,” he says, a small grin tugging on the corner of his mouth. “I know how much he loves smearing egg all over the department’s face, so he wanted me to have the option. Which, strangely enough, I appreciate. I mean, I have no intention of doing that, since I have no desire to go back to riding a patrol car and cutting parking tickets, but I appreciate him giving me the opportunity to choose for myself.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like Pax,” I remark with a small laugh.

      “Anyway, that’s why I don’t want my name connected to this in any way, shape, or form. If you’re asked, you never got this from me. You have a different source inside the department or something,” he says.

      I give him a nod. “Understood. I don’t even know your name.”

      Lee gives me a small smile. “I can see why he likes you so much. You seem solid,” he says. “Anyway, Cassie Cooper is not the first late twenties, gorgeous redhead to go missing in Seattle. She’s actually the eighth.”

      My eyes widen as I stare at him. “Eighth? You’re kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Okay, so tell me,” I say.

      He sighs. “A year and a half ago, I was reviewing missing persons reports and found a connection－”

      “Wait, you’re the initiating detective?”

      “Yeah, can you believe that? I found the connection, then I got cut out of the task force entirely,” he sighs. “It sucks. But that’s life in the SPD.”

      His smile is as bitter as his tone. Now I understand what he meant when he said Paxton might have been trying to show respect. If Brody hacked into the SPD files, they would have seen Lee’s name all over the initiating reports. That’s why Pax called and gave him the option he did. And that’s why Lee called me. If he can’t smear egg in the faces of the SPD brass directly, he can do it through me, then sit back and laugh. It’s backhanded and conniving, but I’ve got to respect it.

      “Anyway, near as I can tell, for the last seven years, on or around November Third, a redhead with green eyes in her late twenties is snatched up and isn’t heard from again,” he explains. “No forensics, no witnesses, it’s like they just vanished. Cassie Cooper is the eighth.

      “And what of the previous seven?”

      “They always turn up dead,” he says. “Right around the time the next one is taken. Sylvia Benoit’s body was found three days ago, but it looks like she’d been dumped maybe a week before that.”

      A smile stretches across my lips as a thought hits me. “How is it you’re so up to date if you’re locked out of the task force files?”

      “Just because I’m not part of the task force doesn’t mean I don’t know how to access the files,” he says. “I keep up on it. I like to know what’s going on and how the investigation is proceeding.”

      “And how is it proceeding?”

      “About how you’d expect from the SPD.”

      “That good, huh?” I ask.

      “They’re more interested in optics than they are in results. They’re doing everything they can to keep a lid on all of this. Total media blackout, as well as in house,” he spits with barely concealed disgust. “The guys they have running the task force couldn’t find the killer if he was standing over a body, smoking gun in hand.”

      “I’m sorry they locked you out. You deserve better than that,” I tell him.

      He gives me a wan smile. “Thanks. I appreciate that,” he says. “Anyway listen, I need to get going. But I think you should have this.”

      He slips a thumb drive out of his pocket and slides it across the table to me. I can only guess that he copied all of the task force files and is giving them to me. It’s a big risk for him. One that could end his career and possibly see him sent to prison. But he’s one of those cops who will do everything and risk it all to see the right thing done and a killer brought to justice. My respect for Detective Lee has gone up about a thousand points today.

      “Thank you, Detective Lee,” I say as I pick up the thumb drive and slip it into my own pocket. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this. And don’t worry, your name will never be connected to this. You have my word.”

      “That’s good enough for me,” he says.

      He turns to an older woman who stands hovering in a doorway and says something to her in rapid-fire Chinese. She smiles and turns away, hustling back into the kitchen.

      “Hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of ordering lunch for you and your team,” he says. “My mom will make it personally. Should be out shortly, and it’s on the house.”

      “Thank you, Detective.”

      He takes my hand and gives it a firm squeeze. “No, thank you. If you’re half the investigator Arrington says you are, I know you’ll get justice for these women. Good luck, Agent Wilder.”

      “You know,” I say, still clutching his hand. “You and Paxton are actually a lot more alike, with a lot more in common, than you guys let yourselves see.”

      He smiles down at me. “Don’t say that. I was just beginning to like you.”

      And with that, he leaves the restaurant. Already my stomach is folding over on itself – whether from excitement about this case or just because I’m starving, I don’t know. What I do know is that I can’t wait to get back to the shop, eat, and see what kind of a treasure trove is waiting for me on this thumb drive.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Okay, before we go any further, am I the only one feeling funny about using stolen files from the Seattle PD?” Mo asks.

      Astra looks over at her. “Yes. Yes, you are,” she says. “Now shut up and eat your lo mein. It’s tasty.”

      Once upon a time, I would have felt as awkward as Mo does about using material I know to have been purloined to further my own investigation. But that was back when I was young and naive, thought everything in the world was black and white, and that everybody followed the same rules. That naive, innocent Blake died a horrible death when she realized the world doesn’t work that way. We have to be as ruthless as the criminals if we want to stop them.

      There are still plenty of lines I won’t cross. I haven’t gone completely rogue, nor will I. For instance, I won’t outright break laws, but I will bend them to their breaking points if it helps me make a case and put a murderer down. The criminals have way too many advantages over us, and there are some things I think we can do, as law enforcement, to level that playing field a bit.

      Is using the information Lee gave me ethical? We could probably debate that point. Is it moral? I think taking a murderer down is always the moral thing to do. Will I lose sleep over the fact that Detective Lee gave me a thumb drive filled with files that can help us take a guy who has murdered seven women so far down? Not on your life. It’s not like I broke into Lee’s house and stole the files from him. He gave them to me willingly. Collaboration is the name of the game, right?

      If we don’t stop him, who knows how many more women this unsub will go on killing. Especially if this SPD task force is sitting on their hands, doing nothing more than turning oxygen into carbon dioxide and collecting a paycheck for it.

      As far as I’m concerned, somebody has to step up and save these women. Detective Lee understands that and he’s betting his whole career on the fact that not only do I get it but that I’m in a position to do something about it. And he’s right. I am and I will.

      “Where did you get this thumb drive anyway?” Rick asks.

      “I found it inside a fortune cookie,” I reply. “Enough with the questions. Pop it in and let’s see what we have. And don’t worry, guys. If somehow us having this information all goes sideways, all the heat will fall on me. I’ll make sure of it. You guys will be protected.”

      Rick chuckles to himself. I know he’s got a bit of that rebellious, screw-authority nature to his personality. He just doesn’t have quite enough of it in him that he’d risk his cushy government paycheck by doing the things Brody does. And I can’t say I blame him for it. I understand his reluctance. And Mo’s. But that’s not going to stop me from using what’s fallen into our laps to help us break this case. If it helps save lives, I don’t care if the information came from Satan himself. I have no qualms about using it. And I know Astra feels the same way.

      “Okee-dokee. Here we go then,” Rick says.

      His desktop appears on the monitors at the front of the bullpen. He maneuvers his mouse over to the icon for the thumb drive and then opens it. There are eight files on it, each one titled with a woman’s name－the eighth one being Cassie Cooper, of course. Rick’s cursor moves up and down the line of files as he waits for me to tell him which one to open.

      “I just want to renew my concern,” Mo says. “I mean, I know the SPD is incompetent as hell, but receiving stolen files might get us into some trouble here.”

      “I found it on a table when I was picking up lunch, Mo. Weirdest thing. But I note your concern. I did tell you we operate a little looser around here. We do things differently. But I understand your objection,” I say. “So now is the time to decide whether or not you’re with us. If you’d prefer to take some time off to think about it, or request a transfer back to white collar, I understand. But once I open that file, there is no going back. So make your decision. Nobody’s going to think poorly of you if you decide you don’t want to be a part of this.”

      “That’s not true. I probably will,” Rick says sarcastically.

      “Not helping, Dicky,” Astra states.

      To my surprise though, it gets Mo smiling and shaking her head. I notice that she and Rick have formed a bit of a bond over the short time we’ve all been together, and he can often get her laughing and loose in ways that Astra and I can’t. But when she looks up at me, her expression is sober and contemplative.

      “I joined the Bureau to do some good and save lives,” she says. “I can’t say I’m always going to be comfortable with how you run this unit. In fact, I may disagree with things you do now and then, and I’m always going to voice my concerns to you. But I think－no, I’m sure－I can do a lot more good here than I can analyzing financial patterns in white collar. I’m in.”

      I give her a nod, glad to have her sticking around with us. She’s sharp and is terrific at analyzing data and picking up patterns, which is the foundation of what we do. She might not be good with the grittier side of the job. Maybe that will come in time as she gets used to it, though maybe not－some people are never comfortable around bodies and blood－but I know she’ll be a valuable asset for the team.

      More than her skills though, I appreciate that Mo will function as the conscience of the team. I have a strong moral compass and I won’t ever compromise my integrity or cross certain lines. But I’m self-aware enough to know that when I catch the scent of blood, I often push the boundaries. Astra is the same way. So having somebody like Mo, who can put a check on us and force us to step back and look at what we’re doing to keep us on the right side of things, can only benefit us as a whole.

      “Good call, Mo. I was afraid you were going to leave before you got me a discount at your tattoo parlor,” Astra says with a smile. “And you’re right, this is where you want to be if you want to save lives. That’s what we do here.”

      “All right then. Let’s see what we’ve got,” I say. “Rick, open the files. The first thing I want is a side by side of all the DMV photos.”

      “Your wish is my command, jefe,” he says.

      A moment later, two rows of four pictures each appear on the monitors. There’s a moment of stunned silence in the room as if everybody drew in a breath at the same time and is holding it. On the monitor are photos of eight women who could be sisters. All redheads with green eyes, who have the same pale, creamy skin.

      “I guess our boy has a type,” Astra observes. “And just for the record, I think we can officially throw out my Cassie Cooper did it theory.”

      “Oh, I threw that out ages ago,” I reply, giving her a wink.

      She laughs but it’s a hollow sound. Her eyes are still glued to the monitors as she processes the enormity of what we’re dealing with. She gives herself a shake and looks over at me, a frown tugging the corners of her mouth down.

      “Rick, can you give me the cause of death for each?” I ask.

      He pecks away at his keyboard. “Looks like it was manual strangulation,” he reports. “And before you ask, there doesn’t seem to be any forensic evidence on any of them. There are no hairs or fluids listed in evidence. The bodies were bleached… inside and out.”

      “You’re kidding me?” Mo gasps.

      “ME’s report says bleach was administered… internally. Washed clean, so to speak,” Rick replies, grimacing at his own dark humor.

      “Well, that should make it simple to catch this guy,” I mutter.

      “Needle, meet haystack,” Astra says.

      “Well, I suppose we’re going to have to employ some good old fashioned detective work,” I say.

      “I don’t think we were trained for that,” Astra says, flashing me a grin.

      “Guess you’ll just have to learn on the fly,” I reply.

      “Apparently. So how do you want to divide up the work?”

      I shrug. “You, me, and Mo will take two of the murder books each,” I say. “Read them cover to cover. Make some notes of things that stand out to you. Then we’ll switch until we’ve read them all. I want us to know these books inside and out. I want us to find the things I know SPD missed.”

      “I’m all for that,” Mo says. “Any day we can make them look bad is a good day in my book.”

      “I know at least two people who agree with you,” I tell her. “So, let’s get to it.”

      “Ummm… boss?” Rick calls. “What should I do?”

      “Just sit there and look pretty,” Astra says. “That’s challenging for you, so I know it’ll keep you busy for a while.”

      We all laugh as Rick gives Astra the finger, a good-natured smile on his face.

      “I want you to get into the lives of these women,” I tell him. “Do a deep dive. I want to know if they went to the same yoga studios, gynecologists, art galleries… anything. I want to know if they ran in the same social circles. Any place common between them that the unsub could have crossed paths with them.”

      “Do you really think he would have run across them all at a gynecologist’s office?” Rick asks, arching an eyebrow.

      “Maybe not,” I say, my tone serious. “But we leave no stone unturned here.”

      “Roger that, boss,” he says.

      I grab a workstation and as we all delve into our work, the bullpen gets as quiet as a church. I quickly lose myself in the paper, reading every report, noting every finding, looking at every photo, and reviewing every page in the murder books. And once I’ve done that, I go back through them all again, just to commit as much of it to memory as I can.

      It takes me the balance of the day to get through all seven books, and by the time I’m done, my eyes are crossed and my head is throbbing. I get up and stretch my legs and back. A few minutes later, Mo and Astra, their reading apparently complete, both join me in trying to walk some feeling back into her bodies.

      “That was some intense reading,” Mo says.

      “That’s just the tip of the iceberg,” Astra replies. “This is going to get a lot more twisted before it’s all said and done.”

      A sour expression crosses Mo’s face, but she clenches her jaw and seems to be determined to gut it out.

      “It’s been a long day,” I say. “Everybody go home and relax. Get some rest and come back tomorrow fresh and ready to roll. I want fresh eyes and minds because we are going to figure this out and we are going to nail this guy. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”
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      Residence of Blake Wilder; Downtown Seattle

      I considered giving Mark a call after leaving the shop, but when I got into my car, I decided that it felt more like a solitary night. My mind is occupied with everything I read and learned today. The case is starting to gather some steam and I need to let my mind process it all without distraction.

      Billie Holiday is playing softly on the stereo, singing about how what she does is nobody’s business but hers, and I’ve got a nice glass of Pinot Grigio at hand. I’m sitting on the sofa with the TV on, but muted, with a nature documentary about the big cats of the African plains playing－I just enjoy the cinematography, loving how close they seem to get to these beautiful and majestic creatures. Yeah, I realize this is the equivalent of only looking at the pictures in a book, but whatever. I find it relaxing.

      I like to think that in some parallel universe where SSA Blake Wilder doesn’t exist, that Blake Wilder, nature documentarian, does. I’ve always loved animals. Dogs, house cats, elephants, primates, whales, and the big predator cats… I love them all. When I was a girl, I sometimes daydreamed about going off to Africa, or the jungles of Asia to record and document these incredible creatures in their natural habitats. It was a passion of mine for a long while.

      But then of course, my life was shattered and all of my dreams went by the wayside. When my parents were murdered and my sister abducted, my focus and energy shifted, and my dreams changed. From that point on, the only thing I wanted to be was an FBI agent. Not a cop, not NSA like my folks. I wanted to join the FBI so I could hunt down the killers and monsters that destroyed families and the dreams of little girls everywhere. I wanted to join the Bureau so I could prevent other little girls from ending up like me.

      I take a sip of my wine as my eyes drift over to the framed photo of my family. That familiar pain lances my heart as I get to my feet and walk over to it, then take it down from its spot. Carrying my wine and the picture frame over to my desk, I take a seat and let my eyes wander over the picture, feeling the sting of tears welling in my eyes as I think about them.

      As I’ve done more times than I can even count, I wonder what their last moments were like. I wonder if they knew their killers, what was going through their minds, and what it was that brought their killers to our door. Those are but a few of the hundreds of questions I have that have never been answered.

      I open up my laptop and call up the files on my parent’s murder. I’ve read every document generated on the case at least a thousand times. I know every single word on every single page verbatim. And yet, I keep coming back to it, hoping that I’ll find something new. Hoping some new perspective will emerge that pulls the case into focus and gives me a lead to follow.

      But in all the years I’ve been looking at these pages, scrutinizing, and studying them, nothing tangible has materialized. I’ve made more than a few inquiries with the local police, the Staties, and the NSA itself. All have gotten me nowhere. They aren’t interested in closing the case, or in helping me to close it. I’m totally and completely on my own on this one.

      It makes me appreciate Paxton’s position. He’s convinced somebody murdered Veronica and has been investigating it on his own. For their part, the SPD hasn’t seemed overly interested in running a thorough investigation, which has only added fuel to his fire. Our situations are obviously very different, but I can relate to what it is he’s going through, and what he’s feeling.

      With a sigh, I try to detach myself from it and call up the crime scene photos, closely studying them again. And hoping yet again that something will pop for me. I make note of the position of their bodies… doing my best to avoid seeing the wide pool of blood beneath them. I zoom in on the plastic cuffs that bind their hands behind their backs, looking for… something. I try to will something to stand out to me, but there’s nothing there. They’re just plain plastic cuffs you can buy almost anywhere.

      There were no prints, no tracks… no forensic evidence at all. It’s like somebody went through and sanitized the place, leaving just the bodies of my parents. Which, as I’ve learned as I’ve gotten older and wiser, is the hallmark of a professional hit squad. Over the years, I’ve become convinced that’s what it was－a hit.

      I don’t buy for a second it was a home invasion robbery gone wrong. I find it really hard to make that case when nothing of value was taken. It screams arrogance to me that the killers were so bold that they didn’t even try all that hard to make it look like a robbery. Oh, there were some things thrown around and busted up, but it was all window dressing. A first-year cadet at the Academy could have told you that. But for whatever reason, local PD and the Staties are all sticking with their story.

      I’ve tried to track down the two responding officers, a Mike Destanzo, and a Sergeant Colin McAfee. Destanzo is dead. He apparently died in the line of duty about a year and a half after my parents were killed. McAfee just disappeared. An eighteen-year veteran of the local PD, McAfee left his pension and never filed retirement papers. He went totally off the grid, leaving no trace of himself behind.

      I know most people think he’s dead. He apparently had a pretty healthy amount of gambling debt, and the rumor is that those debts came due and he didn’t have the money to pay it. So, as the theory goes, the debtors took their pound of flesh. Literally. It’s plausible, but I have real trouble with that theory. Like serial killers, bookies who are all mobbed up, as McAfee was allegedly in hock to, often make their kills public as a way of encouraging others with a mountain of debt to pay up.

      McAfee’s disappearance hasn’t felt right to me from the start. I think it bolsters my theory that the murder of my parents was part of a conspiracy. But because I don’t have access to their old case files, I don’t know what they were involved in exactly, or why they’d need to be taken out. I mean, my understanding from everything I’ve been able to find is that they were low-level analysts and not involved with anything that was too heavy. Certainly nothing that could get them killed.

      At least, that was what they told me. And in all the years I’ve been investigating this case, I’ve never found anything to contradict that. But I know better than most that people who work for the alphabet agencies－FBI, CIA, NSA, etc.－aren’t exactly reliable when it comes to being honest. The only thing that makes sense to me is that low-level analysts or not, they were investigating something bigger than both of them and it cost them their lives.

      Frustrated but still determined, I go through all of the files again. I read everything, trying to look at it as if I’m seeing it all for the first time. And after reading every single page of every single report that’s been filed, I still have nothing new. With a heavy sigh, I log into the FBI database and run my usual searches, looking for Colin McAfee.

      By this point, I’m feeling discouraged. I already know I’m going to come up empty, but this is my usual routine when I go through all of the files. And having a routine is important. Even when that routine involves beating your head against a brick wall over, and over, and over again.

      I just keep hoping that one of these days, I’m going to catch a break. One of these days, I’ll get a ping on Colin McAfee. There’s something about his disappearance that’s never sat right with me. To put it bluntly, I think the story about homicidal bookies is crap. He was first on the scene and his report was lacking, to say the least. While he may not be the key that solves the case, I think he has information that could be important in opening up a new avenue of investigation I haven’t seen or considered yet.

      I need to find him. If I ever hope to figure out who killed my parents and abducted Kit－and why－I need to find Colin McAfee. He knows something, and I think he knew he would end up like Destanzo if he stuck around. That’s why he disappeared. I have absolutely nothing to back that theory up, but I know it’s true. I can feel it in my gut. I just need to find him.

