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Isabella Walker stood on her porch, admiring her garden. The rest of the street had a couple of pumpkins on their lawns at most, maybe an inflatable ghost or two, but Isabella really liked to get into the spirit of Halloween. Her lawn was a stunning tribute to the spooky season: fake gravestones on the grass, cobwebs covering the veranda, plastic skeletons arranged in various humorous poses, and even a menacing, hyper-realistic gargoyle crouching on the fence that had already scared several late-night dog walkers.
She would have put up even more decorations if her husband, Jake, hadn’t insisted that she take it easy. She didn’t even have the excuse that she had kids to fall back on, because her two beautiful children weren’t anywhere near as fond of the holiday as she was. Jake didn’t understand it. Perhaps he never would. He always wondered why someone who had been through such horrific things still got excited about ghouls and ghosts. But Isabella had decided, after her long ordeal, that she appreciated the fake horror much more.
The air was chilly, even for October, and Isabella wrapped her arms around herself. Those thoughts darkened her mood; she had to push her past out of sight and out of mind. That was the only way she could survive. Things were better now. She had a good life, a loving husband, and beautiful children. She didn’t need to revisit the times when her life wasn’t worth living. Now, she could celebrate every holiday she wanted. Now, she could appreciate having the time and money to decorate her yard for Halloween, simply because she loved it. Even after seven years of peace, it was hard to believe that she was free. Her life was wonderful, beautiful, and most of all free; those shadows stayed so far back from her mind that some days, she barely remembered them at all.
Except when day turned to night and the fears rushed back in, like a tidal wave crashing down. All she could do was hold her breath tight, hoping to make it through each night as the visions overwhelmed her, filling her with the creeping dread that something was waiting in the shadows, ready to wreck it all.
The unnerving thought made Isabella step back inside her house and close the door. It was quiet inside. Jake had taken their children swimming for the evening before trick-or-treating later that night. Isabella smiled, thinking about her costume upstairs. She’d gone all out with fake prosthetics and copious amounts of fake blood to make herself into a zombie. The kids were both going as mummies. Isabella felt a rush of love for them both. She couldn’t wait to spend the evening with them . Once upon a time, all of this had seemed impossible to her. Seven years ago, she’d never thought that this kind of normal, boring life was possible. Now, it was everything she craved.
Isabella made herself busy around the house, making up a bowl of candy for the trick-or-treaters, hanging decorations, and checking on her costume. It kept her distracted from her own sabotaging thoughts. There’s no one out there, she told herself firmly. That life is behind you now. You’re safe.
But she couldn’t convince herself. The torrent of nerves had broken out into daylight. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. It was like there was something in the air, making her lungs shudder with each breath she took. She tried to take deep breaths, the way her therapist had told her to, but there didn’t seem to be enough air in the room. She shook her head and headed back downstairs to eat some candy. She tried watching TV, but she kept thinking she could hear things in the background. It made her nervous. Eventually, she just sat in silence and waited for her family to come home.
There was a knock on the front door.
Isabella jolted in her chair at the sound, her eyes glued to the door. She thought it was probably a bit early for trick-or-treaters—it wasn’t even sundown yet—but then again, some of the kids in the neighborhood weren’t allowed out late. She rose from her seat and walked slowly to the door. When she looked through the peephole in the door, what she saw made her heart jolt.
Death was waiting for her.
The Grim Reaper, to be exact. He was holding a tall scythe in his hand that seemed suspiciously real-looking The hooded cloak looked tall. Definitely not a little kid. She assumed he was a high schooler by his height, maybe one of her husband’s students, but for all she knew the person behind that skull mask could be a full-grown adult. He was alone, which Isabella thought was strange for a teenager. Still, she couldn’t leave someone standing on her doorstep for ages. She grabbed the bowl of candy and opened the door cautiously.