      I log out of the database, close my laptop, and drain the rest of my glass. As Ella Fitzgerald’s “I Got You Under My Skin” starts to play, I get up and head for the kitchen for a refill. Tonight suddenly seems like a very good night to get drunk and pass out since this case is very, very much under my skin.
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      Residence of the Unsub; Location Unknown

      As the movie plays, I steal a glance at Cassie and feel my heart swell. All I can see in the flickering light from the television is her profile. But her high cheekbones, strong jaw, and full lips are still enough to send an electric jolt shooting through me. She looks so much like Debbie that I can’t stop feeling the pinch of pain her memory still brings me.

      It’s been a decade since I lost her. Ten years without my precious Debbie, and there isn’t a day that goes by that the pain of her loss doesn’t hit me all over again. My life has been so empty and has felt so meaningless without her. I rambled around for two long years alone, with nothing but my grief for a companion. It had been a lonely, bleak existence for a long time.

      But then eight years ago, I met Sara, and that experience changed my life forever. I realized that I didn’t have to be alone anymore. Sara made me realize that I could open my heart to love again. That I could have everything I had with Debbie. No, it wouldn’t be the same, and my grief would still be a constant companion, but I wouldn’t have to suffer through it alone anymore.

      Unfortunately, things with Sara didn’t work out. She turned out to not be the one. Definitely not who I’d thought she was. So, I had to break things off with her. But the time I spent with Sara showed me that I could have something good in my life again. That I could have love again. I just need to find the right person. I need to find the person whose soul connects to mine in the same way Debbie’s did.

      It hasn’t been easy so far. I’ve thought I had the right one, only to find out that I was wrong. After Sara came Holly. And after Holly came Brianna. Then Maggie. Then Hilary, Deanna, Sylvia, and now, Cassie. And I have a really good feeling about Cassie. I really think she might be the one. No, she’ll never replace my Debbie, but she can be the person I share my life with. The person who can fill my heart with joy and love. She can be the person I can come home to at the end of a long day who can make me smile just by being there.

      And as I look at her in profile, the television casting flickering lights and shadows across her face, I feel… content. Almost happy. Yes, I have a very good feeling about Cassie indeed.

      “Louie, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      I turn to watch Humphrey Bogart’s Rick Blaine, and Captain Louis Renault, played by Claude Rains, walking across the tarmac as “La Marseillaise” plays, signaling the end of the film.

      “Casablanca has always been one of my favorite films,” I say. “It’s just beautiful. Everything about it. The cinematography, the score, the stirring romance… what did you think, Cassie?”

      “It was… good,” she says. “I enjoyed it. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

      Her words bring a smile to my face. I’ll admit, those first few days with her were rough. I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a mistake with her. I wondered if I had just imagined that spark I felt when I met her for the first time. But she’s been changing. Coming around. For the last few days, Cassie has been a delight, and I think she’s starting to develop some feelings.

      I’m realistic enough to know that she’s not quite there yet. It’s going to take some time, and I understand that. It’s a good thing I’m a patient man. I understand that love takes time to flourish. But I do believe we’re on the right path. Or are at least, starting to head down the right path. And nothing pleases me more.

      “I think my Debbie would approve of you,” I tell her. “I think she’d like you a lot. You two are a lot alike. Yes, ma’am. Two peas in a pod.”

      Cassie turns and I flip on the lamp that sits on the table next to me so I can see her green eyes sparkling in the light. They’re breathtaking. And they’re just like my Debbie’s were.

      “Who’s Debbie?” she asks.

      I hesitate for a moment but, don’t see any reason not to tell her. Cassie’s got mighty big shoes to fill, so she might as well know what size they are.

      “She was my wife,” I say. “Greatest woman I’ve ever known. Beautiful. Intelligent. Compassionate. She was the whole package.”

      “And what happened to her?”

      As the memory of that night flashes through my mind, I frown and feel that familiar stitch in my heart. It’s grief mixed with guilt, and although I’ve learned to cope with it, it’s not a pain that will ever leave me. It’s pain I’ll carry forever. It’s pain I deserve to carry forever.

      “She… died,” I finally say.

      “Died? Died of what?” Cassie presses.

      “Enough questions for the night,” I say softly.

      “What did she die of?”

      She’s persistent. Stubborn. Just like Debbie was. And as much as it frustrates me sometimes, lashing out at Cassie for indulging her true nature would be like lashing out at Debbie for indulging hers. Cassie really is a lot like Debbie. I bite back my anger and refuse to let that monster out of its cage. I did that once and have no desire to do it again.

      “It’s been a lovely evening, Cassie. Thank you,” I say. “But it’s time to say goodnight.”

      I get to my feet and Cassie looks at me, her eyes wide and pleading. “Please don’t make me sleep down there tonight,” she says. “Let me stay up here… with you?”

      I give her a small smile. “I don’t think we’re quite at that level of trust yet, Cassie,” I say. “But I think we’ll get there. I truly do.”

      She slowly gets to her feet, her gaze on the floor beneath her feet. But she walks to the basement door and leads me down the stairs. She doesn’t fuss or complain as I lock the shackle around her ankle and she curls up on the bed. I give her a smile, then turn and walk up the stairs, stopping on the landing, and pause with my hand on the light switch.

      “Goodnight, Cassie,” I say.
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      King County Medical Examiner’s Office; Seattle, WA

      “What are we doing here?” Astra asks.

      “I got a call from a friend this morning,” I reply. “They’re fixin’ to release Sylvia Benoit’s body to the family, and he thought we might want to come have a look at it.”

      “Excellent. I always enjoy starting my day looking at a mutilated corpse,” she mutters sarcastically.

      “If it helps, I don’t think she was mutilated.”

      Astra laughs softly and paces around the small waiting room with her arms folded over her chest. I lean back in the chair and pull my phone out of my bag to check for any new messages. Seeing none, I call up my email and see that I’ve got several dozen to sort through. I sigh and close out of it, deciding to deal with them all later. The one thing nobody ever told me about being in charge was that the job came with so much bloody paperwork.

      The door that leads to the autopsy suites in the back of the building opens, and Rebekah Shafer, my old roommate and best friend from college, steps into the room. We hit it off from the start. Like me, she has a sarcastic edge and tells it like it is. She’s not a super political person, but she’s smart and smooth enough that she can navigate the waters a lot better than I can. She has a natural charm and can often have people eating out of the palm of her hand in a matter of minutes of meeting them. It’s the sort of superpower I’d kill for, quite frankly. After college, she went off to med school and I went to Quantico, but we’ve kept in touch over the years.

      Rebekah’s a short and petite five-three, with hair the color of rust in a pixie cut, brown eyes, and the sort of soft, girl-next-door appearance that often leads people to underestimate her. But she’s fiercely intelligent, tough, and very driven. I have a feeling she’ll be running the entire ME’s office sooner, rather than later.

      She crosses the room and pulls me into a tight embrace. I laugh as I hug her back. But then she steps back and looks up at me with a wide smile.

      “It’s so great to see you, Blake,” she says.

      “It’s wonderful to see you too. I’m sorry we haven’t been able to get together for drinks or dinner or something since I’ve been back－”

      She waves me off. “This is a man’s world and we both work in fields that require us to work three times as hard just to be considered slightly less competent than some slacker jagoff who couldn’t think his way out of a wet paper bag. I get it,” she says.

      “Oh, I like her,” Astra says.

      “Beks, this is my partner, Astra Russo,” I say. “Astra, Dr. Rebekah Shafer.”

      “Partner? I think the word you’re looking for is indentured servant,” Astra protests.

      “Same thing,” I shrug.

      “Beks is fine,” she tells Astra with a wide smile. “I only make the guys around here actually address me as Dr. Shafer. Keeps them humble.”

      “I really like her,” Astra says.

      They shake hands and then Rebekah turns to me, her eyebrow raised and expression serious.

      “But do pencil me in for dinner and drinks sometime before the apocalypse, if you would be so kind,” she says. “It’s been way too long, girl.”

      I laugh. “That’s a deal,” I say. “But you didn’t have to dangle a dead body as an enticement to get me to come see you. A text message would have sufficed.”

      She grins. “I know you, Blake. And the best way to get you to come running is by promising you a homicide victim.”

      I open my mouth to reply but close it again and shrug. She’s not entirely wrong. Beks knows I’m usually entirely consumed by my work because she’s the same way. Career first, everything else a distant second.

      “Besides,” she says, her voice little more than a whisper, “a mutual friend tipped me off that you were working this case and suggested I let you see the body. Said it might help the investigation.”

      I look at her for a long moment. There are only two people who know I’m working this case, which means it was either Paxton or Detective Lee who tipped her to the fact that I’m on it. Lee obviously being a homicide cop means he’s probably had some dealings with Beks before. But it’s possible that Pax did as well, even though he never made it out of patrol before he was fired.

      If I had to wager on which one it was, I’d say it’s more likely going to be Detective Lee. He’s still plugged in at the SPD and is doing his level best to help guide and shape the investigation in his way. He doesn’t think the task force is getting results, and likely won’t. It’s why he gave me all the murder books in the first place.

      But that worries me for him. He’s sticking his neck out a lot further than he should. The SPD is good at one thing: covering their own butts. They investigate and crackdown on leaks with the sort of energy and vigor I can only wish they’d pursue actual criminals. And if they find out Lee has been leaking their task force information to me, he’s going to pay a price.

      “This mutual friend,” I tell her. “You might want to tell him to be careful. The SPD brass chases leaks as hard as we chase serials, and I’d rather not see him exposed on this if at all possible. Although, I appreciate everything he’s done.”

      A smile flickers across her lips, telling me I’m right about Lee being the one who tipped Beks off.

      “Well, if there’s somebody I trust to actually close this case, it’s you and your team,” she replies, then adds quietly, “I trust you guys to do it a hell of a lot more than I trust this SPD task force. Eighteen months they’ve been at it and still have bupkis.”

      “Well, to be honest, I’m afraid we don’t have much more than that at the moment,” Astra says.

      She shrugs. “You guys have been on it what, a week? If, after eighteen months, you’re still stuck on square one, then I’ll have something more to say about it,” she points out with a grin. “In the meantime, follow me on back.”

      “Appreciate you doing this, Beks,” I say.

      She looks me in the eye, her expression earnest. “Unlike some, I know you are only interested in finding justice for these women. I know you’re not going to let political and public relations crap get in the way of finding this monster.”

      We follow her through the warren of corridors, all painted either canary yellow or sky blue, as if the bright, cheery colors can distract people from the gloomy pall of death that lingers here. We turn a corner and walk down a short hallway that ends at a pair of doors that have a window set about head height. She presses a button to the side of the door and they both swing inward with a soft pneumatic hiss.

      The antiseptic smell in the room is thick and cloying, and it seems that between the stark white tiles and stainless steel, the brightness in the room has been turned up to eleven. We walk to a bank of stainless steel doors set into the back wall. Beks grabs the handle on one of the doors and pulls it open, then reaches inside and slides the tray out. And on the tray lies the body of Sylvia Benoit.

      Her fiery red hair is pulled back and I can see what look like permanent bruises in the shape of long, slender fingers encircling her neck from where the unsub had choked her out. A thin blue sheet has been pulled up to the top of her breasts, with the tops of the surgical stitching made by the Y incision barely peeking out from under it. Sylvia’s skin looks like it’s been bleached whiter than bone as the waxy pallor of death has firmly settled over her.

      “She looks healthy,” Astra notes. “I mean, she looks healthy, aside from the whole being dead thing.”

      “She wasn’t malnourished or dehydrated, that’s true,” Beks confirms. “I didn’t make note of any broken bones or other wounds on her body. Other than being dead, she’s the picture of good health. It seems she was well taken care of. She does have that puncture wound in her neck, of course, and her tox screen came back positive for pentobarbital.”

      “So he’s knocking them out,” Astra notes.

      “But they were wide awake when he strangled them,” I add.

      “Seeing that fear in their faces is probably what gets this guy off,” Astra speculates, and I nod, agreeing with her.

      “Sick, sadistic bastard,” Beks sighs.

      I look down at Sylvia’s feet and notice there’s some scar tissue around her left ankle. It’s a patch of skin a couple of inches wide that encircles her whole ankle. As I lean forward and really look at it though, I realize it’s not a scar. It’s not like she had a patch of her skin removed. It’s more like a callus. Like she’d been wearing something that rubbed her skin for an extended period of time and it formed a callus.

      “Do you know what this is from?” I point.

      Beks shakes her head. “I don’t. Not with any certainty. And unfortunately, I couldn’t tell you if that callus formed before or after she was taken,” she says. “What I can tell you is that I’ve seen two of the other bodies the SPD task force is looking at and they had matching calluses. Take from that what you will.”

      “There was nothing in the murder books about them,” Astra tells me.

      “I don’t recall seeing it mentioned in any report either.”

      “Sloppy work,” Astra says.

      “Very sloppy,” I agree.

      “Knowing who’s on that task force, I’m not surprised,” Beks says as she hands me an unmarked file.

      “Could that callus be the result of a shackle? Like perhaps she was chained to something by it?” I ask.

      “Again, I can’t be certain. But it’s entirely possible. Perhaps even likely,” Beks says. “The callus pattern seems consistent with a shackle.”

      I nod as I flip through it, taking a good look at the crime scene photos before I hand them over to Astra. We read all of the final and official ME’s reports quickly before slipping them back into the file. We’ll give them a closer look once we get back to the shop. Things feel like they’re gaining momentum again and I don’t want to slow anything down. But there’s something from the photos and reports that’s nagging me. Something tickling the back of my mind. I don’t know what it is just yet, so I’m going to let my mind noodle it over for a while.

      “Where was she found?” Astra asks.

      “Just outside of Bothell,” Beks replies. “Off the main highway and up into the woods a bit. A couple of hunters found her.”

      “Just off the highway. Easy access for somebody to get in and out,” Astra muses.

      “Not if they’re lugging a body,” Beks says. “Somebody had to have seen something.”

      “Not if they did the dump in the middle of the night. That time of night, traffic is light on the highway. Plus, it’s darker than pitch. The unsub could have carried a hundred bodies from his car to the dumpsite and it’s possible that nobody would have seen a thing or been any the wiser,” I say.

      Astra and I give the body another look but don’t see anything else that’s out of the ordinary. There’s not much for us to see or do here, but I suddenly have a thought to make one stop on the way back to the shop.

      “Thanks, Beks,” I say. “This is really helpful.”

      “Just do me a favor. When you get this guy, put him down like the rabid dog that he is,” she says.

      Astra grins wide. “I really like her.”

      “Call me,” she tells me. “Let’s get together soon.”

      “Count on it,” I reply, then turn to Astra. “Let’s take a ride.”

    

  







            Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    




      Along State Route 527; Just Outside Bothell, WA

      After getting dressed in clothing appropriate to a hike, and donning our FBI windbreakers, Astra and I got on the road. Half an hour outside of the hustle and bustle of downtown Seattle lies the city of Bothell. A city of around fifty thousand people, it’s got the laid-back pace of life, peace, and tranquility of a small town. Some would call it idyllic. A good spot to raise a family. And I guess they’d be right if that was your thing.

      Running through Bothell is State Route 527, or as the locals call it, the Bothell-Everett Highway. It’s always busy with commuter traffic by day and a deserted stretch of black asphalt at night. The 527 runs a grand total of nine miles, north to south, connecting the northern Seattle suburbs of Bothell, Mill Creek, and Everett, and leading them to various other state routes and interstates. A good section of SR 527 is fronted by thick, lush forest, which makes it ideal as a dumping spot. Sylvia Benoit isn’t the first body to be dropped here and I doubt she’s going to be the last, either.

      Astra and I get out of the car, which I pulled as far onto the shoulder as I can, and we’re buffeted by a blast of wind from a passing eighteen-wheeler. I look around and figure that given where Sylvia was found, that the killer probably parked here, or somewhere close by.

      “What are you thinking?” Astra asks, shouting to be heard over the passing traffic.

      “I’m thinking we need to take a soothing walk in the woods,” I call back.

      We step off the shoulder and follow a narrow but firm path down into the depression on the side of the road. Standing between us and the edge of the forest is about twenty yards of tall grass and a riot of color on the flowering bushes. It wouldn’t be too hard to get a body from a car to the woods. But it would require some level of fitness－which is a nugget of information I store away for future use.

      We walk through the grass and step into the forest. The trees are all pressed close, the trunks wide, and the heavy, musky smell of the forest saturates the air around us. In here, the density of the trees blocks out most of the highway noise, reducing it to little more than a buzzing in the background.

      Once inside the forest, it isn’t hard to follow the path of detritus that leads us to where Sylvia was found. The path is on a slight upward grade and the footing in some places is treacherous. It’s not a grueling hike, but it could be difficult if you were hauling a body. Fragments of the yellow crime scene tape flutter in the breeze and all of the foliage and undergrowth have been trampled as thoroughly as if an army had passed through.

      Small red triangular flags remain in the ground where Sylvia’s body was found, so I step over to it and squat down. I turn my face up to the thick canopy overhead and listen to the birds chirping as they flit from tree to tree. Astra is walking the perimeter of the scene, eyes glued to the ground around her as she checks to see if the initial responders missed anything. And given how sloppy the investigation looks to be to this point, I’d say it’s a pretty valid concern.

      I look at the ground beneath me, trying to picture the scene as it might have played out. The puncture wound suggests that he sedated Sylvia before driving her out here. It makes sense, especially when you consider that he had to get her from his car to this spot; it’s a task difficult enough without having to fumble about with a woman writhing and wriggling around violently as she tried to save her own life.

      I close my eyes and picture it. Her hands and ankles bound with duct tape, he lies her down here on this soft patch of dirt, pine needles, and forest foliage. With the boughs of the trees above blocking out the light, it would have been pitch black here. So how was he able to maneuver Sylvia from his car to this point in the dark? He probably wouldn’t have been able to carry a flashlight or a lantern－and Sylvia－at the same time. Not while trying to watch his footing on the upward, rocky path he had to follow to get here.

      “Headlamp, probably,” I mutter to myself.

      It makes sense. You can wear one of those around your head and it’ll leave your hands free. So what then? He gets her here, lays her down, and then… waits?

      “What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

      “That Beks was right: this guy is a sick, sadistic bastard.”

      “Duh.”

      A grin touches my lips as I stand up again. “He waited. After he sedated her, he waited until she woke up from it,” I postulate. “And then, when she was conscious again, he strangled the life out of her.”

      “Like I said, he gets off on the fear,” Astra says. “Watching the life leave their eyes, maybe feeling it in his hands as he strangles them… maybe that’s what gives him his release.”

      I shake my head. “There’s evidence that Sylvia and the others were all sexually assaulted. Violently,” I say. “According to the ME’s reports, there was a lot of scar tissue in the vaginal cavity.”

      “But they couldn’t say definitively whether or not that was caused by him personally, or if he used a foreign object.”

      I nod, conceding the point. “But in most cases, impotent killers are piquerists. The act of penetrating the body with a knife, or what have you, is the substitute for sexual penetration.”

      “Most cases. But not all,” Astra counters. “If there’s one thing this job should have taught you by now, it’s that there are always exceptions to every rule.”

      I laugh softly. “This is true. There are always exceptions,” I say. “There is just something in the back of my mind telling me he is raping these women. That he’s not impotent and is forcing himself on them.”

      “You’re definitely right. But don’t get so married to one theory,” Astra says. “Look what happened to me. I was sure it was Cassie Cooper who killed her fiancé. I’m still trying to wipe the egg off my face from that one.”

      We share a laugh, but it eventually tapers off and we fall into a sober silence. It’s almost like the heaviness of the place, or maybe the fact that death is still saturating the air around us, doesn’t allow any good humor to last for very long.

      “There’s also something about the crime scene photos I’ve been noodling around,” I tell her.

      “What’s that?”

      “The way he laid her out here. After he’d killed her, I mean,” I say.

      “What about it?”

      “The way he’d posed her, hands over the chest, body laid straight, and her hair pushed back from her face,” I explain. “What does that say to you?”

      Astra frowns for a moment and then looks at me, a curious expression on her face. It’s as if she can sort of see where I’m going with all of this but hasn’t quite gotten there yet.

      “Sounds a bit like remorse,” she says.

      “Perhaps,” I nod. “But I think it sounds more like he cared for her. Cared about her. He made sure she was comfortable, even in death.”

      Astra thinks about it for a moment, then nods, seeming to accept my theory. At least, for now. And even I have to admit, it could turn out to be something entirely different by the time we close this case. But something tells me I’m not wrong. The ring of truth in my ears is almost deafening.

      As I think more about the theory that he cared about these women in some way, that thing that’s been percolating in the back of my mind since we left Beks’ office suddenly flashes into the forefront of my head.

      “That’s it,” I murmur.

      “That’s what?”

      “We need to get back to the shop. There are a few things I need to check,” I tell her urgently.

      Feeling a surge of adrenaline coursing through me and my heart racing, I start back down the path toward the car at a trot. Although much of the picture remains opaque, there are definitely some of the important details starting to come into focus. Things that could help me put together a coherent profile.

      And once we have a coherent profile, we can actually start hunting this bastard.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      As soon as we get back to the CDAU, I lock myself in my office and start going back through all of the murder books again, looking for verification of my theory. I study the photos and initial responders' reports carefully, scrutinizing each and every word. That thing that had caught my attention back in Beks’ office, at least subconsciously, has suddenly moved from the back burner to the front and is currently bubbling over.

      I’m aware of the strange looks the team is giving me on the other side of my glass wall. I don’t need to see it to know they’re looking at me and whispering to one another about what has me in such a tizzy. I can feel it. But the momentum is building, and I feel the pieces of my theory starting to fall into place.

      It’s tenuous, I’ll admit to that. But it feels right. And it’s better than anything we have right now, so there’s that too. I’ve most often found that my gut instincts rarely lead me astray. And when I feel that tingling in my gut that I have right now, it’s because I’m on the right track.

      Getting up from my desk, I walk out into the bullpen, ready to deliver what I have so far so the team can dissect and debate it. All eyes are on me when I step out and walk to the front of the bullpen.

      “When I was looking at the crime scene photos, a couple of things stood out to me. Things I didn’t catch the first time through,” I start. “But after Astra and I took our field trip out to Bothell today, it’s starting to come together.”

      “Talk to us,” Astra says.

      “Rick, can you pull up photo twelve-C from the Sylvia Benoit crime scene, and do a split screen with photo thirty-two-A from the Maggie Neighbors crime scene, please?”

      “Ma’am, yes, ma’am,” Rick says and immediately starts punching keys.

      A moment later, the split-screen of the two photos I asked for come up on the screen. I step aside and let everybody else take a look at them, giving them some time to study the photos in silence. I don’t want to color their own first impressions with my theory. I want them to be able to see it for themselves and hopefully come to the same point I’m at organically.

      “The rose petals,” Mo says suddenly. “They definitely don’t belong. Roses don’t grow in the environments in which the bodies were dumped, which suggests they were carried in on the bodies from elsewhere.”

      “Sounds like somebody’s been reading their crime scene processing textbooks,” I say.

      The ball of excited energy in my gut bursts and I find myself smiling and nodding. I’d expected Astra to be the one to find it, but the fact that Mo, who’s got no experience with profiling or murder investigations, is the one who found it, makes me even more excited. And it also makes me feel validated. As if my theory actually can hold water.

      “Excellent. Good work. We might just make a solid murder cop out of you yet, Mo,” I tell her.

      She laughs and her cheeks flush. She takes a compliment about as well as I do. But then I turn to Astra, who is looking at the photos with her head cocked. She is either not seeing what I’m excited about or is skeptical of the conclusion I’m drawing. Or maybe a bit of both.

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” she says. “What’s with the rose petals? Why are they relevant? Or as important as you seem to think?”

      “We were out in that forest today. We were standing on the very spot our unsub dumped Sylvia Benoit. Right?”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      “Did you see a single rose bush out there?”

      Astra’s grin is wry and she shakes her head, covering her face with her hands. “How in the hell did I not see that? How did the money cop see it before I did?” Astra groans. “I must be slipping. You should probably just put me down now, Blake.”

      I glance over at Mo and see the triumphant glow on her face. Astra is laughing and gives her a thumbs up. Rick is just looking at us like we’ve all lost our minds. But this isn’t his area of expertise, so it’s understandable. But then the curiosity seems to get the better of him because he looks over at me.

      “Not to be dense－”

      “Too late,” Astra cuts him off.

      He chuckles and shakes his head, but carries on, undeterred. “What is the significance of the rose petals? I mean, they were only found on two of the seven victims, right? Even if there was no rose bush out where you guys were today, I don’t see how it’s relevant.”

      “And that’s probably what the task force clowns thought too,” Astra says. “They wrote it off as irrelevant because it wasn’t uniform across all of the victims.”

      “Okay, so what is its relevance then?” he pushes.

      I see Mo leaning forward and listening, really soaking all of this up. Being that this is her first murder investigation and she has no profiling experience, this is a fantastic learning opportunity for her. She really does have a keen mind and I think with some more experience, she could be a top-notch murder investigator.

      “It suggests that he’s wooing them,” Astra says.

      “Wooing them?” he cracks, arching an eyebrow at her. “What are you, ninety years old all of a sudden? And to think, you criticized me for using the word ‘yowza’.”

      “Because that was creepy,” she protests. “There is nothing creepy about the word wooing. Now, shut up and listen.”

      He flashes her a grin and gestures for her to proceed. She turns to me and I give her a nod to continue. I’ve got more to add, but I want Astra to share her thoughts. It’s like I told Mark－or rather, what I told him and he threw back in my face－cases are solved through the combined efforts of the team. When all of our minds are working in unison, that’s when we start to generate the breaks we need.

      “The rose petals are red,” Astra says. “Rick, when you do something stupid and piss your girl off, what do you get her to say you’re sorry?”

      He looks at her, a sheepish grin on his face. “Red roses, usually.”

      “Right. Exactly. Because for one thing, you’ve got no originality in your whole personality,” Astra says. “And two, because red roses have come to symbolize love. Look at the sales receipts of any florist on Valentine’s Day and you’ll see it’s nothing but red roses and red hearts.”

      “So okay, is he apologizing for hurting them?” Rick muses. “Or is he... wooing them?”

      I give him a grin, happy that I get to drop my bombshell without it having been spoiled first. Fine, call me a little bit dramatic, but I do love a good reveal.

      “Mo, can you please list out the stomach contents of all seven victims?” I ask.

      She gives me a nod and calls up the ME’s reports on her computer, then starts to read a shopping list of foods that sound like they came off the menu at one of Seattle’s finest and most exclusive restaurants. Foie gras, lobster, Kobe beef, truffles, Beluga caviar, expensive wine, veal… the list goes on. And when she’s done, she looks up at me, the light of understanding shining brightly in her face.

      “It’s clear that these women all ate very well before they were killed,” I explain. “It’s as if the unsub treated them to a very ritzy, very expensive meal.”

      “But why would he do that?” Rick asks.

      “It’s part of his ritual,” Astra says.

      “Ritual?”

      I nod. “This unsub has a very distinct ritual. He spends a year wooing these women he takes. And his ritual culminates with this fine meal, rose petals, champagne… the works. And I would posit that if she doesn’t do something he wants or doesn’t display the sort of behavior he’s looking for, he decides that she’s not the one after all, and discards her. Then he takes somebody new.”

      “Damn. That’s cold-blooded,” Rick says.

      “But these women all mean something to him. You can tell by the way he disposes of them,” I say. “He took care to make sure Sylvia looked comfortable. Peaceful, even. I think that’s also evident in the way he kills. There is no more intimate way to kill somebody than to strangle them. It’s up close, personal, and you’re looking them right in the eye. It’s intimate.”

      “Not exactly efficient, though,” Astra mutters, making the others laugh softly.

      “So he keeps them chained up for a year, trying to woo them,” Mo chimes in, as if trying to wrap her mind around it. “And when it doesn’t work out, he kills them and picks up somebody new.”

      “Judging by the fact that all seven women have had calluses around their ankle consistent with a metal shackle, it looks that way,” Astra says.

      “That seems like a self-fulfilling prophecy to me,” Mo says. “We’re assuming he stalks these women before he grabs them, aren’t we? The snatches have all been too clean. No witnesses. No evidence. He had to have known their patterns and habits. Which suggest he stalks them, right?”

      Astra and I share a look, both of us impressed. Mo really has been putting in the time to study up on criminal investigation techniques, as well as profiling. I like that. I like that she’s taking it serious enough to devote her time to it.

      “I’d say that’s a solid assumption,” I say.

      “Stalking takes time. I’m sure Rick could tell us better than anybody,” Mo says, a grin curling her lips that makes Astra and I laugh. I love seeing her coming out of her shell and make an effort to be part of this team.

      Rick looks up at us. “Why am I the designated punching bag around here?”

      “Girls rule, boys drool,” Astra says, an amused tone in her voice.

      Rick chuckles and goes back to his work. I look over at Mo and gesture for her to continue. She nods and starts again.

      “So, if he has one woman in custody and then goes out and starts stalking her replacement? If he’s wooing these women with the hope that one of them turns out to be the one, or whatever he thinks she’s going to be to him, why would he be out stalking a new one to replace her?”

      “A year is a long time,” Astra offers. “At some point, maybe around month ten or eleven or so, he realizes she’s not going to conform to whatever ideal he has in mind and knows he’ll need to find somebody who will.”

      “Twisted,” Mo says, shaking her head. “But are we sure he keeps them in captivity for a year?”

      “The reports make no note of the typical markers that indicate a body was frozen and stored,” I say. “And then there’s the callus around the ankle. That takes time to form. It takes a lot of metal rubbing on the skin for a callus that extensive to form.”

      “Probably about a year,” Astra adds.

      A sober silence falls over the bullpen as we all contemplate the situation. It’s still all a bit amorphous, but things are starting to come together. I think we’re getting a clearer picture of what’s happening. Now, we just need to figure out why. And most importantly, who.
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      Residence of the Unsub; Location Unknown

      I load the tray into the dumbwaiter and send it down. As the machinery whines and creaks as it descends, I hum the melody of Bach’s Cello Suite no.1 in G Major to myself. I have always loved classical music. The timeless, intricate melodies still resonate, centuries after the composer first brought them to life.

      Stepping into the bathroom, I check myself in the mirror, smoothing my hair down and making sure there is nothing stuck in my teeth. I wouldn’t want to be embarrassed by such a careless faux pas. After all, making a good impression is important.

      Cassie and I have been together for a little while now, but you never want to stop trying to impress the woman you love. The day you stop trying－or more precisely, stop feeling the need to try－you start taking your partner for granted. And when that happens, you might as well pack it in and move on because, as they say, the magic is gone, and the relationship is likely over at that point.

      Satisfied with my appearance, I walk to the basement door and open it. I descend the stairs and find Cassie sitting on the edge of her bunk, looking pensive. Worse than that is the fact that she’s not dressed properly for dinner.

      “Why are you not dressed?” I ask.

      I look pointedly at the dress I’d laid out for her. It’s crumpled into a ball on the table and she remains in her yoga pants and sweatshirt, her hair sticking out in a hundred different directions. She looks frumpy and quite frankly, somewhat ratty. If I’m being honest, I’d say it’s most unattractive and unappealing.

      “I didn’t feel like dressing,” she says sullenly.

      “One must always strive to look their best for their partner. I thought you agreed with me on that point,” I say.

      She looks down at the ground beneath her bare feet and I notice the tear splash on the concrete. She sniffs loudly and I have to fight to keep my temper in check. This is not how I wanted the evening to go. I thought a nice dinner with the woman I love would be a perfect ending to what had been such a lovely day at work.

      It can still be salvaged. Walking over to the control knob for the stereo, I turn it on and turn up the volume, letting the music flow through the room. It’s beautiful and soothing, and I take a moment with my eyes closed, letting it wash over me.

      “This is the Romeo and Juliet Ballet Suite by Prokofiev,” I tell her. “Some say it’s the most romantic piece of music ever written.”

      “Where is Brad?” she asks. “What did you do with my fiancé?”

      I bite back the scathing reply that jumps to the tip of my tongue. It’s a struggle to keep myself in check, but I take a deep breath and calm myself. This was supposed to be a beautiful, romantic evening and she’s starting to ruin it.

      “I thought we were doing well, Cassie. We were beginning to develop some trust between us. I even let you off your shackle. Why are you behaving this way?” I ask.

      She looks up at me. “You’re holding me captive. You’re… you’re using me against my will. Forcing yourself on me,” she spits. “How do you think I should be behaving?”

      I laugh softly. “You certainly do have your moods, don’t you? That’s alright. We’re all entitled to a blue mood now and then.”

      I walk over to the dumbwaiter and raise the door. The delicious aroma wafts out to me and I inhale, savoring it.

      “Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to cook tonight,” I call to her over my shoulder. “But the takeout is from Francelli’s. It’s truly exquisite and I’m sure you’ll enjoy it. This was my favorite place to take Debbie, so it’s special to me. So go ahead and get yourself dressed, Cassie. We want to be dressed properly for a proper meal.”

      I set the food out on the table, setting it just so, smiling to myself. Frutti di Mare, Caesar salads, garlic bread… it smells divine. I can’t wait to enjoy this bounty with my best girl. Once the food is laid out, I light the candles on the table, and dim the lights in the basement, setting the mood. That done, I turn to find Cassie still sitting on the edge of her bed, pouting.

      “Cassie－”

      “I’m not hungry. I don’t want to eat with you anymore.”

      “You sound like a petulant child.”

      “Screw you,” she hisses.

      I turn back to the table and pour the wine. “Get dressed, Cassie. Or I’ll dress you myself. I will not let you spoil this meal or this evening with your surly little attitude. We are going to have a beautiful meal with wonderful wine, and some sparkling conversation. And after that, we’ll enjoy some tiramisu, then make love to the most beautiful music you’ve ever heard.”

      The words have barely cleared my mouth when I hear the sound of her running at me. I spin to the side just as the metal bar comes whistling down, so close I can feel the wind of it on my face. A moment later and it would have crashed straight into my skull. Luckily, my reflexes are superb; instead, it smashes into the table. The sound of glass shattering fills my ears. I watch in horror as wine and food go flying, splattering against the wall and the floor.

      I lash out with a vicious backhand. Cassie’s head snaps to the side and she lets out a pained squeal as she staggers away. The metal bar hits the ground with a loud clang and I’m on her again. Grabbing a handful of those beautiful red curls, I haul Cassie to her feet. Blood trickles from the corner of her mouth. She seems dazed and unfocused as she looks at me.

      “Why are you being like this, Cassie? Why are you making me do this?”

      Her eyes suddenly seem to come back into focus, and she spits a glob of blood and saliva straight into my face. I feel the warmth and wetness of it sliding down my cheek, and am suddenly consumed by an anger so deep, I can barely see straight. I deliver another open-handed slap, the sound of my hand making contact with her cheek as loud as thunder.

      The blow rocks her and she falls to her knees and clutching her face in her hands. I grab her hair and yank her head back, making her look at me.

      “Why are you doing this, Cassie? Things were going so well. And now you’ve gone and ruined it all,” I sneer.

      “It this what happened to Debbie? Did you beat her to death too?” she sneers. “Is that why you’re doing all of this?”

      “Don’t speak of my Debbie,” I fire back. “And you shouldn’t be talking about things you know absolutely nothing about.”

      “I’m sure of it. You beat her to death. And now you’re going to do the same to me,” she presses me.

      I ball my fist up and have to physically keep myself from lashing out. It’s a close thing, though. I draw a deep, calming breath and let it out.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Cassie.”

      “I hate you.”

      “You don’t. You’re having a blue mood and I’m trying to understand, but－”

      “Where is Brad?” she wails. “Where is my fiancé? Where is the man I love?”

      Leaning down, my nose hovering inches from hers, I stare into her eyes, letting her see the anger she’s causing in me.

      “He’s dead,” I hiss. “I cut him up into little bitty pieces and disposed of his body like the garbage he was. You will never see him again, Cassie. I’m all you have in the world now. You better get used to it and start behaving like the lovely woman I know you to be.”

      I shove her back down to her hands and knees, and she sobs. The waves of disgust wash over me as I stalk away from her. I grab hold of the shackle and bring it back, the rattling of the chain making her sobbing grow even louder. She doesn’t move as I lock the shackle around her ankle again. She just wails and cries, her entire body shaking with the effort.

      “We’re back to square one, Cassie. No trust. Now learn how to behave yourself again, and be the warm, loving woman I know you are, and maybe we can rebuild that trust between us,” I say. “Now, clean up this mess that you made.”

      I walk away and pound my way up the stairs, every hard step an expression of my displeasure. Tonight was supposed to be beautiful. Enjoyable. And now it’s ruined. She ruined it. Damn her.

      I get to the landing and pause. “I hate that you made me do this tonight,” I call. “And I hate the thought that maybe you’re not the one even more. I want you to be the one, Cassie. I don’t want to have to break up with you.”

      I slam the door behind me and engage all of the locks before going out for dinner on my own. I hate dining alone. Damn her for forcing me into this.
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      Ito’s Teppanyaki and Sushi House; Downtown Seattle

      After a long but productive day at the shop, I sent everybody home. I stayed and read reports until my eyes were crossed. Thankfully, Mark texted and asked if I was free for dinner. If he hadn’t, I’d probably be eating crap food and guzzling bad coffee from the machines. It’s been a few days since we’ve seen each other, so I justified it to myself that I can afford to take the night off.

      Things with the case seem like they’re picking up speed now. I want to keep going, but even I know I need to rest and unplug every now and then. It’s what I’ve been stressing to my team, even though I apparently suck at taking my own advice. The whole work-life balance thing just continues to elude me. But I’m trying to get better at it.

      “You seem distracted.”

      Mark’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts and I look up, giving him a warm smile. Thank God for him, otherwise I really wouldn’t step away from my work. He serves as a good distraction when I need one.

      “Sorry,” I tell him. “Just a lot on my mind.”

      “So talk to me about it.”

      I laugh softly. “I thought you said no shop talk while we’re out.”

      He shrugs and pops a California roll into his mouth. I take a sip of my beer, then follow suit and eat a piece of sashimi.

      “Even though I said no shop talk, I can see your head is still stuck at work,” he says. “Maybe, if you vomit it all up now, we have a chance at a work-free evening.”

      “That’s a very nice visual,” I comment with a laugh.

      “Hey, I’m not known for my delicate nature.”

      “That is true. You are a very practical man though.”

      He flashes me that heart-stopping grin again. “I’m also a very selfish man. I fully intend to make the most of my night with you, and I would prefer it if you didn’t have images of murderers and bloody bodies in your mind.”

      “Well, no matter what, there will be images of murderers and bloody bodies in my mind. It’s a hazard of the job,” I sigh. “But I will try to clear my mind so I can solely focus on you.”

      “That sounds like a good plan to me.”