The Grim Reaper didn’t say anything as he stood on the veranda. He didn’t move. Didn’t breathe a word. Only the edges of his black cloak fluttered in the wind. Only the light glinted off his tall scythe. They stood there for a long moment in silence. Isabella stared at him, wondering why he hadn’t said “trick or treat”. She swallowed.
“Aren’t you a little old for trick-or-treating?” she asked with a nervous laugh. And then the Grim Reaper’s sleeve shifted, revealing something that terrified her to the core.
She was staring down the barrel of a gun.
She backed away, tried to slam the door shut, but The Grim Reaper swung his scythe forward, jamming it in before she could close the door. The blade flashed with malevolent purpose and it became suddenly evident that this was not a prop from a Halloween store. It was real.
And it was deadly.
The skeleton mask of the man’s face seemed to twinkle with an otherworldly grin as he raised the scythe and slashed hard at the door, cutting a deep gash in it and sending sparks of wood flying everywhere with a sickening crunch.
Isabella ran, rushing for the stairs, screaming at the top of her lungs. She had no other escape route, but she also knew that going upstairs was a terrible idea. Still, she was too slow. Something hard hit the back of her leg and she toppled forward, slamming her face on the carpeted stairwell. She clawed for something to grip on to, to pull herself to her feet, but she was being dragged backward, her fingernails lodging in the carpet for a moment before coming loose.
At the bottom of the stairs, Isabella tried to remember what she’d learned in her self-defense class and aimed a kick at the assailant’s crotch, but she was too slow. He dodged her easily and whacked her around the face with the butt of his gun. The pain sent bursts of white light through her vision and she choked out a gasp. She tried to push herself up to her feet, but the man was already following up with a harsh kick to her ribs and then a harsh crack of the bottom of the scythe on her head. He shoved it down again on the same spot, knocking the back of her head hard against the wooden floor. Dizziness overtook her and she slumped sideways with a moan. She could feel blood coming out hot and fast from her nose, sliding down the side of her face as she lied there.
She couldn’t do anything as the man collected her up in his arms and began to carry her away. It was happening again. She was at the mercy of a man. She had known that The Grim Reaper would be back for her again someday. She was just borrowing time.
She vaguely recognized her garage as she was carried inside. Her vision was blurry and her mind was swimming. She tried to pull away, tried to scream, but the man slapped her hard on the cheek, silencing her and sending the taste of blood flooding her mouth. He produced a set of zip ties from somewhere and quickly bound her hands together, then her ankles, then stuffed a cloth into her mouth. She was bundled into the trunk of a car and thrown around a little as the car came to a jolty start. Isabella’s mind screamed at her, telling her to move, telling her to save herself, but she was too dizzy to coordinate her body. She closed her eyes and fell back into darkness as the car began to drive away.





 
“Cheers to the weekend.”
Olivia clinked her beer bottle against Brock’s. While they’d been working their cult killing case, chances to catch up and have a beer had been rare, but for three weeks, they’d been out every night doing one thing or another. They’d had countless meals at the diner, walked every inch of town ten times over, and spent plenty an evening drinking and talking. Sometimes they were joined by Olivia’s friends, sometimes by Maggie Stone from the Belle Grove PD, but mostly, it was just Olivia and Brock. She’d grown to like it that way.
Brock took a long swig of his beer. “I could get used to this. Who knew life could be relaxing when you’re not hunting for demented killers and other madmen?”
Olivia smiled. As much as she loved her job, she found herself agreeing with Brock. She hadn’t been so relaxed in a long time. After such a heavy case filled with death and destruction, it felt good to put her feet up. There were still loose ends, of course, and there was still plenty of work to be done, but for the moment, they didn’t need to work their fingers to the bone just to stay on top.
Plus, some of the weight of her personal life had been taken off Olivia’s shoulders now. Though she didn’t know much about where her mother had been all those years or what she’d been up to, Olivia was glad to know that she was alive. She still wasn’t speaking to her much, though she treasured the texts that her mom sent her every day. It felt so good to hear from her again that even menial updates from her made her smile.
“Well, I’m sure someone will go on a killing spree sometime soon and ruin the fun,” Olivia replied, sipping her drink. Brock threw his head back and groaned.
“Don’t even put that out there!”
“You brought it up!”
He shrugged. “Got me. Though I guess we’ll get bored sooner or later. It’s not like Belle Grove has much to do.”
“Exactly. There’s only so many times I can get excited about Free Fry Friday at the diner.”
Brock laughed, which made Olivia smile. She loved it when she managed to make him laugh. She wasn’t confident and funny the way he was, but she felt like she could be when she was around him. And every time she heard him laugh, she felt like she mattered to him. It was a feeling she didn’t want to let go of after so many years of being alone. It was good to have a friend.
“Well, I can’t say I mind. Although I think I probably need to get back to the gym. My pants are starting to feel a bit tight.”
“I’m not sure Belle Grove even has a gym. Maybe we should take up running together,” Olivia suggested. She usually went running four times a week at least, usually late at night when she couldn’t sleep, but she’d been sleeping better recently, and she knew all of their fast-food dinners were taking a toll on her body. It was strange to think that only a few months before, she couldn’t stand his witty remarks and incessant teasing, and now she was inviting him out for a run. How quickly she’d adjusted.
“Alright. You’re on. But not tomorrow. I think I’m definitely going to be too bloated from all those free fries to lug myself out of bed.”
“Oh, no. You’re not getting out of it that easily,” Olivia replied with a grin. “You’re just scared.”
“Me? Scared? Of a challenge?” Brock scoffed. “Absolutely not. Fine. I’ll be up bright and early. Let’s try for a 5k around the forest. Starting at your house.”
“Easy. I’ll leave you in my dust, Fry Boy.”
“Hey, watch it. I saw you demolish that cheeseburger the other day. I’ve trained you well... but you’re going to be just as slow as me.”
“I think you’re all talk. You’re just trying to psych me out,” Olivia countered with a raised eyebrow. “Let’s raise the stakes. The loser owes the winner a hundred dollars.”
Brock grinned. “For real? Alright then. Maybe I’ll leave the rest of my fries today then…”
Olivia grinned back, already planning what she’d do with her winnings.
“Shall we get out of here? Take a walk?” Olivia asked. She didn’t think she could manage another bite of her meal. Besides, she wanted to get out into the forest. Fall was her favorite time of year, and over the past week or so, as the crisp orange leaves began to fall around Belle Grove, she’d relished her evening walks even more than ever. In the forest, the ground became a carpet of burnt-out leaves that crunched beneath her boots as she walked. It was an experience she wanted to enjoy while it lasted.
“Sure. I’m game for that. Maybe I can walk off some of my dinner.”
Olivia paid for their meal graciously, teasing Brock that he was about to be a hundred dollars down anyway, and the pair of them argued playfully about their bet as they headed for the forest. These walks were another part of their evening routine. Brock had taken to walking Olivia home before heading back to his own place, wanting to make sure she was safe. Even as an accomplished FBI agent, Olivia felt the pressures of walking alone in the dark as a woman. After all, a serial killer had been stalking her home only a few weeks before. She shuddered at the thought, wrapping her coat further around her body as they entered the cluster of trees.
She wondered if there was a reason she was so grateful for the fall leaves this year, more than usual. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that she’d almost died at the hand of Amos at the waterfall. Perhaps it was because she knew better than most that survival wasn’t promised. She’d lost a lot over the years, and now she’d stared death directly in the eyes. That wasn’t something to be taken lightly.