      I eat another piece of sushi and try to put some order to my thoughts. It’s is a relatively new place. It went up just before I left for New York, so I never had a chance to try it. And I’m glad we came here tonight. It’s divine. The restaurant itself is cute, decorated with a lot of bamboo and rice paper, and faux paper lanterns overhead. One side of the restaurant is dominated by several large teppan tables, and the side we’re on has a long sushi bar. We opted for a booth near the back just for some privacy.

      “I just keep thinking of our unsub. Trying to get the profile right in my head,” I start. “And I keep thinking about this twisted courtship thing he has going.”

      “Courtship?”

      I nod as I take a swallow of beer, then explain to him what’s going on and where we’re at with the case. He listens, aghast, and when I finish, he whistles low and takes a long swallow of his beer.

      “Sometimes I don’t know how you can do the job and manage to keep yourself sane,” he comments.

      “Who says I’m sane?”

      “Good point,” he acknowledges, then his smile fades. “I mean, you see the worst in humanity every single day, and yet you’re not bitter. Or cold. You somehow remain this warm, caring woman. In your shoes, I don’t know that I could do it. I don’t know that I could keep my sense of humor the way you have. Hell, I don’t even think I’d be able to be around people. I’m sure I’d assume they’re all killers just waiting for their moment to murder me.”

      I laugh softly and look at the dark brown Asahi bottle in my hand. I, too, sometimes wonder how I’ve managed to keep my sense of humor and general belief in the good in people through all I’ve seen. Through all I’ve experienced and endured in life. But then I remind myself that for every atrocity I’ve seen and every act of evil I’ve witnessed, I’ve seen ten more acts of courage and compassion, of kindness and humanity.

      “I truly believe there are more good people than bad in this world,” I tell him. “I’ve seen it in action. Look at you for instance.”

      “What about me?”

      “What you do. You help people. You save lives,” I say.

      “That’s my job.”

      “It’s a job you didn’t have to take. I seem to recall you once telling me you went into medicine because you wanted to help people,” I reply.

      He laughs softly. “I thought I was the only one allowed to throw your words back in your face.”

      “Yeah, that’s not how it works.”

      “The big difference though is that I don’t have to see the things you do. I get somebody who needs to be patched up, I do it. You actually have to get into the minds of these monsters. You have to marinate in that evil,” he says. “How can that not leave a lasting stain on you? And after what you went through as a kid? I’m surprised you’re not one of those creeps out there offing other people left and right.”

      I frown and look down at the table, doing my best to keep my emotions in check. He’s not wrong in that what I endured as a kid, combined with this job and the things I see daily, takes a toll. It sometimes puts me in a really dark place and there are times I sometimes wonder if I can keep doing it.

      “What is that old saying? When you stare into the abyss, the abyss stares back into you?” he asks. “What you do… it doesn’t get much more abyss-like than that.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I don’t take life advice from an old dead guy like Friedrich Nietzsche,” I say with a laugh.

      As bad as the things I see and as horrible as the monsters who do them are, I think about the people we’ve saved. About the evil we’ve taken off the streets. I think about the fact that the job we do… really makes a difference in the world. And when I think about that, any hesitation or regret evaporates almost instantly. There is nothing in this world that I’d rather be doing than what I’m doing right now.

      “Have you looked into your parents’ murder lately?” he asks.

      The question hits me out of the blue. It seems like a really strange thing to ask. I cock my head and stare at him for a moment.

      “Where did that come from?” I reply.

      “I was just thinking about things. You joined the FBI because of what happened to your folks, right?”

      I nod. “Pretty much.”

      “I guess I was kind of wondering what was going to happen if you solved their murders?” he asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just… there’s some part of me that wonders if once you solved their murders if you would lose your taste for what you’re doing,” he goes on. “And if you did, if you’d find something else to do with your life. Something less… bloody. And definitely something less dangerous.”

      I sit back in my seat and drain the last of my beer. It’s a strange thought to have, but I guess I can see why he’d have it. If my parent’s murder is what fueled me to join the Bureau, is the fact that it remains unsolved what keeps me going? It almost feels like he’s asking if I’m actually trying to solve it. Would that fire inside of me burn out if I did? I don’t think so. As if I need that to keep me going.

      Like I said, it’s a really strange thought to have, but I guess it makes sense from a certain perspective. And It makes me wonder why he’s asking about it. Or why he’s been asking about the state of my investigation into my parents’ deaths more lately. As I listen to him now, openly wondering about the toll it takes on my soul, and the danger of my job, I can’t help but wonder if it’s because he’s back-door asking about the state of our relationship.

      Which－because I tend to overthink everything－leads me to wonder if he’s thinking about something more permanent between us, where that would be a concern. It’s almost like he wants to know how much of a mess I am now, and how much of a mess I’ll be in the future if I keep doing this job. It’s almost as if he’s putting out feelers for something way more serious than this… whatever this is right now.

      It’s a thought that sends a current of fear running through me as thick as any unsub I’ve ever faced. The idea of something more permanent isn’t something I’ve ever really considered before. And to be honest, I don’t know what I think of that. I don’t know how it fits into my life. Or if it even does.

      But the answer to the question is simple. I’m not open to giving up my job. I look at him, a wan smile on my lips, not knowing what the answer I’m about to give will do to him, or to whatever it is that we have between us right now. But I owe it to him, to be honest.

      “This is who I am, Mark. I am the job,” I tell him. “And there isn’t anything I would rather be doing with my life.”

      He drains his bottle and nods. “I somehow knew you were going to say that.”

      The silence that descends over us all of a sudden is deafening.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “What? Are you serious?” Astra gasps. “You think he was talking about marriage?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. It just seemed really odd that he’d ask about my parents and whether solving their murder would make me think about leaving the job,” I reply. “Maybe I’m reading too much into things. I mean, I’ve been known to do that now and again.”

      She gets up and quickly closes the door to my office, then retakes her seat across from me. Astra leans forward, her elbows on her knees, staring me in the eye. A small smile shadows her lips.

      “Now and again? Try all the time.”

      “Not helping,” I say with a laugh. “But isn’t it weird?”

      “Yeah, it’s weird. But your instincts are usually pretty spot-on,” she points out. “If you think he was kind of low key asking about marriage, I’d say he probably was.”

      “That’s what scares me.”

      “Why does it scare you? He’s gorgeous. He’s a doctor. You like him,” Astra says. “Why would you even hesitate?”

      I lean back in my chair and let out a long breath. “I just don’t think I’m the marrying type, Astra. I don’t think that’s in the cards for me.”

      “Why not?”

      I shrug. “It’s complicated,” I reply. “But the fact that he is feeling me out about leaving the Bureau to marry him is bothering me. It bothers me a lot.”

      “Did he actually say leave the Bureau? Did those words actually come out of his mouth?” she presses.

      “Well… no,” I admit. “But the suggestion seemed to be implicit in his words and his questions. I mean, doing something else with my life? What else could that possibly mean other than that?”

      She frowns and shakes her head. “I don’t know, to be honest. But he’s a good guy, Blake. Genuinely good guys don’t grow on trees.”

      “They must since you managed to snag one,” I crack with a grin.

      “Shut up,” she laughs. “I’m serious, though. Mark is a good guy. And he seems to care about you a lot.”

      I lean forward in my seat again. “Tell me this: would you give up this job if Benjamin asked you to?”

      Astra opens her mouth to reply but then bites back whatever words were sitting on the tip of her tongue. She sits back in her seat and folds her hands in her lap.

      “That’s what I thought. You’d no more give this up than I can,” I tell her. “I’m not the housewife type. Every square inch of me is married to this job. Just like you.”

      She sighs. “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. First, he hasn’t asked you to marry him.”

      “This is true.”

      “And he hasn’t asked you to leave the job… even as a condition of marrying him,” she goes on.

      “This is also true.”

      “And even if he did, it’s not necessarily that he’d expect you to be a housewife, either. Maybe he just thinks you might want a career change.”

      “Okay, okay, I get it.”

      “So stop overthinking things that may or may not actually come to pass.”

      I laugh. “That’s fair.”

      “Until then, just enjoy being with him, doing that thing you do, and we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” she says.

      “I can do that.”

      She looks at me and smiles. “I swear to God, tracking down serial killers is so much easier than dealing with your love life.”

      I laugh. “Speaking of which, let’s get out there and do our jobs.”

      “Do we have to? Can’t we just go for mani-pedis and mimosas instead?”

      “As tempting as that is, I’d like to catch this guy before he kills again.”

      “If he sticks to his timeline, we’ve got almost a year,” she offers with a smile.

      “Do you want to roll the dice that he’s going to stick to his timeline?”

      “You’re such a wet blanket.”

      “That’s me,” I say.

      We both get to our feet and head out into the bullpen where Mo and Rick both look up from their computers. Astra drops into the chair at her workstation and spins around. I look over at Rick.

      “Where are we on the nexus?” I ask. “Have you found any commonalities between our victims?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing so far. I’m digging deeper, but these women did not run in the same social circles.”

      “Okay, keep digging. There has to be overlap somewhere,” I tell him. “Our unsub ran across them somewhere.”

      “It could just be that he’s picking them at random,” Astra offers.

      “I hope not. If that turns out to be the case, it’s going to be almost impossible to catch him,” I say, then turn to Mo. “Mo, I want you to run another search. I want you to see if there is anybody common to our victims. Anybody whose name appears in all of their lives.”

      “On it,” she says.

      I walk over to the whiteboard and grab the black marker, deciding it’s time to start putting things in writing. I wipe the board clean and pause to consider it for a moment. The first thing I do is write down the names of all of the victims in the order they were found and some basic information on one half of the board.

      Sara Masters - abducted from Seattle, body found in Tukwila.

      Holly Brown - abducted from Renton, dumped outside of Algona.

      Brianna Sheridan - abducted from Maple Valley, dumped outside of Issaquah.

      Maggie Neighbors - abducted from Seattle, dumped outside of Milton.

      Hilary Jacobs - abducted from Enumclaw, dumped outside of Tacoma.

      Deanna Spiller - abducted from Duvall, dumped in Seattle.

      Sylvia Benoit - abducted from Seattle, dumped outside Bothell.

      And below that list, I write the name Cassie Cooper - abducted from Seattle, followed by a question mark. Then, at the bottom of the board, I write the name Brad Sunderland - abducted from Seattle, dumped in Caribou Pass. He’s the outlier in the group. But he’s the reason we have a case at all.

      When I’m done writing, I step back and look at the board. Astra whistles, a frown crossing her lips. I have to agree with her unspoken sentiment. Knowing our unsub killed seven women is one thing. Seeing it written out in black and white is something else entirely. I can’t explain it adequately, but it somehow makes it all the more real. It always does.

      I draw a line down the middle of the board, separating the names from the clean half. I stare at the other half, empty for now, and order my thoughts. I turn to Astra and purse my lips, considering. From the corner of my eye, I see Mo looking at us, watching. Absorbing. Learning.

      “Seven different victims. Seven different dump locations,” Astra says. “Our guy certainly gets around.”

      “I’ve got to think it’s a forensic countermeasure,” I say. “Some of those bodies end up in the Seattle ME’s office, others in the King County ME’s office. With bodies crossing all those town lines, it’s going to foul things up.”

      “He’s smart. Methodical,” Astra notes.

      “And he knows how to screw up an investigation,” Mo says.

      “Are you thinking he’s got a law enforcement background?” Astra asks.

      I shake my head. “It’s possible, but it doesn’t feel like law enforcement to me.”

      Mo cocks her head. “I keep going back to what you said about the cuts being so surgical and precise. It’s making me think his background is in medicine rather than law enforcement.”

      I nod. “That’s the way I’m leaning too. Or at least somebody who has some training. It’s the amputation of the fingers that’s bothering me.”

      “But I’m stuck on his forensic countermeasures,” Astra presses. “The bleach, dropping bodies in different towns… he has some knowledge of how criminal investigations work. Which brings me back to law enforcement.”

      “To be fair,” Rick calls from his workstation. “You can pick up most of that stuff on TV these days. Swear to God, TV programs are like how-to guides these days.”

      That gives us all a good laugh. I can’t say he’s wrong though. Crime procedurals on television these days usually have somebody in that field advising them to increase the realism. Of course there are still many improbabilities and things that are just flat out false, but there’s a lot they get right as well. The information you can glean from TV these days in the name of entertainment is staggering. And helpful to any would-be serial killer, sadly enough.

      “The other thing is that he’s got to be fit,” I go on. “Maybe not a total gym rat, but somebody who is fit enough to carry a hundred and twenty pounds of dead weight on an upward path that’s rocky and unstable in some spots.”

      “That’s terrific news,” Astra says. “How hard can it be to find somebody who looks like The Rock working in a local ER?”

      I flash her a grin. “Sounds like your ideal man.”

      “Nah, I’ve got my ideal man already.”

      I roll my eyes. “Stop, I’m going into sugar shock.”

      Astra laughs as I walk over to the whiteboard. We need to get a working profile together if we’re going to track this guy down. We could always use more data, but I think we’ve finally got enough to get started and we can refine it as we go along. I start to write, speaking as I do.

      “We’re looking for a white male. I’d put him in his early-to-mid forties,” I say.

      “How do you figure that?” Mo asks.

      “Sounds like somebody needs to do a little more of her Profiling 101 homework,” Astra cracks.

      Mo laughs and rolls her eyes. “I’m working on it.”

      I turn to her. “We have a preferential offender. Most preferential offenders will stick with their race. His victims are white, so the chances are good that he is as well,” I tell her. “As far as his age goes, we know his kills go back almost a decade. The ages of his victims haven’t changed over those ten years. He seems locked into that one age group even though he himself has aged. So, I think we can assume that if he was roughly around the same age grouping as his victims were when he started to kill, then add almost a decade to it, he’s probably in his early-to-mid forties.”

      Mo sits back in her seat and lets everything I said sink into her head. I can see her processing it, taking it all in. She’s got a mind like a sponge and seems eager to keep learning more and more. Mo is starting to loosen up and carve her niche into our team. She’s certainly quite a bit more animated now than she was when she first got here, which is great. I think our team is starting to come together.

      “All right, so white male. Early-to-mid forties. Physically fit and has some working knowledge of forensics and criminal investigations. Also has a working knowledge of surgical procedures,” I say. “What else?”

      “I’d say he has a truck or a van,” Astra offers. “He’s got to be able to transport the victims without being seen. And I doubt you can do that in a Corvette.”

      “Excellent point,” I say, adding it to the list on the board. “He’s also most likely got a large home that’s in a secluded area.”

      “Reason?” Mo asks.

      “If he’s keeping these women for up to a year, he has to be able to keep them somewhere private. Can’t do that in a tract home or apartment building. You have to assume these women can and will scream bloody murder,” Astra says. “Which means he’s got to have a place he can keep them where they can scream until their throat is raw and nobody’s going to hear them.”

      Mo nods and scratches a couple of notes in her notebook. Astra sits up a little straighter, a proud smile on her face as if she likes being in the role of a mentor.

      “Okay, that all makes sense,” Mo says. “But what is his deal with redheads? Did some redhead do something horrible to him in the past or something?”

      I shake my head. “No, this isn’t revenge. Remember that he’s wooing them,” I say. “The roses, the fancy meals. It’s courtship.”

      “Which means he very likely lost somebody very dear to him,” Astra picks up where I left off. “The women he’s killing are surrogates for that woman he lost. In his mind, they are becoming her replacement.”

      Mo frowns. “But if he’s courting them, why is he killing them?”

      “Because for whatever reason, they don’t live up to his standards. They very likely do something to shatter the fantasy he’s created around them, and he no longer sees them in that romantic role anymore,” I say. “Of course, I can’t imagine the vics themselves are likely to take a shine to a guy who kidnapped them and chained them up, either. When they become too much for him to deal with, he dumps them.”

      “But because they did mean something to him, he still takes care of them when he kills them and disposes of their bodies,” Astra says. “It’s a form of showing remorse, which indicates feelings of intimacy.”

      “So, he keeps them for all that time, courting them, and then he reaches a point where he knows it’s not going to work and likely withdraws from them as he scouts his replacement,” I say. “And when he’s found her, he kills the current one, and replaces her with the new one.”

      “Out with the old, in with the new,” Astra mutters.

      “That’s… screwed up,” Mo says quietly. “Like, really screwed up.”

      “But why November third?” Rick asks.

      I turn to him. “That date is significant to him. It’s very likely the day he suffered his loss. That date is sacred to him, and perhaps he thinks that by choosing a new companion on that date, the woman he lost is somehow blessing him.”

      “That is nuts,” Rick says. “That makes no sense in the real world.”

      Astra shrugs. “It only needs to make sense to him.”

      “That’s good,” Mo nods. “All of that is really good. I think I learned more from you guys today than in all of the books I’ve read to this point.”

      “There’s something to be said for practical knowledge and the application of it. Sometimes, hands-on experience is a better teacher than all the textbooks in the world,” I tell her. “I know I learned more by doing than by reading.”

      “Blake likes to say that because she can’t read very well,” Astra cracks.

      I laugh and shrug. “Yeah, but it sounds good.”

      “Ladies, all I have to say is that y’all are scary,” Rick pipes up. “The way you can break somebody down like that… it’s scary.”

      Astra gives him the evil eye. “That’s right. Be afraid, little man. Be afraid.”

      That gets us all laughing and the feeling of camaraderie among us has never been higher. Yeah, this team is definitely coming together, and I’m liking it. I’m liking it a lot. But I’ll like it even more when put this killer down.
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      The Emerald Bean Coffee House; Downtown Seattle

      “I like Mo,” I say. “I think she’s coming around. I think she’ll be a good one.”

      Astra takes a sip of her coffee and nods. “She needs some work, but yeah, she seems like she’s starting to come around.”

      “And look at you, becoming a mentor to her,” I say. “Neither that, nor you settling down with a man, were on my bingo card.”

      “Life is just full of surprises, isn’t it?” she says.

      I laugh. “That it is.”

      After we left the shop, Astra and I stopped at the Bean for a cup and to talk a bit more. The shop is about half full at the moment, with mostly teens and college-aged kids bent over their laptops, banging away on their keyboards. It’s strangely quiet and subdued inside, the lights are dim, and the air is saturated with the aroma of coffee and chocolate.

      The Bean has been one of our favorite haunts for quite a while. Outside of Barnaby’s, this is one of the places we frequent most often. This is where we come to talk without being overheard or bothered by men who think they’re charming and clever enough to get into our pants. Or rather, into Astra’s pants, since I’m usually invisible when we’re out together.

      The Bean is a place where we can just relax and let our hair down a bit. And if I’m being honest, I much prefer spending time here than at a bar. It’s quieter and the pace is a bit slower. We often have our biggest breakthroughs and come up with our best theories while we’re sitting here just talking.

      “So what’s wrong with you?” Astra asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      She gives me a look and a crooked smile. “I know you, Blake. Don’t think I don’t know when there’s somethin’ cookin’ in that big brain of yours.”

      I laugh. “There’s always something cooking in my big brain.”

      “True. But you don’t always look this unsettled.”

      “I don’t look unsettled.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You look totally unsettled. So what is it that’s got your brain all twisted up like a pretzel?”

      I take a sip of my coffee and sit back in my seat. “The profile.”

      “What about it? I think it’s relatively solid.”

      “Yeah. But we’re still missing something. It just doesn’t feel… complete.”

      Astra nods. “Yeah, I was kinda thinking that too.”

      “So what is it?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I feel like we covered all the bases. I think it’s a good working profile.”

      “Yeah. Maybe,” I say. “But where do we start looking for this unsub? It’s like you said, needle meet haystack.”

      She frowns. “This isn’t going to be easy. But then, it rarely is.”

      “It’d be a lot easier if we knew where these women’s lives intersected with the killer. I don’t want to believe it was just random. I want to believe there was some intersection point common to the victims and the unsub.”

      “You know the probability is high that it was random though, right?” she says. “It would be way too easy if it wasn’t, and you know life doesn’t work that way.”

      A rueful smile touches my lips. “It would be nice if life, God, the Universe, or whatever, worked in our favor for a change.”

      “It would be nice. But that wouldn’t be realistic,” she acknowledges.

      “And because our guy is so all over the place, never dropping a body in the same town twice, it’s impossible to nail down a geographic profile,” I say.

      “Like I said, life is never that easy.”

      I sit back and take a drink of my coffee, letting my mind spin through everything we’ve talked about today. Let it continue working the profile. I think it’s the fact that we have no direction here that’s bothering me the most. Not having any sort of geographic location to start looking is what’s missing. And it’s a big piece of the puzzle. But this guy is careful. Methodical.

      “Because this guy is so smooth and so well versed in forensic countermeasures, I keep coming back to the idea that this guy is connected to law enforcement in some way,” Astra says. “I don’t think you can get that slick just by watching TV shows.”

      “Probably not. But shows are sophisticated these days.”

      “Not that sophisticated.”

      “But how do you explain the surgical precision of the cut across the carotid and the amputation of the fingers?” I say. “I don’t see many rank and file cops having the know-how to properly amputate body parts.”

      Astra looks down into her coffee cup. She has no answer for that. But I have no answer for half a dozen different things. As solid as I feel like our profile is, I know there are some things that are missing. Questions left hanging open. And I’m not entirely sure how to go about answering them right now.

      She is right, though. This guy’s experience with forensic countermeasures is suggestive of somebody who’s familiar with law enforcement and criminal investigative procedure. I want to think there’s something there. Something relevant about somebody who’s taken the time and put in the effort to study forensics and investigative procedure. Something more than a man who simply wanted to be conversant with those subjects to become a better killer.

      I know in theory, we have about ten months to find Cassie Cooper. Assuming the unsub holds to his timeline. And given that he has for the last seven years, there’s no reason to think it will change now. But I also know that every single day she spends in captivity, the damage done to her will multiply exponentially. In ten months, Cassie might be damaged beyond repair. Forever. That’s why it’s imperative we get her away from this creep. Soon.

      But where do we begin? Where do we start looking for her?

      “So what’s our next move?” Astra asks.

      I sigh. “I don’t know yet. I just don’t know yet.”
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      Residence of the Unsub; Location Unknown

      

      I walk down the stairs and into the basement. Cassie is sitting on the sofa staring at the television even though it’s not on. She seems lost in thought and barely acknowledges me as I pass by. She’s been like this for days now. She’s just existing in this sort of stupor. This dark, angry stupor. And it’s really starting to annoy me.

      I walk over to the table and look at the tray from this morning. She had picked at it but barely ate anything. It’s like she’s eating the bare minimum to survive. That, too, has been going on for days.

      I slide open the dumbwaiter door and pull the tray with her dinner out and set it on the table, then pick up her breakfast tray and put it into the dumbwaiter and send it back up.

      “You really need to eat, Cassie. You need to keep your strength up,” I tell her.

      She says nothing so I turn and head back toward the stairs. But then she stops me before I get there.

      “I’m sorry,” she says softly.

      I turn around and face her. She looks at me with her wide green eyes, her lips quivering.

      “You’ve been so kind to me, and I’ve been so terrible to you,” she says. “I’ve behaved poorly. Treated you so badly. I just want you to know that I’m sorry.”

      My hand on the rail, I hesitate at the foot of the stairs. She sounds so sincere, and her expression is so earnest, I feel a familiar stutter in my heart as I look at her. I want to believe her. Want to believe that she’s seen the error of her ways and that she truly is coming to appreciate me. That she truly wants to be my companion in this life.

      The way she’s looking at me stirs something deep inside of me. I can feel the embers of my feeling for her beginning to flare up with new life. This is what I’ve been waiting for. Hoping for.

      Ever since the night of our disagreement, I’ve been waiting for Cassie to come back to me. Of her own accord. I’ve left her alone and given her the space she obviously needed, hoping against all hope that she would realize her own feelings for me.

      And now I want to believe that it’s happening.

      “Do you mean that?” I ask.

      She nods. “I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, and I see that you’ve been trying to give me a better life. You’ve been exposing me to things, the finer things, that I never would have gotten to appreciate in my life… before you.”

      I try but can’t quite keep the smile from stretching across my face. “That’s exactly right. I wanted to give you a better life. I wanted to show you what it was like to have a man cherish you the way you should be cherished. I wanted you to have the finer things, Cassie.”

      I knew she’d come around. I knew it was only a matter of time before she realized what it is I’m offering her in exchange for her companionship. I was right about her. I knew I was right about her. The others all had some fatal flaw. The others all had some quirk of their personality that doomed our relationship from the start. I always missed it at first, and it only became apparent later, when things were already on a downward spiral. I see that now.

      But from the moment I laid eyes on Cassie, I knew she was different. I knew there was something special about her. It was like my Debbie was there, standing right next to me, telling me that Cassie was the one. That she was the right one to help fill that empty void in my heart and soul. It was like Debbie had guided me to her, telling me that Cassie was the right girl for me.

      “W－will you have dinner with me tonight?” Cassie asks.

      “Dinner?”

      Her smile is faltering but seems warm and sincere as she nods. “Yes. I would like to dine with you tonight to make up for my bad behavior the other night,” she says. “I’d like to show you that I’ve changed. I’m ready to accept the kindness and generosity you’ve shown me. I want to do everything I can to make up for my bad behavior.”

      There is a cynical and jaded voice in the back of my mind telling me that this is all a ruse. A ploy to gain my trust. Cassie is simply trying to play me to get me to lower my defenses, and when they’re down, she’s going to strike. Maybe she’s even going to try to kill me.

      But when I look into her eyes, I don’t see how that could be possible. She looks so sincere. So earnest. When I look at her, I see nothing but sincerity in her gaze and hear it in her voice. Cassie looks at me, practically begging me with her eyes, pleading for a second chance.

      “If you unlock this shackle, I’ll put on a pretty dress－”

      A shot of adrenaline courses through me and that cynical voice in the back of my mind starts to speak louder, becoming a shout in an instant.

      “Unlock your shackle? I don’t know, Cassie－”

      “Just long enough for me to get dressed for a proper dinner,” she says. “You can lock me back up when I finish dressing. I only want to prove myself to you. Prove to you that I’m worthy of the love and care you’ve shown me.”

      My heart is thundering in my chest. My every nerve ending feels like it’s on fire. Debbie is whispering in my ear, telling me that love is about taking chances. Taking risks. She’s telling me that when it comes to matters of the heart, sometimes you need to take a leap of faith. After all, I never would have gotten Debbie if I hadn’t taken that leap of faith.

      “All right,” I say. “Would you like dinner from Francelli’s? Have the meal we didn’t get to eat before?”

      “That sounds wonderful,” she smiles. “I’ll be sure to put on something really nice for our special night together.”

      She lays a hand against my cheek, her eyes locked onto mine, and I lean into her touch. Savoring it. She’s so perfect. So special. Pulling the keys out of my pocket, I lean down and unlock her shackle, then sit up again, my gaze still fixed on hers.

      “I’ll go and order dinner,” I say.

      Her smile melts my heart.

      “Then I’ll get dressed,” I say as I get to my feet. “I have a really good feeling about tonight.”

      She gives me a playful grin. “I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship.”

      I laugh to myself as I walk up the stairs, suddenly feeling a lot better about things than I have in a few days.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “You are going to want to kiss me,” Rick announces as he bursts into the shop.

      “I think I speak for everybody when I say, it’s pretty safe to say that’s probably never going to happen,” Astra teases.

      Rick hustles over to his workstation and drops his bag on the ground, then flips on his computers, waiting for them to boot up. There is a manic tension radiating off of him as he sits there, tapping his foot on the floor and drumming his fingers on the desktop of his workstation.

      “So, I couldn’t sleep last night. I battle insomnia sometimes, it’s not unusual,” he starts. “My brain was just running, running, running like a hamster on a wheel－”

      “Dude. Did you forget to take your meds this morning?” Astra asks sarcastically.

      “No, in fact, I did not,” he replies, very seriously.

      “Okay, so then how many espressos have you had this morning?” Mo asks.

      “Four. No, five,” he says. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because you’re way more spastic than usual,” Astra says.

      “Entirely possible. But the espressos were necessary since I didn’t get any sleep last night,” he replies. “Anyway, the way I settle my mind down when I get hit with insomnia is by doing something tedious, and/or monotonous. And in this case, doing my deep dive into the victims and looking for that nexus you asked me to find was both tedious and monotonous. It’s funny, you wouldn’t expect this stuff to feel monotonous but after a while you start to recognize patterns. Like little pieces of puzzles you can throw together in different ways. More like a Rubik’s Cube I guess than a puzzle. Because there are lots of ways to look at it from different angles.”

      He’s talking so fast, I honestly don’t know how I’m keeping up with him. I’ve never seen him this hyper or manic before. Frankly, it’s a little disturbing. He’s just all over the board and yet, he’s still managing to make some sense. I don’t know how, but he is. I’d be impressed if he wasn’t freaking me out so much.

      “Anyway, I wasn’t finding anything in the traditional way. I hit all of their socials, dug through their credit card receipts, and was searching for some common denominator between them all,” he goes on.

      “And did you find one?” I ask.

      “No, not that way,” he says. “So I asked myself, what would Blake Wilder do?”

      “Well, there’s your first mistake,” Astra says, flashing me a grin.

      “It’s entirely possible. I mean, if anybody finds out what I did, I could be in trouble. Like jail time trouble,” he says. “But I was so cracked out of my mind last night that it seemed like a good idea－”

      “Rick,” I cut him off. He looks over at me. “Relax. Take a deep breath. In fact, take two or three. Calm yourself down. You’re talking a thousand miles a minute.”

      He does as I say, closing his eyes and takes several deep breaths, letting them out slowly. But when he opens his eyes, I can still see they’re dilated and he’s still completely amped up. But he makes an effort to slow down as he speaks.

      “So, in keeping with the spirit of this unit and our looser approach to the rules, I had an idea last night,” he says.

      “There’s your second mistake,” Astra adds.

      “Since I wasn’t finding anything through the usual channels, I decided to hack into their cell phones,” he goes on as if Astra hadn’t said anything. “All phones have GPS, so I used their geotags to construct a map. I was only able to get the information for the last five. I couldn’t get the data for the first three victims. But I think five gives us a good picture of what we’re looking for.”

      “Anyway, I overlaid the geotag data for the last five victims and it turns out that all five of them had visited the University of Washington Medical Center about a month prior to their abduction. And I’d be willing to bet if we had access to their medical records, we’d find the same pattern held true for the first three victims.”

      Astra and I exchange a look as a stunned silence falls over the bullpen. Even Rick seems to have run out of steam as he slumps back in his chair, looking worn out. I guess the espressos are already wearing off. I can’t help but be impressed with him, though. Not only did he do tremendous work, but he actually bent the rules, which was something I never thought he’d do. For his rebellious spirit, he’s very much a color-inside-the-lines kind of guy.

      “That’s too big of a coincidence to ignore,” Astra says. I can’t help but hear the excitement in her voice.

      “You know how I feel about coincidences,” I reply.

      “So what are we going to do?”

      “The first thing we need to do is find out if the first three victims were at that hospital,” I say.

      I want to kick myself for not thinking of it earlier and am glad that Rick had the idea. He very well may have found the missing piece to the puzzle. If the pattern holds with the first three victims, then that is the link between them all. And that is pretty compelling evidence that our unsub is an employee at the hospital. That fits with our profile.

      My body is humming with electricity and my belly is churning with excitement. I want to believe that we’re closing in on our unsub. Hopefully soon we can bring his reign of terror to a crashing halt and get him off the streets. For good. But first things first. We need to verify that the pattern holds. If it doesn’t, we may find ourselves back at square one.

      “Rick, that is fantastic work. Really, really good stuff,” I tell him.

      “Thanks, boss.”

      “Go home. Take the day and get some sleep,” I say. “If we need you, we’ll call you. But seriously, go get some rest.”

      “On it,” he replies.

      “Mo, I’d like you to start compiling a list of employees at the hospital,” I say. “Limit the scope of the files to the parameters in our profile only.”

      “You got it.”

      I turn to Astra. “Let’s go cross our t’s and dot our i’s.”

      Astra grins. “Let’s do it.”
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      Residence of Mike & Stacy Masters; Roosevelt District, Seattle

      “Let me just say again that we’re so very sorry for your loss, Mr. And Mrs. Masters,” I say. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you’ve gone through.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Masters murmurs.

      Even now, years after her daughter’s disappearance and murder, the pain on her face is as fresh and excruciating today as I’m sure it was back then. She’s still in absolute agony.

      “I don’t understand,” Mr. Masters frowns. “What is this all about?”

      We’re sitting in the living room of Mike and Stacy Masters, parents of Sara Masters, the first victim of our unsub. Their home is a spacious three-story Victorian design with high gables, peaks, and plenty of wrought iron. It sits in a nice, upper middle-class neighborhood. The decor is tasteful, and the walls are filled with black and white photographs shot by local artists. I recognize some of the shots as framed photos I have on my own walls at home.

      “The man who took your daughter,” I start, “we believe we’ve had a break in the case and we just need to confirm a few pieces of information to be sure.”

      “What kind of information?” Mr. Masters asks.

      Mike and Stacy are sitting side by side on the loveseat, their knees touching, their hands clasped together as if they’re drawing strength from one another. And perhaps they are. I can’t possibly begin to guess the pain of losing a child, nor the toll it takes on a couple, but if the expressions are their faces are any indication, it’s immense. Even after all these years, it seems to be overwhelming to them. Which makes me feel like a schmuck for having to do what we’re doing right now.

      I think this might be part of the reason I’m so hesitant when it comes to settling down and starting a family. Talk about things getting real. But I know the horrors in this world, and the depravity of humanity, better than almost anybody. I admit that because of what I do, my view of people is incredibly jaded. I see killers everywhere. It’s one of the hazards of the job.

      Maybe Mark was right. Maybe I am gazing too much into the abyss.

      “Specifically, we need to know if your daughter was a patient at the UW Medical Center about a month before she was taken,” Astra says.

      Mr. and Mrs. Masters share a look, then turn back to us. She buries her face against his shoulder, and I can see the tears tracking down her cheeks. Mr. Masters remains stoic. His jaw is clenched but his eyes are haunted. There is an anger simmering beneath the surface that’s not hard to see.

      I can’t imagine what it’s like to have that wound ripped open again after all these years. If there were any other way to get the information, I would have done it in a heartbeat. But with the cell phone data purged, and our inability to get to any relevant medical files, there’s no other way to get it than by going to the source.

      “No, Sara wasn’t in the hospital,” he says, his voice carrying a tone of dejection. “She was a healthy girl. She didn’t spend a day in the hospital in her life.”

      And just like that, the balloon of excitement that had been forming inside of me pops. If Sara was never in the hospital, then the unsub obviously didn’t cross paths with her there, meaning it’s not the nexus point we’ve been looking for.

      “What information do you have?”

      I look up to see Mrs. Masters looking at me, her eyes shining with hope. She’s obviously never going to get her daughter back, so the next best thing she can hope for is that Sara’s killer is caught and punished. That’s about the only thing she can cling to anymore. And I hate to steal that away from her.

      “We believed that the man who took your daughter crossed paths with her at the med center. Several of the victims were there about a month prior to their－”

      Mr. Masters cocks his head and looks hard at me. “Wait a minute, several of the victims? You mean, there’s more than Sara?”

      Astra and I exchange a look, her expression saying clearly that this question is mine to field. Sometimes, being the one in charge sucks.

      “Yes, sir,” I nod. “Sara was the first, but seven more have come after. We’re investigating now because he currently has another girl.”

      Mr. Masters’ face grows dark and tight. Mrs. Masters leans forward, buries her face in her hands, and begins to sob. I can tell this is obviously news to them. It seems that the SPD has not kept them abreast of the investigation at all. Surprise, surprise.

      I suppose it could be argued that given the numerous statements from Mr. and Mrs. Masters on file already, along with all of the investigative notes in the murder books, the task force didn’t actually need to speak with them. But I would think that out of professional courtesy, and also to let them know that Sara has not been forgotten and that they are continuing to pursue justice for her, that they would have given them a call, just to update them.

      I clear my throat. “So, am I to understand that nobody from the Seattle police department has spoken with you?”

      “No. Nobody has said anything to us,” he says, his voice hard. “And you’re sitting here telling me that seven other girls were taken after our Sara?”

      “It appears that way, Mr. Masters,” I say. “We received the case recently and are going back through everything with fresh eyes.”

      “This is unbelievable,” he snaps. “Our daughter is the first victim of a serial killer and she’s just… discarded. Thrown away. Nobody thought it important to give us a call and tell us about any of this.”

      Technically speaking, the SPD wasn’t under any obligation to keep them up to speed when they formed the task force. But, as far as I’m concerned, it would have been the right thing to do, if for no other reason than to let them know that Sara hasn’t been forgotten. I’m not going to say that though, since I’m not here trying to open old wounds any more than I have to, nor am I here to make the department look bad. They’re doing that just fine on their own on that count.

      “Well, I’m here to tell you that we are looking into this, Mr. and Mrs. Masters. Your daughter has not been forgotten and we are still seeking justice for her,” I say softly.

      Mr. Masters’ expression softens slightly, but he still looks angry. And I don’t necessarily blame him.

      “So, you’re sure that Sara wasn’t at the med center prior to her abduction?” Astra asks one last time.

      He shakes his head. “No, I’m certain. She never had to be hospitalized.”

      Just as that crushing weight of disappointment started to descend on me, Mrs. Masters sits up, a flicker of something on her face. I lean forward, my eyes locked onto hers. I can see her struggling to recall something and I silently will the memory to come to her.

      “What is it, Mrs. Masters?” I ask.

      “I was just trying to recall… her best friend Nadia was in the hospital around the time our Sara disappeared. She’d been in a car accident,” she says. “And I’m pretty certain it was in early October.”

      “You’re certain of that time frame?” Astra asks.

      Mrs. Masters screws up her face. It’s such a small detail and it was so long ago, I would understand if she couldn’t remember, but I’m really hoping she can tease the memory out of herself.

      “No, I’m sure of it,” she finally says. “The accident was just after Nadia’s birthday, which is in late September. She was in the hospital right after that, which would have been early October.”

      Mr. Masters is looking off into the distance for a moment, but then he seems to come back to himself, the light of a recognized memory shining in his eyes too.

      “She’s right,” he says. “I remember Sara was so shaken up about it. She and Nadia grew up together. They were practically sisters. Nadia’s accident had her more rattled than I’ve ever seen her before. I totally forgot about that until now.”

      And just like that, the balloon of excitement starts to re-inflate. Just when I thought the momentum of our case was about to peter out, it’s back on track and flying along like a bullet train.

      “Does that help, you Agent Wilder?”

      “More than you know. Thank you both for your help,” I tell him. “And I’m sorry to dredge up such painful memories. Please believe me when I say, I wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

      “Just take this bastard down, Agents,” Mr. Masters says. “Please get justice for our daughter.”

      “We’re going to do just that, Mr. Masters,” I say.