But it had definitely given her a new lease on life, and she couldn’t complain about that. She was seeing the world in a new way. Seeing beauty much clearer, but also deceit. She’d wanted to trust Amos, and his brother Cyrus, to get their help in stopping the ritualistic killings that had been terrifying the tiny suburb of Beacon Hill, not too far from Belle Grove. But both were revealed to be killers, and Cyrus was the mastermind behind it all, who had been manipulating them from the shadows the whole time. The experience definitely hadn’t made her any more trusting. There were few people in the world that she relied on now. Her family was out of the question for the moment, but that was okay. She had Brock. Sam and Emily were good to her too, and she had grown closer to them again since she last saw them. Aside from that, though she was on her own.
But she didn’t mind being alone. She was used to it.
“Olivia?”
Olivia glanced at Brock, who had both eyebrows raised in concern.
“Where’d you go just then? I’ve been talking to you, but I don’t think you heard any of it.”
“Oh. Yeah, I didn’t hear a word of that. Sorry. What did you say?”
“I was just asking how your mom is. Have you spoken to her?”
Olivia wrinkled her nose. “She’s been texting me a lot. I haven’t replied yet. I’m not ready.”
“You don’t think she’s suffered long enough?”
Olivia sighed. “I don’t know. She made me suffer for a lot longer. My whole life, actually. You know, I spent so much of my childhood wondering where she was, wishing she was home with me. I kept thinking, what was so important that she had to leave me behind? But back then, she always came home. This time was different.”
Brock nodded. “How long was she gone for again?”
“Almost five years,” Olivia told him.
Brock whistled lowly. “I don’t blame you.”
Olivia kept ranting, feeling the irritation rise. “And now she’s just trying to pick right up where we left off. It’s ridiculous!”
“It is ridiculous,” Brock echoed her, but she didn’t even wait for him before continuing.
“You don’t just disappear from someone’s life for years and then expect them to carry on like everything’s fine between you. I just can’t believe she…” She took a deep breath and exhaled it before turning to him. “Sorry. We’ve been over this a hundred times.”
Brock shrugged. “I don’t mind. It’s a lot to process.”
Something in the way he said it made Olivia pause. She regarded him skeptically.
“But…?” she asked.
“But what?” he replied.
“But it feels like you had something else to say.”
Brock pressed his lips into a tight line as if considering his next words carefully. “Um… do you want advice, or do you just want me to shut up and listen?”
“Out with it, Tanner.”
Brock scrunched up his face as if he didn’t want to say it but finally relented. “Well, you’re right. What she did is extremely screwed up and she has no right to just waltz right back in. I’m not saying you have to forgive her right away. I don’t want to tell you how to live your life, Olivia. But from what I can tell, your mom is flawed, but at least she’s trying to make amends. Not everyone is lucky enough to have a parent willing to do that. Sometimes when parents go missing from your life, they just don’t come back.”
Olivia narrowed her eyes at Brock as they walked. Was he speaking from experience? It occurred to Olivia, not for the first time, that although she told him about every aspect of her life, she knew very little about his. Sure, she knew he had some traumas. That kind of came with the job. She knew he spoke to his therapist on the phone every Thursday night, and that seemed to be enough for him to keep himself leveled out.
But Olivia wanted to know more. As close as she was with Brock, she felt like she’d only scratched the surface of the man he was. She wanted to dig deeper, to know what made him tick. But sometimes when she tried to press him further, it was like she’d hit a brick wall. He clearly had secrets that he was unwilling to spill.
The question Olivia had was why?
“Well, I need more time,” Olivia said with a sigh. “I haven’t forgiven her yet. I’ll see her when I’m ready.”
“I know. Just don’t leave it too long. I know you’d never forgive yourself if she disappeared again and you never got to reconcile.”
“If she disappears again, I’ll never forgive her. I’m tired of losing people.”
Brock seemed to realize he’d pushed Olivia too far because he nudged his elbow against her arm.
“Hey. It’s okay. She’s not going to do it again. And if you’re worried about people disappearing… well, you can count on me to stick around. I’m not going anywhere any time soon.”
Olivia felt a warmth in the middle of her chest. Brock always knew exactly what to say to cheer her up. As they approached her little cabin in the woods, she felt uplifted by the conversation. He was right. At least he was always around.
“Well, this is me,” she said as she stood on the porch with a smile. “Five A.M. tomorrow for our run? Bright and early?”
“Five A.M.? You’re joking, right? How am I supposed to get my beauty sleep?”
“You’re tough, I’m sure you’ll manage it. It’s all part of the challenge. I think we need some discipline back in our lives, right? Or else when our next case comes along, we won’t be prepared.”
Brock puffed out a lungful of air. “Fine. But straight after, I’m going back to bed. I might need two days to recover.”
“So long as I get my winnings, you can do as you please.”
Olivia was about to turn and go inside the cabin, but she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She felt her heart skip a beat. There were only a handful of people who ever called her, and it was never about anything good.
She took out her phone and checked the caller ID. As she suspected, the name Jonathan James stared back at her. She looked at Brock.
“Our run might have to wait. I think we’ve got a new case on our hands.”





 
“Seems like we have a kidnapping case on our hands,” Olivia told Brock as they got into her car and she started up the engine. She was determined to get to the scene as quickly as possible, even though it was a long drive to get to Hidden Cove, a tiny little town just off the Chesapeake Bay. She didn’t want to miss a thing.
“Another kidnapping case? Please tell me it’s not another kid…”
“Not this time. A grown woman in this instance. Her name is Isabella Walker. Her family were out of the house for the evening, so she was home alone. Her husband, Jake Walker, came home to find blood at the bottom of the stairs. His wife was gone, along with her car. Apparently, there’s quite a lot of evidence left on the scene. Who knows. We might have this case done and dusted in no time.”
Olivia didn’t believe her own words for a second, but it made her feel a little better as they drove up the highway, the peaceful waters on the nearby bay a stark contrast to the foreboding in Olivia’s gut. Their last kidnapping case had been messy, terrifying, and dark. It was one of the worst cases she’d dealt with to date.
But Olivia reminded herself that over the last few months, she’d grown stronger. More resilient. The fears that had built inside her when her mother disappeared were ones that she’d faced head-on. She’d come so far since that case, one that broke her down and then built her back up again. This time, she was ready for anything. This time, she was determined to solve this case. She wouldn’t let her fear get the best of her.
Brock snoozed a little as Olivia drove and she listened to some quiet music on the radio, wondering what they were about to face. She wondered what Isabella Walker had possibly done to get herself into a scenario where she was kidnapped. Olivia knew from past cases that it usually meant that someone had messed with a powerful figure. Either they were linked to someone considered a public figure, like a celebrity or a politician, and they were being used for some kind of bait. Or, more likely, she was connected to someone involved in some kind of crime.
The other possibility was that the husband had done it. The local police had interviewed him, and he’d had an alibi, but Olivia was already making a mental note to follow up on it and confirm for herself. In the vast majority of kidnappings or disappearances of women, the husband or boyfriend was to blame. It hadn’t been the case in the disappearances of the teenage girls throughout Belle Grove, but she grimly noted that the pattern remained clear. Unless any truly compelling evidence came to light, the husband would be the first suspect.
Either way, Isabella was clearly in deep trouble. Olivia’s mission was clear: find out who had taken her in the first place and try to save her before something bad happened.
By the time they made their way down the Delmarva peninsula and approached Hidden Cove, Brock was awake and raring to go. Olivia was feeling the effects of the long drive and was sorely in need of some coffee, but she suspected it would be a while before she’d be able to get one. They had work to do.
It was clear right away that they were at the right house when they pulled up behind a stream of police cars. Police tape was strung up around the garden, which was harrowingly decorated with Halloween memorabilia. Olivia shuddered. There was something wrong about a kidnapping taking place on Halloween. She wondered if the kidnapper had intended to make the whole thing symbolic. It wouldn’t be the first time that one of their perpetrators had taken some creative license.