      And I hope against all hope that I can keep that promise.
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      University of Washington Medical Center; Seattle, WA

      Before heading back to the shop, Astra and I decide to swing by the med center to have a look around. We want to get a feel for the place, and also to discreetly deliver our profile to a couple of the nurses, hoping that maybe they’ll recognize somebody and will be able to point us in the right direction. I know it’s a long shot, but if we can put an end to this right here and now, I’d much rather do that. A long shot is better than no shot.

      We walk through the main doors of the med center and make our way to the duty nurse’s desk. They’re currently being harried by a flock of people who seem content to shout over each other.

      “It’s going to take us forever if we wait for that to clear up,” Astra notes.

      I nod. “Agreed. Let’s start somewhere else.”

      We head to the elevators and step into the car. I look at the list of departments by floor and shrug.

      “Pick a floor,” I say.

      “Let’s try pediatrics.”

      I look over at her. “Is that a subtle hint? Are you trying to tell me something?”

      She cocks her head, comprehension only dawning belatedly. She cackles with laughter and shakes her head.

      “Oh my God, no,” she says with a laugh. “No, I’m not pregnant.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Bite your heathen tongue.”

      I laugh as I push the button for the fifth floor. “Next stop, pediatrics,” I say, “where we will be listening to the sound of Astra’s maternal clock ticking away.”

      She laughs. “God, you suck.”

      The car stops and the bell chimes as the doors slide open. We step out onto the floor and find it far less chaotic than the main floor. We walk down the corridor and make our way over to the nurse’s station. There’s only one nurse there, and she’s in the middle of talking to a very nervous looking man, so we stand back and wait.

      Even dressed in scrubs, with no makeup, and her red hair pulled back into a plain ponytail, she’s a very pretty woman. No more than twenty-five or so, she’s got a milky complexion, wide blue doe eyes, and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. I can’t help but wonder if the unsub has secretly fantasized about locking her away in whatever torture dungeon he has set up.

      When the nervous man finally leaves, we step forward and badge the nurse. Her eyes grow wide and she looks at us like she’s suddenly terrified.

      “Is there a problem, Agents?” she asks.

      “We’re actually looking for somebody and we thought you might be able to help,” I say and glance at her ID badge, clocking her name. “How long have you worked here, Penny?”

      “Oh, a year, maybe a year and a half now.”

      “We want to give you a description of somebody we’re looking for to see if you recognize him. Are you up for that?” Astra asks.

      “Oh. Ummm… sure. I guess?”

      “Good. The man we’re looking for is probably in his early-to-mid forties. He’s white. He’s probably very well educated and has surgical experience,” I say.

      “He’s not going to be overly social. In fact, some might think him cold or aloof. Or just plain odd. Probably has a bit of a superiority complex,” Astra adds.

      A smile crosses Penny’s face as she looks at us. “You just described pretty much every doctor who works here.”

      “Okay well, this man would have suffered a loss, almost a decade ago. The death of a wife or girlfriend, perhaps,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “To be honest, I don’t interact with the doctors much. And I don’t get into their personal lives, so I wouldn’t know about anybody whose wife died or anything like that. I’m really sorry.”

      “That’s all right,” I say. “Thanks for your time.”

      “Strike one,” Astra says as we head back to the elevator.

      We step into the car, and I hit the button for the emergency room.

      “Why there?” she asks.

      “Where else would be better for somebody with a God complex to operate? All those life and death decisions that have to be made,” I offer.

      “Not a bad thought,” she nods. “I think neurosurgery probably fits that bill too.”

      “We’ll go there next,” I say.

      We hit the emergency room floor and manage to corner a woman who looks to be in her forties. She’s got dark, lustrous hair, tawny skin, and dark eyes. Her badge identifies her as Elvia Munoz. And when we badge her, she gives us a look that says she’s unimpressed.

      “How long have you worked here, Ms. Munoz?” I ask.

      “Oh, about fifteen years now.”

      “Excellent.”

      Astra and I deliver the profile and I watch her expressions closely, looking for the slightest hint of recognition. But when we’re done, I see nothing. She just shakes her head.

      “I’m sorry, but that could be almost anybody,” she says. “Hospitals are breeding grounds for arrogant, narcissistic men with God complexes.”

      I laugh softly. “Thank you for your time.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.”

      She bustles off, leaving Astra and I standing there alone. We’re quiet for a few moments, each of us contemplating our next move. I’m realizing that both Elvia and Penny are right. Hospitals do tend to foster that sort of personality. It’s probably hard for somebody not trained to profile the way we are to recognize the traits and signs our unsub would be exhibiting. One narcissistic white guy probably seems like any other to most people. What they don’t see are the pathologies beneath the surface. Not like we do.

      Undeterred though, we set off again and spend the next couple of hours cornering nurses, delivering our profile, and coming up empty. It’s tedious and frustrating work.

      “Well that was time wasted,” Astra sighs.

      “Somebody knows this guy,” I say.

      “Yeah, but they don’t know they know the guy,” she replies.

      “He’s here. I can almost feel it.”

      “Going with the mystical arts now, are we?”

      I shrug. “Hey, whatever works. I’m open to taking these creeps out by any means necessary. Even casting a spell on them.”

      “You and me both, sister,” she says. “Anyway, I don’t think we’re going to get anywhere going at it like this. Let’s head back to the shop and call it a night.”

      “Got a date with Benjamin, huh?”

      She gives me a sly smile. “You are quite the profiler.”

      “Damn straight I am.”

      We head to the elevator back to the main floor to find that there’s still a crowd around the nurse’s station. It’s a different group of people, but like the ones before them, they think the best way to go about things is to shout over one another. I just shake my head. People sometimes make no sense to me.

      I knew this was a long shot, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed that we got no hits. Not even the flicker of recognition. Somebody does know this guy. It’s just a matter of finding that person. I start the car and head back to the shop, quietly pondering what our next move is going to be.
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      University of Washington Medical Center; Seattle, WA

      I watch the two women walk away, curious. There’s something about them that set off the warning bells in my head. I don’t know what it is just yet, or why, but they seemed dangerous to me. There was something predatory about them. It stands out because it’s such a striking contrast.

      They’re both striking, elegant, and beautiful women. They seem soft and delicate on the outside. But there is a hardness underlying their beauty. A toughness that speaks to me of somebody that you don’t want to get on the bad side of. They both look like they could handle themselves if it came down to it. I certainly have no desire to test that. But that doesn’t stop my curiosity from boiling over.

      So, to sate my curiosity, I follow Nurse Righetti into the staff lounge. She’s nestled back into the plush couch, getting off her feet for a while. Thankfully we’re the only two people in the lounge at the moment so I can quietly question her. I walk over and pour myself a cup of coffee, then dress it with some cream and sugar. I lean back against the counter with a sigh and give Nurse Righetti a charming smile.

      “How are things out there for you today?” I ask.

      “Brutal,” she replies. “People are acting like bigger babies today than normal. They’re complaining about everything, and it’s all I can do to not just slap some of these people sometimes.”

      “I hear you. I’m glad I don’t have to deal with that. I sometimes don’t know how you do it. You deserve a medal or something.”

      She laughs. “I’ll settle for a raise.”

      “What were those two women you were talking to complaining about?” I ask, patting myself on the back for working it in so seamlessly.

      “Oh, they weren’t complaining,” she says. “They were FBI agents.”

      “FBI agents?” I ask, feeling a rush of adrenaline flow through me. “What in heavens did they want?”

      “They’re looking for somebody,” she says, then with a laugh, adds, “their description kinda sounded like you, exactly.”

      I join in with her laughter, hoping it doesn’t sound as wooden as it feels coming out of her mouth. But the fact that the FBI is here and is looking for me is absolutely disturbing to me. That’s not good at all. Immediately, I begin to review my history and figure out where I made the mistake that led them here. They never should have been here. Never should have been able to find me.

      And yet, they have.

      I am always so careful. I spend copious amounts of time researching my girls. Preparing for their arrival. I never take shortcuts. Ever. Doing something half-heartedly is a recipe for disaster, so I make sure to go the extra mile when bringing a new companion home. There should have been no way they could have traced me here. What did I do wrong?

      “Huh. That’s interesting,” I say.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Did you happen to catch their names?” I ask.

      “Yeah, the blonde was Wilder, I think. “The brunette was Astra Russo,” she says. “Gorgeous, the both of them. Definitely not what I would have expected an FBI agent to look like, that’s for sure.”

      I laugh politely. “That makes two of us,” I say. “Anyway, I suppose I should be heading back to my basement. Have a good rest of your day.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      I leave the lounge and practically sprint down the corridor, heading for the elevators. I have to force myself to slow down. Running will draw eyes and that’s the last thing I want right now.

      “Calm down,” I mutter to myself.

      Logically speaking, if they knew they were looking for me, I would be in cuffs already. But that makes me curious about this description they have. And how could it possibly sound like me when I’ve never been charged, let alone arrested, for a crime. Ever. I’ve never had so much as a speeding ticket.

      The doors slide open and I walk quickly to my suite of workrooms, pushing through the swinging doors, then go to my desk and sit down. My mind is racing and I’m doing everything I can to remain as calm as I can. The FBI showing up here can only mean one thing: they found Cassie’s ex and connected him to her. But have they connected them to me yet? That’s the million-dollar question.

      I stand up and start to pace the room, my heart racing as fast as my mind. I’ve been so careful. Never leaving any traces of anything. I’ve gotten very good at that over the years. I had to. I am always in control and I am always careful. I know exactly how to destroy forensic evidence and foul up a criminal investigation. And I’ve gotten quite good at it.

      Not that I’ve had to do it often. I’ve been sloppy and out of control exactly once. But that was a decade ago. To clean that up, I had to falsify a report and make what I’d done look like the work of another. Once I’d falsified the report, framing a non-existent person, the die was cast. I had to sweat it out, always worried that somebody would know. I spent many sleepless nights terrified that someone would see through me. That eventually, the police would come for me.

      But nobody ever came. Oh, I was investigated, of course. I was the husband of a homicide victim, so it was standard operating procedure. But knowing the SPD as I do, I was able to use their shoddy, lazy police work against them. When the investigation was over, nobody questioned my story or my findings. Nobody thought I did anything wrong.

      As far as everybody around here is concerned, I’m a good guy. I’m thorough and dedicated to my job. A job I do well. Nobody ever once suspected that I was responsible for the death of my wife. That my regrettable, but momentary lapse in control is what made me a widower.

      Of course I regretted what I did to Debbie in the immediate aftermath. But she had pushed me to the breaking point one night, and I finally snapped. In a blind rage, I punched her. And then kept punching her until there was nothing left. But, so far as the world knows, my Debbie was the victim of a horrible murder. And nobody has ever suspected that it was me who beat her to death with my bare hands.

      Over the years, I’ve become certain that Debbie has forgiven me for what I did that night. I’ve become certain that she has been looking out for me. I really believe she’s part of the reason I’ve never been caught. She protects me. Looks out for me. But now… now, I’m not sure what’s going to happen. Not sure what I’m going to do. The FBI is good at what they do. And if they suspect that Brad’s killer is here in this hospital, it’s only a matter of time before they figure out it’s me.

      Back and forth I pace, my arms crossed over my chest, my heart thundering inside of me. Am I just being paranoid? Or were they really letting me see them out there, just to taunt me? To let me know the FBI was closing in on me. Was that it? Was that what they were doing?

      The prudent thing to do would be to get rid of Cassie now. No body, no crime. But I’m loath to do that, simply because she has really turned a corner. She’s becoming the woman I want her to be. The woman I need. We have been enjoying each other’s company. We’ve been sharing meals and sharing ourselves with one other. We’ve laughed together. We’ve made love. We’re becoming a couple, and she is becoming a true companion to me.

      The thought of giving her up now breaks my heart. We’ve come so far and the road ahead is looking a lot better. A lot smoother. They can’t take her away from me. But what good will I do her or anybody else in prison?

      “This isn’t fair. This isn’t fair at all,” I say to the empty room.

      I make the decision then and there that I will hold onto Cassie as long as I can. She’s mine. I’ve spent time with her. I’ve put in the effort needed to make her what she is today: a wonderful companion. No, I need to weather this storm. I need to dig my feet in and not do anything rash until I know what’s coming next for certain.

      And when I know what’s coming, I’m going to have to make a decision. I’ll have to decide whether to protect what’s mine or discard it, no matter how hurtful that might be. An image of Cassie’s face floats through my mind; my insides quiver. She is the one. I just know it. And how can I get rid of the one? The one I’ve been searching for for so long? How can I even contemplate that?

      The short answer is that I can’t. And as I stand here, among the stainless steel and white tile of my personal little fiefdom, I make a fateful decision. I can’t give Cassie up. She means too much to me. And I to her. I won’t give her up. Which only leaves me with one course of action.

      The FBI agents have to die.
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      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      “Okay, so what do we have?” I ask.

      “A lot of names,” Mo answers. “Do you know how many white, forty-something doctors work in that hospital?”

      “Yeah, we got the impression there is a lot when we ran the profile by some of the nurses,” Astra says.

      “I have sixty-three names,” Mo says.

      “That’s a healthy amount,” I say.

      “Is there any way we can narrow the criteria even more?” she asks.

      I sit back in the seat and think about it for a moment. Surely there’s a way to whittle the number down.

      “Okay, filter out lefties,” I say. “The cut across the neck was made by a right-hander.”

      “Or a leftie trying to make it look like a rightie,” Astra points out.

      I shrug. “Fair. But for now, let’s see what we get.”

      Mo punches in a few keys and her screen refreshes. She turns back to us with a smile on her face.

      “Good one. We’re down to forty-six,” she says.

      “Maybe specify for surgeons?” Risk asks. “Not all doctors would necessarily be so practiced in those kinds of surgical techniques.”

      “Good point,” I say. “Mo, try it.”

      “That brings us down to twenty-nine.”

      “Filter out the married ones,” Astra says. “If we’re profiling that this whole rampage is predicated on his traumatic loss, he’s not going to be married.”

      I nod. “That’s a great point. I hate you for thinking of it first.”

      “Hey, I’m not just a pretty face.”

      “We’re down to fourteen,” Mo reports. “We’re getting there.”

      Fourteen is better. But it’s still a lot of names to sort through. That’s a lot of backgrounds to investigate and a lot of lives to tear apart. And while we’re busy tearing apart the life of one person, the actual killer may see the opening and slip away. No, we need to cut that list down even more. And then the obvious hits me and I feel like an idiot for not thinking of it sooner.

      “Can you filter out everybody who is not a widower?” I ask.

      Mo punches it in, and three pictures pop up onto the monitors. Mo turns back to us with a smile.

      “We are down to three names,” she announces.

      “That’s better. Much better,” Astra says. “That is a manageable list.”

      I get to my feet and walk to the monitors, carefully looking at the three men on the screen before us. I study their features as if just looking at them will allow me to intuit the real killer or something. But my eyes are continually drawn back to the picture of, according to the name, Dr. Neal Stavitz.

      I don’t know what it is, because there’s nothing remarkable about him, but something about him just seems… off to me. It’s like a sixth sense or something, but there are red flags waving and bells going off in my head. There’s something in his eyes that gives me the creeps. I tap his face on the screen and turn to Mo.

      “What’s his story?” I ask.

      Mo reads from her screen. “Dr. Neal Stavitz. Forty-four years old. Widower. Right-handed－”

      “Tell me about his wife,” I say. “Or rather, his former wife.”

      “One sec,” says Rick, typing away furiously. “Found a police report. Her name was Debbie Neally Stavitz. Thirty-one years old when she died. Debbie was the victim of a carjacking gone bad. Fought back and was bludgeoned to death.”

      “Where was Stavitz?”

      “According to the report, he was attending a conference that night.”

      “And what does he do?” Astra asks, turning back to Mo.

      “Oh, he works for the office of the Seattle Medical Examiner,” she says.

      Astra and I immediately turn to each other, our eyes wide, our mouths hanging open as we realize what this suggests.

      “I can’t believe we didn’t think of this before,” I say. “How did we not think of this?”

      Astra is shaking her head. “I have no idea. I’m kicking myself as hard as you are right now.”

      “Mind filling in the newbie?” Mo asks.

      I turn to her. “The debate we keep going back to about the unsub having a background in medicine or law enforcement?” I ask. “The ME will have a working knowledge of both.”

      Comprehension dawns in Mo’s face and she nods along. “So, this is our guy then. Right?”

      “He could be. He likely is, but we can’t say he is for sure yet,” Astra cautions. “We can’t just go arrest him right now since we have no proof of anything. We need to catch him dirty.”

      “Right,” I say. “Rick, can you do me a favor and pull up any properties listed for Dr. Neal Stavitz?”

      “Righty-O,” he says.

      “You’re not as spastic today,” Astra notes. “Congratulations on being something remotely resembling a normal human being.”

      “If you’re the standard of what’s considered a normal human being, then I’ll gladly let myself be considered a freak,” Rick fires back, flashing her a grin.

      “I don’t think it has anything to do with you ‘letting yourself’ be considered anything,” Astra replies.

      “Children, play nice,” I admonish.

      “He started it,” Astra protests.

      He pecks away at his keyboard as I wait. A couple of minutes later, the image of a tall condominium high rise appears on the monitor.

      “It seems the good doctor has a condo in the Capitol Hill section of town.”

      I frown as I look at it, and when I turn to Astra, she’s wearing the same expression that I am. This isn’t right. It can’t be.

      “He has no other properties in his name?” I ask.

      Rick shakes his head. “Nada. That’s it.”

      “We profiled that he would have a home in a secluded area that likely has a basement,” Astra says.

      “There is no way he can keep a woman in a condo for a year without somebody noticing,” I finish the sentiment.

      “He’s got to have a property under another name,” Astra says. “Spastic boy, check to see if he has any corporations or businesses under his name.”

      Rick goes to work, the clacking of the keys filling the tension-soaked air in the bullpen. But then he looks up and shakes his head.

      “El Zilcho,” he says.

      “Dammit,” I say. “I was sure this was our guy. I was positive of it.”

      “What about his wife’s name?” Mo asks.

      I look over at her and smile. “You’re brilliant,” I say “Rick－”

      “Way ahead of you.”

      A moment later, he looks up, a wide grin on his face. “We have a winner,” he says. “Mrs. Debbie Stavitz is the owner of record of a four-bedroom, three-bath house out on Lake Larson.”

      “And as a bonus, there is a white panel van registered to one Debbie Stavitz as well,” Mo adds.

      “Damn,” Rick mutters. “This profiling stuff is super scary.”

      “I told you to be afraid, little man,” Astra replies.

      I nod as the last pieces fall into place. “Lake Larson is known for its secluded plots of land. If he had a place out there, it stands to reason that he could keep a girl out there, in the basement, and nobody would realize it. His nearest neighbor is probably a quarter of a mile away.”

      “That has to be it,” Astra says. “That has to be where he’s keeping Cassie Cooper.”

      “But we can’t go rushing in with guns blazing,” I say. “We have nothing but a nice theory. We need actual proof of him doing something before we can even bring him in for questioning.”

      “So how do we get into that house?” Mo asks. “There’s no way we can get a warrant off this.”

      “That is the million-dollar question.”

      “We’re going to have to run surveillance,” Astra says.

      I nod. “Yeah, I’m kind of thinking that as well. And we have to hope he brings her out for a walk now and then.”

      “That too.”

      “Okay, let’s wrap it up tonight,” I say. “I’ll talk to Rosie in the morning and get the approval for the overtime to run surveillance on his house. We’ll divvy up assignments after that.”

      “I think the newbie should have to do the surveillance. It’s a learning tool.”