As Olivia got out of the car, she could see a man on the veranda, talking to a police officer. He seemed pretty distressed, and his hand half covered his face as he talked.
“What do you think?” Brock started as they stood there watching the scene.
Olivia regarded the man for a long moment, looking him over. His eyes were full of emotion and he was hunched forward, like he couldn’t believe what was happening.
“He looks genuine,” she offered.
“They always do.”
She nodded grimly. He was playing the part perfectly. The task would be to see how he stood up to pressure.
“Shall we?” she asked.
Brock nodded. “Let’s do this.”
The pair of them both donned gloves, just in case they needed to touch anything. Then Olivia led the way under the police tape, badged the perimeter, and headed over to meet Jake Walker. The distress on his face was clear as day. As Olivia stepped onto the veranda, she couldn’t miss the puddle of blood staining the cream carpet in the hallway of the house. Nor could she miss the door that had been nearly torn apart as if by an ax. It was nearly split in two, almost falling off its hinges, and bits of wood were falling to the ground underneath. Olivia took a deep breath. Whatever had happened to Isabella, she definitely wasn’t in a good state now.
Jake looked lost as the officer he’d been speaking to walked away, giving Olivia a gap. She stepped forward to greet him.
“Jake Walker? Special Agent Olivia Knight with the FBI. This is my partner Special Agent Brock Tanner.”
Jake seemed to let out a long breath as he shook hands with Olivia. “Thank you for coming, Agents. I’m so glad you’re here. I felt a little better once they called the FBI.”
Olivia cocked her head to the side. Brock gave voice to what she was thinking:
“We don’t usually hear that.”
Jake nodded. “I think you’re the only ones who can solve this. I’m sure the police are perfectly capable of handling the issues around town, but this is different. It’s big, I can feel it.”
“What makes you say that?” Olivia asked. Jake swallowed.
“Because my wife has always been paranoid. Maybe this is why. Maybe she always thought something bad was going to happen to her. I never took it seriously. God, I wish I’d just listened to her…”
“You can’t blame yourself. I’m sure no one could’ve seen this coming,” Olivia said as gently as she could. “I was told in my briefing that this is being considered a kidnapping case… can you explain why that is?”
Jake nodded. “Come in. I have something to show you.”
Olivia raised her eyebrow as Jake began to lead her around the side of the house. It wasn’t often that they got evidence from a scene right off the bat. She was intrigued to see what it might be. As they passed the ruined front door on the way down the stairs of the veranda, she took a quick peek inside, wanting to see if she could clock anything of interest. She immediately noticed that there were muddy boot prints on the carpet and on the stairwell. Whoever had snatched Isabella had done so without much care about leaving evidence behind. Perhaps they might even find some fingerprints on the scene and blow the case wide open.
Olivia and Brock followed Jake around the side of the house to the garage, which had been left open. There was no car inside, but Jake led the pair of them to a small monitor in the corner of the room which showed video footage of the inside of the garage. Olivia looked up and saw the security camera in the corner of the ceiling.
“I got a new car a few months ago and I wanted to up my security. Now I’m glad that I did,” Jake explained, making a few clicks on the monitor. “Look at this. Footage from while I was out with the kids.”
Olivia peered at the monitor. The footage was timed at five twenty-three. Olivia watched as a hooded figure carried who she assumed to be Isabella toward the parked car in the garage. She was limp in the figure’s arms and bound in zip ties, but she looked to still be alive.
The person in the hood opened the trunk of the car and threw Isabella roughly inside. Olivia watched as Isabella feebly tried to sit herself up, but the trunk was closed before she could make an attempt to escape. The hooded figure got out a set of car keys from their pocket and ran for the driver’s seat, pressing the button to open the garage door before getting inside the vehicle. Within a minute, both victim and the kidnapper were gone, taking a left at the end of the driveway and disappearing out of view.
The footage showed nothing else of interest and Jake stepped away from the monitor, shaking his head.
“I always told her not to leave the keys in the bowl in the hallway… maybe if we’d hidden them somewhere better, I might have gotten back in time to save her…”
Olivia watched as Jake’s face crumpled, a sob escaping him as he pinched the bridge of his nose like he was trying to hold himself together. Olivia reached out to touch his arm.
“It’s okay. We’re going to do everything we can to find your wife,” Olivia told him. Jake took several very shaky breaths, filling his lungs up with air loudly. He took an inhaler out of his pocket and took several puffs. After a few moments, he sighed.
“I’m sorry. I’m finding this all very hard to handle. My chest… it feels so tight… I never thought I’d have to deal with something like this.”
“The sooner we can get all the information you know, the sooner we can start working on your wife’s case,” Brock told him. “Could you tell us about the moment you found the blood in your hallway? Did you come home to find the house like that?”
“Actually, no. When I got home, the police were already here. Apparently, a trick-or-treater came up the driveway, hoping to get some candy. They saw the blood and the busted door and I think at first they thought it was a decoration. You can see from the garden that my wife loved to make a big deal of Halloween. But when they called out ‘trick or treat’ and no one came… well, they must have called the police then. They must have been terrified.”
Olivia made a mental note to talk to the caller later. She wondered if maybe they’d seen anything else of interest. “Okay. So when you got here with your kids, the police were already on the scene?”
“Yes. I took them to the pool. Isabella wanted us to come home earlier for trick or treating but… but the kids love their swimming, so I told her we’d have to wait until later on. Now I wish I’d just listened to her.”
Jake hung his head, close to tears again. Olivia felt a pang in her chest for him. She knew from experience how easy it could be to blame yourself for something happening to someone you love. She’d found a million ways to blame herself for the death of her sister, for the disappearance of her mother. She could see from the pain on Jake’s face that he was doing the same.
He sniffed quietly and raised his head again, his eyes a little misty behind his glasses. “I know there’s not much I could’ve done, but I want to be as much of a help as possible. Please let me help,” he pleaded, blinking away the tears and looking at Olivia with steely determination. “I’ll do anything to bring her back. Anything.”
Despite herself, Olivia wanted to believe his words were sincere. She wanted to believe that he really was desperate to get her back and not the reason for her disappearance in the first place. She’d heard far too many stories of supposedly grieving husbands who had been merely acting, trying to throw the police off their scent.
“Thank you, Jake. We’re going to see about getting you somewhere safe to stay with your kids until we figure out what’s going on,” Olivia replied.
“What do you do for work? Will you be able to take some time away?” Brock asked.
“Well, I teach chemistry at the high school. I’ve got classes every day, homework to grade, lessons to plan, but I’m sure they can find a sub for me. It’s not like they have a choice, right?”
“It won’t be for long, we hope,” Olivia promised. “But our priority is making sure this doesn’t escalate further. Do you have any idea why someone would do this? Why someone would target your wife?”
Jake shook his head, his lips pressed together to keep a lid on his emotions. “No clue. No clue at all. Isabella… tends to keep to herself.”
“What does she do?” Brock asked.
“She stays at home,” Jake explained. “She’s always had a certain level of social anxiety. But she’s happy to stay home and take care of the house.”
“You said she’s a paranoid person. Do you know why that is? Does she have any enemies?” Olivia asked. She was torn between displaying sympathy for the man and really wanting to dig into him.
Jake shook his head again. “I always assumed it was part of her anxiety. It comes and goes in waves. Sometimes she does pretty well. But sometimes she gets… reclusive. And that’s been how things are even since we first started dating. But I’ve never minded because she’s always kept her world so small,” he went on. “Family is everything to her. Me and the kids… we’re all she cares about. So no, I don’t know why anyone would do this to her. I can’t imagine who would possibly do this to her.”