      I laugh. “You’ll be taking your shift same as us, Russo,” I say. “Great work, everybody. Go home, have some fun, and get some rest. I’ll see you back here tomorrow. Bright and early. We’ve got a woman to save.”
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      Residence of Blake Wilder; Downtown Seattle

      After picking up something to eat, I drive home. I stop in front of the gate to swipe my key card and wait for the underground garage to open. My mind is still buzzing with everything going on. I’m excited. Our profile was spot on and the momentum in this case has built to a fever pitch.

      But I know the most difficult part is still to come. We have to actually get into that house to prove he’s holding Cassie, and to rescue her. But we can’t get into that house until we have proof he’s holding Cassie. It’s that sort of backwards, convoluted garbage that irritates me. That girl’s life is in danger and all we can do is sit on our hands and wait.

      I know there are good reasons for all of this procedure. Our Constitutional rights are not something to be trifled with. And it truly is a slippery slope if we say it’s okay to erode our civil liberties for this reason, or that reason. I wouldn’t want anybody busting into my house without a warrant, and for no other reason than the investigator had a gut feeling. So I get it. But that doesn’t make it any less frustrating. Or in the case of a maniac holding a woman hostage, and doing God knows what to her, it doesn’t make it any less terrifying.

      But for all I know, Stavitz got tipped that we were at the hospital earlier. If he did, there’s no telling what he’ll do. He could flip out and decide to get rid of her now, to prevent us from catching him with her. It’s all I’ve been thinking about all day.

      I’m really wishing we hadn’t gone by the med center. If we signed her death warrant, I’m not sure what I’m going to do. I don’t know that I could bear it. That’s the kind of guilt that will eat you up little by little every day until it’s consumed you whole.

      I don’t think that’s going to happen. His fantasy is the most important thing to him and he hasn’t played that out yet. I have to believe that he didn’t hear of our visit to the med center and that he’s sticking with his normal timeline. I am hoping and praying that’s true. I need to believe we still have time.

      And my hope is that Cassie is smart enough to play along with his fantasy, to not provoke him, and to keep herself alive until we can get there. But the sooner we can get in there, the better. I want to get her away from him as quickly as I can. She’s going to have enough scars to deal with. And every day she’s with him will only inflict more.

      The gate rumbles to a stop and I drive through, glancing in the rearview to be sure it’s closing. I drive around the corner and down one level until I find my parking space, where I pull in and shut off the engine. I collect my things and climb out of the car, carefully balancing my bag of greasy, horrible for you, junk food. I feel like I deserve a treat tonight.

      I’m aware of him the moment he steps behind me. The sound of a shoe scuffing the pavement and an overwhelmingly heavy, dark presence overwhelms me. I let go of the things in my hands and start to turn around, reaching for my sidearm at the same time, but he’s got the drop on me. I’m too late.

      I grimace as he grabs my hair and wrenches my head to the side, exposing my neck. Then there’s a sharp pinch of pain as he slides the needle in. He holds it there, pressing the plunger down. I feel something cold spreading through my body. Almost immediately, my head starts to grow fuzzy and my vision begins to waver. I reach up to slap his hand away, but he bats it aside, laughing softly.

      Darkness creeps in at the edges. I feel my body growing light. And as I fall toward the abyss, Dr. Neal Stavitz’s face fills my field of vision. He’s smiling down at me. I reach up again, only to have him bat my hands away once more.

      “Good evening, Agent Wilder,” he says, his voice sounding muffled, as if I’m hearing him from underwater. “You really should have left this case alone. You really should have stayed out of my business.”

      “Stop,” I say, my voice barely recognizable even to my own ears. “Please, stop.”

      “We’re going for a ride now,” he says. “Just be a good girl and go to sleep.”

      As if I have a choice. The darkness comes rushing in. My vision narrows to a pinpoint. And then even that winks out, and all I know is darkness.
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      “Hey.” Slap. “Hey.” Slap.

      I’m awakened by the sound of her voice and the feel of her slapping my face. She’s punctuating every single “hey” with a slap. But my head feels like it’s filled with cotton, so I’m barely even registering it at first.

      I open my eyes to a shimmering world with an unreal quality about it. My head is spinning, I feel dizzy, and my cheek is burning where I’m being slapped.

      “Hey.” Slap. “Hey.” Slap.

      Gradually, I feel myself rising up and out of the stupor, the memories of what happened rush back to me. Stavitz. Ambushed me in the underground parking garage at my apartment.

      “Hey.” Slap. “Hey.” Slap.

      As she reaches out to slap me again, I catch her by the wrist and glare at her. “Knock it off already.”

      She recoils as I give my head a shake, trying to clear out the last of the cobwebs. And as my vision clears, I find myself staring into the face of a young, redheaded woman. Her green eyes grow wide as she looks at me, an expression of hope and fear warring upon her face.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “Cassie Cooper?”

      She nods and swallows hard. “Who are you?”

      “SSA Blake Wilder,” I tell her. “FBI.”

      She cocks her head. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to rescue you.”

      “Doing a real bang-up job of it so far.”

      “I’m just getting warmed up,” I say.

      I look down and see a metal shackle around my left ankle, a padlock connecting it to the chain that runs to the wall. Grabbing hold of the chain, I give it a few hard yanks. It doesn’t move. It’s just as I thought. I turn to Cassie.

      “I’m just glad to find you alive,” I tell her.

      “I won’t be for much longer,” she says softly, a lone tear slipping down her cheek. “When he brings in a new girl, the old girl has to go. Breaking up is what he calls it.”

      “I think this one may be different,” I say. “My team and I… we were investigating him. He must’ve caught wind of it because he ambushed me in my garage last night. And now I’m here.”

      “Wait, you knew that I was here?”

      I nod. “We did. And we were coming to rescue you.”

      Cassie sits back on the bunk she’s sitting on, her face a swirling mass of emotions. I don’t blame her. After everything she’s gone through, and to have felt so utterly alone, to know that people are looking for her has to be overwhelming.

      “We’re going to get you out of here, Cassie,” I say. “We’ll get you back to Millie.”

      “How?” she asks, looking pointedly at the chain connecting me to the wall. “Near as I can tell, you need rescuing too.”

      I flash her a lopsided smile. “Don’t worry, my team is going to figure this out, and when they do, they will come running. The cavalry is coming, just hang in there.”

      She sniffs loudly as the tears start to fall. “I’m trying. I’ve been trying to hang in there,” she says quietly.

      “And you’re still alive. That counts for something. You’ve done what you’ve had to do to survive. And I for one am very proud of you, Cassie,” I say. “How have you done it?”

      She shrugs. “By playing along with him. He thinks we’re in a relationship,” she replies, her voice cracking. “He’s made me dress nice for him. Has had these elaborate dinners with me. Movie nights. He’s made me do things with him…”

      Her voice trails off, but she doesn’t need to finish the sentence. I already know and it turns my stomach. To do the things he’s done to this girl is monstrous. This man needs to pay for what he’s done.

      “You’re a very smart woman, Cassie,” I tell her. “Very brave and very smart. I just need you to keep being those things for a little while longer. We are getting out of here and that monster is going to be put into a cage for the rest of his life. Trust me on that. But just keep hanging in there a while longer.”

      I hear a door open and the hard thumping of somebody walking down the stairs. Stavitz steps into view, giving me my first look at the man. To say I’m less than impressed would be an understatement. I’m suddenly embarrassed that this guy got the drop on me.

      He’s maybe five-ten, with an average build. He’s lean and trim, but it doesn’t look like he works out a lot. The paunch around his middle reinforces the notion. Still, he’s fit enough to carry a hundred and twenty pounds of dead weight up an inclined path. He’s got thinning dark hair and dark eyes behind his round framed spectacles. Outwardly, there really isn’t anything remarkable about him. He’s… average.

      But I know he’s smart. Cunning. The fact that he was able to ambush me tells me he is a methodical planner, and that it would be a mistake to take this man lightly. He stares down at me, an expression of concern etched into his features. We sit like that for a long moment, staring into each other’s eyes, taking each other’s measure. I can see that he’s worried but is doing his best to hide it.

      I can smell the fear coming off of him, but I also detect the stronger, more pungent aroma of malice. This man is going to try to kill me.

      “Agent Wilder,” he glowers. “You really shouldn’t have tried to come between me and Cassie. You shouldn’t have stuck your nose where it didn’t belong. Now you’re going to pay the price.”
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      Residence of Neal Stavitz; Lake Larson, WA

      

      “I will admit, you have me in a bit of a conundrum,” Stavitz says. “By killing you, I run the risk of the FBI hounding me until they capture or kill me.”

      “They’ll probably just kill you,” I reply. “The Bureau doesn’t look too favorably upon people kidnapping their agents. But regardless, they will hound you to the end of your days. You murdered seven women.”

      “Well, if I’m to wind up dead, I don’t really have a compelling case to keep you alive then, do I? I certainly have no desire to live out my days in a box.”

      I shrug. “That’s up to you, I guess. What’s one more body on the pile, right?”

      Stavitz paces the floor of the converted basement. As he does, I look around and see that he’s made it as homey as a basement dungeon can be, I suppose. He looks like a squirrelly man anyway, but I can see that he’s growing more agitated the more he paces. His mind is obviously racing, playing out scenario after scenario, and coming to the inevitable conclusion every time. He’s going to lose this fight. He just has to decide whether or not he wants to end up dead at the end of it.

      “You can run,” I tell him. “Leave Cassie here and run. You’ll have a good head start if you leave now. It’s going to take them some time to figure out I’m missing, so you have time, Dr. Stavitz. Take it and run.”

      He stops pacing and turns to me. “I won’t leave Cassie behind. We’re in love.”

      “Are you?” I ask.

      “Cassie, tell her.”

      She looks over at me and swallows hard, her eyes wider than dinner plates. She gives me a small nod.

      “Yes, it’s true,” she says, her voice quavering. “We’re in love.”

      “Dr. Stavitz, I don’t think you know what love is,” I say. “I don’t think you’ve known since you murdered your wife.”

      He lunges toward me, his nose scant inches from mine. His eyes are wide, his nostrils are flaring, and his face is flushed red.

      “That was an accident!” he roars, spraying spittle all over me. “It was an accident!”

      “An accident? You beat your wife to death. Then pinned it on somebody else,” I reply. “Somebody who doesn’t even exist, if I had to guess. Because of your position in the ME’s office, you were able to fabricate a whole scenario. You murdered your wife and you got away with it too.”

      His hand lashes out so fast, I’m not ready for it. He clocks me in the side of the head, and I slump to the side, seeing bursts of light behind my eyes as a wave of dizziness sweeps over me. Slowly, I right myself and sit up again, then turn to Cassie.

      “See? That’s what you have to look forward to. That will be your life with this man, Cassie. Are you sure you can love that?”

      He slaps me again, but this time I’m ready for it. The sound of his hand connecting with my cheek sounds like a baseball hitting an old leather mitt. My face flares with pain, but I manage to stay upright this time. Sure, I could have blocked it and punched him in the stomach, but I’ve got to stall for every second.

      “Leave her out of this,” he growls at me. “Stop trying to drag her into this situation. A situation you created.”

      He starts pacing again, angrily muttering to himself. My stomach is churning, and my heart is racing with fear. I swallow hard and try to control it. The only way I’m getting out of this alive is if I keep my wits about me.

      “I think I need to kill you,” he says.

      “Neal, please,” Cassie speaks up. “Don’t kill her. Show me you’re a better man and don’t hurt her. Let’s just do what she said and go. We’ll run somewhere far away where they won’t find us. Just you and me.”

      The fact that Cassie is trying to save my life fuels my anger toward this man. I’m not going to let her sacrifice her life for me. Because sooner or later, he will kill her. I know it, and I think deep down, she knows it too.

      “I－I want to, Cassie. I want to be a better man for you,” he says. “But she needs to die. We can’t live our life together with her chasing us. You heard her; they’ll chase me to the end of my days. But maybe if we get rid of her－”

      “Please, don’t do this,” Cassie pleads. “I don’t want you to. I just want to go away with you. Now, Neal. Right now. Let’s go. Neal, please, if you truly love me, you won’t hurt her.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s because I love you that I have to kill her. They’ll never stop hounding us. She’ll never stop hounding us,” he replies. “I’ll kill her and then you and I can go somewhere they’ll never find us. We can go to Marseilles. Or maybe Cairo. How would that be? We’ll go somewhere beautiful.”

      “Neal, please. Don’t do this. If you love me, you won’t do this.”

      I can see the myriad emotions cycling across his face as he considers her words. I can see there’s a part of him that wants to do just that. Leave with her. For all my talk about hunting him to the end of his days, I know if he decides to take Cassie and leave now, the odds of us finding her again are basically slim to none. The U.S. is a big place, and we simply don’t have the resources to search everywhere for a man with his resources. We wouldn’t have even known about him at all if he hadn’t screwed up with Brad. And he’s been doing this under our noses for a decade.

      No, if he goes, he’ll disappear with Cassie. We’ll never see her again. At least, not until he kills and dumps her somewhere. I can’t let them go. I won’t.

      “Think about this carefully, Stavitz. You’re a lot more likely to get away if you don’t take her and go alone. If you take this woman, you are going to have every local LEO as well as the Bureau hunting you. You really won’t have a moment’s peace. You will spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. Kidnappings tend to be high priority,” I tell him. “But if you go alone and leave her behind, you’re going to have a lot more room to move about. You won’t be dodging everybody with a badge in this country. Take my word for it.”

      He stands in front of me, looking absolutely torn. Rather than answer me, he turns and runs up the stairs, slamming the door behind him. I know he’s not leaving though. I have no illusions that I got through to him. I’m pretty sure he’s going to get a gun and work up the nut to come back down here and kill me. Which means I should probably work fast.

      “He killed my fiancé,” Cassie says quietly.

      “I know. And I’m sorry, Cassie. So sorry.”

      I reach down and from the hem in my pants, I pull out the bobby pin I secured there. Ever since Alvin Perry took me when I was helping Paxton with his first big case, I made it a habit to always keep a bobby pin on me. That, and I practiced a lot, and got really good at picking locks. If I’d had a bobby pin on me when Perry took me, that whole scene might have played out differently.

      Not that the outcome was bad, but I might not have looked like such an incompetent fool who needed to be rescued. Looking weak and helpless really isn’t my thing. It’s never been a good look on me. I prefer my independence.

      “What are you doing?” Cassie asks.

      “I’m going to get us out of here.”

      I bend and twist the bobby pin until I have it in the proper shape, then set to work on the padlock. Overhead, I hear Stavitz pounding around upstairs, his footsteps heavy. And when I hear the sound of things crashing to the floor as he’s obviously having some sort of a fit of rage, I work faster, knowing that he’s psyching himself up to come down here and put a bullet or two in me.

      I work my makeshift pick into the lock and less than thirty seconds later, I hear the distinctive “snick” of the pin setting. I quickly wiggle the shackle off my ankle then turn to Cassie. As I do though, the door to the basement flies open. Time’s up. I dart to the staircase and slip under it, pressing my finger to my lips, telling Cassie to be quiet. With the way the beds are position, he’ll see her first and won’t realize I’m not sitting on my bunk until he hits the floor. I plan on him hitting the floor a lot harder than he’s expecting to.

      “Time to die, Agent Wilder,” he calls as he stomps down the stairs.

      Cassie’s eyes grow ever wider, and her face is painted with sheer terror. I feel the stairs quaking as Stavitz comes down, and when his feet are about eye level with me, I reach out from between the stairs and grab his ankles. I give them a vicious yank and Stavitz lets out a loud cry of surprise. A moment later, he crashes down onto the stairs, bouncing down them, crying out in pain and cursing in surprise.

      Stavitz hits the concrete floor of the basement with a hard thud and a loud groan. I jump out from behind the stairs and rush at him, but he’s already starting to recover. Even worse, he still has a gun in his hand. Not wanting Cassie to be caught by a bullet intended for me, I deliver a vicious kick to the stomach. He doubles over again, clutching at his stomach, but doesn’t drop the gun, so I do the only thing I can think of－I bound up the stairs as fast as I can.

      The loud crack of his gun fills my ears. A slug tears into the door frame beside me, spraying chips and splinters in a hundred different directions. Some of the wooden shrapnel slices my cheek, making me wince, but I don’t break stride. My only thought is to get him away from Cassie, and as I run through the house, I hear his bellow of rage as he thunders up the stairs after me.

      I reach the front door and fling it open, then dash outside, into the night.
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      Outside of the Stavitz Residence; Lake Larson, WA

      The night is pitch black, and with the moon moving in and out of the cloud cover overhead, the forest path in front of me becomes dappled in a kaleidoscope of silvery luminescence. I run down the path as fast as I dare, taking care to avoid exposed roots or rocks that could force me to turn an ankle. If I go down, I know that’s going to be the end of me. Stavitz will be on me in a heartbeat, and that will be it.

      I hear him behind me, bellowing my name. He’s crashing through the undergrowth, sounding like a rampaging bull coming at me. And the worst part is that he’s gaining. But at least he’s away from Cassie. He’s not going to take his rage at me out on her. That was the goal. And now that I have him outside and away from her, it’s time to take him on.

      I dart off the path and run deeper into the forest. The trunks of the trees are pressed close on either side, the earthy musk of the forest thick in my nose. I lean against a tree, pausing to catch my breath. I try to take shallow breaths to avoid being too loud. Leaning down, I put my hands on my knees and strain my ears to listen. It’s then I realize I can’t hear him anymore.

      Standing up straight, I press my back against the trunk of the tree, turning my head to the left and then the right, the silence of the forest around me ominous. A bird flutters and screeches in the boughs overhead, making me nearly jump out of my skin. As I try to get myself back under control, the sound of a twig snapping to my right echoes through the darkness.

      I turn my head and see the silhouette, a shadow moving among the shadows that sets me running again. The gunshot is louder than a cannon and I hear the slug slam into the tree trunk to my left. Then Stavitz is racing after me again, his footsteps heavy in the undergrowth and his breathing ragged. It sounds like he’s breathing down my neck. I expect to feel his hand fall on my shoulder at any moment, but I know the forest distorts sound and that I have a lead on him.

      Even still, I cut to my left and plunge through a thick screen of bushes, then duck behind the tree on my right. Stavitz is yelling my name again and again. I press myself against the tree hard, practically trying to meld with it. Stavitz crashes through the bush I just came through, and as he starts to pass the tree I’m sheltering behind, I drive my foot out, tangling it between his legs.

      Stavitz lets out a surprised cry and drops to the ground with a meaty thud. I don’t know if he is still holding the gun or not, but I step forward, summoning all the strength I can muster, and drive my foot into his midsection. The breath leaves him in a loud whoosh, and he groans. I draw my foot back to deliver another blow, but Stavitz manages to get to his knees. He blocks my kick and thrusts his fist into my stomach.

      The wind driven out of me, I double over, clutching my belly, and try to draw breath. Still wheezing, Stavitz gets to his feet and throws a quick closed fist punch that connects with my nose and drives me backwards. The coppery taste of blood fills my mouth as it flows down my face. I stagger backward, trying to get out of his reach, but Stavitz is on me.

      “K－kill you,” he gasps. “I’ll kill you.”

      He draws his fist back, but before he can deliver a knockout punch, I piston my own fist forward, catching him flush in the throat. A choked and garbled noise bursts from him, and as his face turns purple, he grabs his throat with both hands. I take a step toward him and do my best impression of an NFL punter, driving my foot straight into his crotch. The noise that erupts from his throat is indescribable, but he does fall to his knees, his eyes comically wide.

      Not content yet, I step forward to throw a haymaker of my own, trying to put him out so I can cuff him, but he has one last surprise for me. Moving lightning fast somehow, I see the dull glimmer of the knife in his hand just before he plunges it into my thigh. The scream that flows from my mouth is primal, filled with as much pain as there is rage.

      Staggering backward, I somehow manage to keep my feet and glare at Stavitz. He’s still on his knees, one hand on his throat, the other on his crotch, unable to draw a deep breath. I grip the hilt of the knife in my leg, but when I try to pull it out, my entire body radiates with a pain so intense, I’m pretty sure being set on fire would feel far better.

      But I limp toward him anyway and find a nice, thick branch on my way. I pick it up and Stavitz looks at me, his eyes wide, his face resigned. He’s out of cards to play and he knows it. Gritting my teeth and every movement making my body howl in pain, I manage to deliver a home run swing. The branch connects with Stavitz’s head, snapping in the process. He slumps over, then falls flat onto his face.

      The momentum of my swing makes me lurch forward, but I’m unable to keep my feet this time. I stumble and fall onto my belly, bellowing in agony as it jolts the knife in my thigh. But knowing the job isn’t done, I grit my teeth and drag my pain-wracked body over to the unconscious form of Stavitz, pull out my bracelets I always keep on me and manage to get him cuffed. Thank God he didn’t do a thorough search when he took me.

      I lay there on my back for a good long while, I don’t even know how long, doing nothing but staring up at the patches of the sky I can see above the thick canopy overhead. Slowly, my breath comes back to me, but there isn’t anything on my body that doesn’t hurt right now. I need to get up and get back to the house so I can call a paramedic, the local LEOs, and my team. I need the medic for my nose, which I’m sure is busted, but more so for the knife. That’s going to take a little rehab. I can feel just how deep it is.

      But most importantly, I need to get up because I need to get back there and set Cassie free. I need to tell her that she is free of that man. And that she can start to heal. The road is going to be long and difficult for her, I know. But her torment is over and she can at least get started down that path. She’s a strong woman, and I know that in time, she’ll come to grips with this and be able to move past it.

      Groaning wildly, and with tears streaming down my cheeks, I struggle to get to my feet, but I make it. Grabbing what’s left of my makeshift baseball bat, I use it to limp back down the path to the Stavitz home.

    

  







            Forty

          

        

      

    

    




      Criminal Data Analysis Unit; Seattle Field Office

      When I come through the door to the shop, I find Rosie in with my team. They all get to their feet and give me a standing ovation. Feeling my cheeks flush with heat, I look away and lean heavily on the crutch I’m using to get around these days. It won’t be forever, but until the muscle Stavitz cut in my thigh heals fully, I’m going to have trouble getting around. So, I won’t be kicking in any doors for a little while.

      Between my thigh, my bruised ribs, and my nose, which is still throbbing two weeks later, I’m a hot mess. Technically, I probably shouldn’t be back in the shop yet, but I can’t stay at home any longer. I’m going out of my mind with boredom. There is only so much trash TV one person can take.

      “So, you decided to stop milking your wounds, huh?” Astra grins as she helps guide me to a chair in the bullpen and sits me down.

      She’s flippant about it in front of everybody else, but she’s barely left my side these last couple of weeks. My aunt and Maisey have been by often as well. Maisey, of course, wanted to know all of the gory details and forced me to tell her. Several times. My aunt was her usual stoic and disapproving self. She mentioned that I wouldn’t have such wounds if I had a more normal job. But she did say she was glad that I was alright and would be back on my feet again soon.

      “Yeah well, I figured I needed to get back in here to see what damage you miscreants have been causing while I’ve been out,” I say.

      “We haven’t touched off World War III, so I’d say you can count that as a win,” Astra quips.

      “It wasn’t for lack of trying though,” Rick chimes in.

      “You can thank me for us not going to DEFCON1,” Mo adds.

      “Thank you. I’m glad to have a shop to come back to, guys,” I say with a laugh.

      “How are you feeling?” Rosie asks as she steps over to where I’m sitting.

      She lays a gentle hand on my shoulder and looks down at me. I can see the concern in her eyes, as well as the relief.

      “I’m good. Stiff and sore, but I’m good,” I tell her. “But more importantly, how is Cassie doing? I haven’t talked to her in a couple of days.”

      “I saw her yesterday,” Astra says. “She’s still in the hospital, but she’s getting better. They’ll probably discharge her in the next couple of days.”

      “Good. We should be there when they let her out,” I say.

      “That girl is tough. Very tough,” Rosie says. “But she’s going to have a long road ahead of her. She’ll never be the girl she was before Stavitz took her again. But hopefully she can get back to some semblance of normal.”

      “Here’s hoping,” I nod. “She’s a survivor. She did what she had to do to survive that bastard.”

      “And that’s not even counting the pain she’s going to have to deal with given that her fiancé was murdered by that animal,” Mo says.

      “Speaking of Stavitz,” I say. “What’s the latest?”

      “He’s being charged with a whole slew of crimes,” Rosie says. “Nine counts of murder, nine counts of kidnapping, one of attempted murder – you. He’s never going to see the light of day again.”

      “Good. He shouldn’t,” I say. “There’s part of me that wishes I would have put him in the ground out there.”

      “Nah. That’s not you,” Astra says. “Way too goody two shoes for that. If it had been me…”

      “I don’t need to hear anything like that,” Rosie announces, arching her eyebrow at Astra.

      “Forget I said anything.”

      “I will. Until one of your suspects ends up dead.”

      “If one of my suspects ends up dead, it’s Mo’s fault.”

      “Hey!” Mo exclaims.

      Rosie steps to the front of the bullpen and looks at us all. She looks at us like a proud mother.

      “Since I have you all here, I thought I’d pass on the congratulations of the Director,” Rosie says. “He was very impressed with your performance and the fact that you took a monster like Stavitz off the street.”

      We all give ourselves a well-earned round of applause. I’m surprised the Director heard about our case, but I suspect that Rosie had something to do with that. It’s nice to get the accolades from the top.

      “So, not to be the materialistic cretin of the bunch, but does that word of congratulations come with a raise?” Rick asks with a wide smile on his face.

      “No, but it does mean you get to keep your job,” Rosie says with a laugh. “And on a personal note, I have to admit that I had some reservations about this team when Blake put it together.”

      Laughter ripples around the room as we all acknowledge that we all had the same reservations. I certainly did.

      “But your performance in this case was exemplary. Truly exemplary,” Rosie says. “I couldn’t be prouder of you all. And I really appreciate the fact that you all are making me look so good so quickly. I will, of course, be taking full credit for your successes. I figure I’ll just put that out there up front.”

      We all laugh and applaud. Rosie is the last person on the planet who would ever steal credit from somebody. But personally, I think she should get some of it. She’s given us the leash and the freedom to operate as we see fit.

      “So, fantastic job everybody,” Rosie says, then turns to me, a sly grin on her face. “And I did receive a call from SPD Deputy Chief Torres.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t suppose he was calling to congratulate us, huh?”

      She laughs. “Hardly. He was very upset that you stole his task force’s thunder. Apparently, they were closing in on the killer and were days away from an arrest.”

      We all laugh and make obscene gestures and noises to show what we think of that. I love the fact that we not only solved the case and got a killer off the streets but managed to make Torres and his SPD compatriots look really bad. Word leaked out about their task force and its ineffectiveness. It’s been a hot topic around City Hall for the last week or so. The heat on the SPD brass is burning pretty high.

      “I don’t suppose any of you know how word of the task force leaked to that crime blogger, Marcy something or other, do you?” Rosie asks.

      We all look around at each other, shrugs and expressions of innocence all around. Rosie just looks at us, a small grin on her lips, the knowledge that it was one of us etched into her face.

      “Let me just say this once,” Rosie goes on, “leaking information to the media is a no-no. Not even when it’s leaked to make the SPD look bad, which is always nice to see. But still, it’s a no-no. So if anybody, at any point, is tempted to leak something to the media, let me just say, don’t.”

      “Yes ma’am,” we all say in unison.

      “Okay good. Now that that’s out of the way, let’s order in some lunch to celebrate the win,” Rosie says.

      We order a buffet from the Golden Sun, and I call Detective Lee to see if he wants to join us, but he declines. I kind of knew he would. But we all sit around talking, laughing, and having some fun with each other. The camaraderie of this team is building and it’s really good to see.

      I won’t lie. Like Rosie, I had my doubts early on. But the way we all came together, everybody pulling their own weight, and doing what was necessary to get the job done, was amazing. It was a beautiful thing to see.

      And now that we’re a team, and that core of trust between us is growing, it makes me excited to see how we do moving forward. We are going to do some really good things and take some very bad people out of circulation.

      “Thank you, guys,” I say. “You have all made me the proudest I’ve ever been in my entire career.”

      Everybody raises a beer and cheers. I know not every day is going to be good like this. There will be some very bad, very dark days ahead of us. But as I look around the room and see how these disparate parts have come together to form a unit, to form a family, a sense of pride fills me.

      There may be dark days ahead, but I’ll enjoy this day. It’s a good day.
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      Outside the Residence of Blake Wilder; Downtown Seattle

      A light drizzle starts to fall as I turn the corner and head for the gates to the underground garage at my place. There’s still a smile still on my face, and I’m still buzzing from spending such a great day with my team. Everything is great right now and I want to hold onto this feeling as long as I can. I know there will be plenty of days I’ll long to feel something like this again.

      I don’t even realize there’s a cop car behind me until they hit me with their blue and white sirens. I automatically glance down at the speedometer and see that I’m not going over the speed limit, and I haven’t broken any traffic laws.

      “What the hell?” I mutter.

      I pull over, less than a hundred yards away from the gates, roll down the window, and shut off the engine. Keeping my hands on the wheel, I stare straight ahead through the windshield. A moment later, I look up to see Deputy Chief Torres standing there glaring down at me.

      We’ve never actually met, the Deputy Chief and I, but I know exactly who he is. He’s Paxton’s arch-nemesis. From everything I’ve learned of the guy, I can see why. He’s a bad cop and a worse person.

      “They have you out on the beat again, Deputy Chief?” I ask brightly.

      “Can you step out of the car, please?”

      A frown creases my lips. “Can you tell me what this is about?”

      “Step out of the car, please.”

      “Not until you tell me what this is about,” I reply.

      His face darkens as he stares at me, his eyes ice cold. “You have a taillight out,” he snaps. “Now, step out of the car, please.”

      “Deputy Chief, I’m SSA Blake－”

      “I know who you are. Now, step out of the car,” he growls. “Don’t make me drag you out of there.”

      His hand is hovering near the butt of his service weapon, which automatically makes me feel the weight of mine on my hip. I hadn’t even thought about it when I left this morning. Clipping on my weapon is such an ingrained part of my routine, that I just did it. And now that there is a serious tension crackling in the air between us, the weight of my weapon seems even greater.

      There are a thousand ways this could go bad. And a thousand different spins he can put on it to make any incident my fault. Knowing what I know of Torres, the idea that he would stage a situation where he had to put me down isn’t outside the realm of possibility. And there is no way I’m going to dance to his tune. Not when the stakes are this high.

      “If you know who I am, then you know I’m not some punk who’s intimidated by you, and doesn’t know their rights,” I fire back. “And you have no legal reason to demand that I exit this vehicle. Now, if you have something to say, spit it out.”

      “Ma’am, I’m going to ask you one more time－”

      “Tell you what, you call your superior and I’ll call mine. Then we are going to wait for them to arrive so we can all have a pleasant conversation together,” I say.

      Torres stares me down for a minute, the anger in his face growing. He seems upset that he can’t push me around, and that I’m not scared of him. He lets out a sigh and moves his hand away from the butt of his weapon. His posture is relaxed, his hands behind his back, but still looks at me with pure hatred in his eyes.

      “I only want to talk to you, Agent Wilder,” he says. “Now, please step out so we can have a conversation.”

      With his hand away from his weapon, I feel a little more secure, so I give him a nod. “I am carrying. My sidearm is on my right hip.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      Moving slowly and carefully, I open the car door and step out. My body is tense, but given my injuries, there’s not a lot I can do to defend myself except for pull my weapon. But Torres doesn’t move. He continues to stand at parade rest, his hands behind his back, his eyes boring into mine. I lean back against my car, appearing casual, but I leave my hand close to my weapon, just to remind him that I can draw quickly if things go sideways.

      “So, what can I do for you, Deputy Chief?”

      “I want to know who gave you the information from our task force.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Agent Wilder. You don’t do it very well.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. But I still have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He sighs and shifts on his feet; my hand reflexively drops, hovering close to my weapon. He looks at me with a smirk curling one side of his mouth upward. He got under my skin there and he knows it. Dammit.

      “So, is it just coincidence that you cracked a case that we’ve been working on for more than a year now?” he asks.

      I shrug. “Call it what you want. It doesn’t matter to me,” I counter. “All that matters to me is that Cassie Cooper is home safe and not just another victim. Oh yeah, and the monster who murdered eight women is off the streets and will be locked up for the rest of his life.”

      “Where’d you get the intel. Did somebody give you the murder books?”

      I sigh and shake my head. “Listen to me carefully, Deputy Chief… we received a callout to a murder in Caribou Pass. It was a call out the SPD declined to take, citing the fact that it wasn’t Seattle jurisdiction,” I tell him. “We took the callout. The victim was Brad Sunderland. He was the fiancé of Cassie Cooper. And we, apparently unlike the SPD, actually investigate crimes. One thing led to another, so on, and so forth. The trail led us all back to Stavitz. End of story.”

      “You expect me to believe that?” he scoffs.

      “Frankly, I don’t care what you believe,” I spit. “We caught a case and we solved it. Sorry we made you look bad. But maybe you should work on your investigative technique. Maybe you should try solving a few cases now and then and get used to the feeling of it. You might like it.”

      “Where’d you get the intel?”

      “We generated our own intel.”

      “Receiving stolen property is a crime, you know. Especially confidential SPD materials. You did know that, right?”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I didn’t do anything of the sort.”

      He laughs softly to himself. “I see why you and Arrington get on so well－you’re both arrogant, narcissistic, and think you’re better than everybody else.”

      I shrug. “Oh, I don’t think I’m better than everybody else. Just some, specific, people.”

      He falls silent and we stare at each other for a long moment. The tension between us practically crackles like lightning.

      “You’d best watch your ass, Agent Wilder,” he says. “Seattle can be a violent place. People get themselves killed all the time.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Nope. Just giving you a heads up,” he tells me. “And to also say that you might want to think twice before trying to make the SPD look bad again.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, I’ll see you again, Agent Wilder,” he says. “In the meantime, you might want to watch your back. Lots of dangerous types out there.”

      “Thanks for the warning.”

      I watch him walk back to his cruiser and wait until he drives off before I get into mine. That exchange was bizarre, to say the least. Not to mention ominous as hell. I need to get to Detective Lee and tell him to keep his feelers up and to watch his back. Part of me wants to go have a conversation with the Chief of Police, but I don’t know if he’s part of Torres’ camp or not. Better to not risk it.

      All I should be focusing on right now is resting, healing up, and getting both my mind and body ready to get back out there and start kicking in doors again. Whatever that was with Torres, and with the SPD as a whole, isn’t important. But I’ll still watch my back anyway.

      As I drive through the gate, I frown and silently curse Torres for dulling the shine on what had been a beautiful day.
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      Residence of Blake Wilder; Downtown Seattle

      The quiet buzzing of an incoming text message on his cell phone woke Mark up. He cast a quick glance over at Blake and saw that she was still asleep. He took a moment to admire her in the sliver of silver moonlight slanting through the window, illuminating her like a spotlight. It made her hair shimmer like spun gold, and made her pale skin glow, as if with an inner light.

      She was a beautiful woman. Just looking at her made Mark happy. Happiness was a rare commodity in his life, so whenever he stumbled onto it, he wanted to hold it tight. But he knew that he couldn’t hold Blake tight, no matter how much he wanted to. He knew this relationship he had with her, whatever it was, had a shelf life on it. It wasn’t something that was going to last. The only question he had was: how long could he hang onto it before he had to give it up? Before he had to give her up?

      Moving slowly and with a practiced stealth, Mark slipped out of bed, pausing at the doorway to look back at Blake. Her breathing was slow and even, the heavy breaths of deep sleep. That was good, he thought. Mark padded quietly down the hallway and looked at the message on his cellphone.

      Despite assurances, target has been active again. Tripped alarm on database.

      Mark keyed in a quick reply and sent it off: Installing surveillance phase two.

      He maneuvered through the dark with ease, finding his bag where he’d left it, near the dining room table. He froze when he heard the sound of a floorboard creaking. Mark cut a glance behind him and let out a small breath of relief when he saw the hallway remained empty.

      From his bag, he pulled out three motion-activated video cameras. He took a moment, looking around the apartment before deciding where to put the first camera. He nestled it into the bookcase, giving him a wide view of the entire room. Next, he moved over to the entertainment credenza and found a hidden place for another that would give him a view of the desk area. And the third camera, he would mount in the bedroom.

      Once those were done, he pulled three microphones and went about finding discrete places for them. He taped one just underneath her desk. A second underneath the mantle above the fireplace, and a third in a planter that housed a plastic schefflera. That gave him full audio coverage of the room as well.

      With the audio and video feeds in place, Mark looked at the hallway again. Still empty. So, he went over to the desk and opened up her laptop, giving it a moment to boot up. Once it was up and running, Mark slipped a thumb drive into the port and gave it a moment. When the icon came up, he double-clicked on it and it automatically installed a sniffer program. It would track her every keystroke, allow them to access every website she visited, and access the files on her desktop.

      As it installed, Mark sat back in the seat and ran a hand over his face. He felt a pang of guilt lance through him as he thought about what he was doing. Mark knew this was just a job. It was no different than the hundreds of assignments he’d undertaken before. And yet, this time it was different. This time, he felt a stab of guilt that he’d never felt before.

      There was something about Blake he had come to care about. That had never happened to him before. He’d never gotten emotionally involved with a mark. But Blake was different. Blake was special. Something about her really resonated with him. Deeply. But this was the job.

      His phone buzzed again with another incoming message. He looked at it and frowned.

      Target must not access NSA incident files.

      Target does not know of their existence. All is well, he wrote, then hit send.

      A moment later, another message buzzed through. Be sure it stays that way. If target cannot be contained, target must be neutralized. Should it become necessary, would you prefer off-site team handle neutralization?

      A rueful grin touched Mark’s lips. They knew he had developed feelings for her, or they wouldn’t have offered an off-site team to carry out the hit if one was required. Mark desperately hoped it wouldn’t be required. He had been subtly trying to move her away from the investigation into her parents’ deaths. He knew if she kept at this, and eventually tumbled onto the files they were trying to keep her from, they would move to neutralize her, one way or another.

      His employers could not risk exposure. They knew of Blake’s tenacity, and also how talented she was as an investigator. They were right to be afraid. But by the same token, he was afraid as well. Afraid that if she succeeded, the world would lose one bright, shining, beautiful light.

      Mark ran a hand through his hair, trying to order his thoughts to formulate a coherent reply. He couldn’t think of anything profound, so he settled for a quick message, and hit send.

      If it becomes necessary, I will do it myself.

      The icon disappeared from the desktop, signaling that it was done. The program was uploaded. The die was cast, and there was no going back now. Mark pulled the thumb drive out of the laptop, reset everything to how he found it, and then closed it down. He returned the thumb drive to his bag, and looked around the newly wired apartment, trying to shut off the feelings of guilt that were pressing down on him.

      His job done, Mark walked back to the bedroom and slipped beneath the covers, spending the balance of his sleepless night admiring the way the moonlight sparkled upon her skin.
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