Olivia didn’t believe that for a second. She knew that kidnappings only ever happened if there was something to gain from them. Ransom money, perhaps, or stealing a person away to hurt a person close to them. Olivia’s eyes met Jake’s.
“What about you? Do you have any reason to believe anyone would want to hurt you?”
Jake blinked. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“I’m considering the possibility that someone kidnapped your wife to enact some kind of revenge on you. Does that sound like something that might be possible? Do you have anyone in your life who might want to hurt you like that?”
Jake looked aghast. He shook his head in disbelief. “No. No, I… I can’t imagine so. I don’t think I’ve ever gotten on anyone’s bad side that way.”
“A vengeful former student, maybe?” Brock offered. “A professional rival?”
Jake frowned hard, seeming to wrack his brain for ideas. “I’m sorry, but I can’t think of anyone who would do that. Do you think that could have something to do with it?”
“We’re just speculating. We don’t know anything yet, but that’s why we’re asking these questions. We understand it’s a lot to take in,” Brock said to Jake. Jake nodded.
“It is. It’s a lot. I feel like I need to sit down.”
“Why don’t you take a break while we look around more,” Olivia offered. “Do you mind if we watch that footage again? I’d like to make some notes.”
“Of course. Feel free to look around. I’m going to check on the kids. They’ve been sitting in my car for hours… I don’t know what the hell I’m going to tell them.”
Jake looked distressed as he left the garage, rubbing his temple absentmindedly. Brock sighed.
“Well?”
“I don’t know if the theory that he’s our suspect is going to pan out. He seems genuine,” Olivia told him.
“Poor guy. It seems weird, right? A normal family like this… it’s not like they’re crazy rich if he’s a chemistry teacher and she’s a stay-at-home mom, so kidnapping her for money seems ludicrous.”
Olivia nodded. “I was just thinking that. I can’t understand what would make these people a target.”
“We’ll have to do a deep dive on her past to get a motive. Good thinking on the revenge angle, but who’d want revenge against a teacher? I just don’t get it.”
Olivia shook her head. “Me neither. I think it might take a little more digging before we can get to the motive. But I think there’s more to this tape as well. Let’s watch it again.”
Olivia fiddled with the mouse for the monitor and managed to get the clip to replay. She watched carefully as the figure entered the garage from the side of the house and narrowed her eyes at them.
“That cloak and scythe… I guess it was meant to blend in as a Halloween costume, right?”
“Must have been. It’s kind of perfect. Hides their identity as well as blending in with the general vibe. I wonder if they chose tonight to strike for a reason. Jake said that Isabella is a big fan of Halloween… maybe whoever did this knew that as well.”
Olivia nodded, convinced by the argument. “So we’re leaning toward this being a personal attack. I can’t see what the kidnapper hoped to gain otherwise. It’s not like this family can afford bucket loads of ransom money. But time will tell.”
Olivia and Brock watched the clip a few more times, hoping to see something new each time, but there wasn’t much to see. Olivia turned around the costume in her head. Where had she heard something about a Grim Reaper lately within the FBI? She couldn’t quite remember, but she was sure one of her friends had been working on a case about someone who called themselves The Grim Reaper. She made a mental note to ask around about that later. Even if it meant nothing, it was worth following up on.
They watched the footage several more times, taking notes and pointing out details to each other, but there was only so much they could find with the limited camera angle. That done, Olivia and Brock headed inside the house to have a look around. They were met with the sight of the blood once again. Olivia cocked her head to the side.
“Not too much blood lost. And none on the scythe, so it wasn’t an assassination. Clearly a head injury like we saw on the video, but they intended to take her alive. I guess maybe she opened the door, thinking she was greeting a trick-or-treater, and was attacked by her assailant before she could register what was happening. I’m assuming that scythe was what did all the damage to the door.”
“Looks like it,” Brock nodded. “That thing looks deadly.”
“She looked defeated on the camera footage,” Olivia commented, shuddering a little at the thought. “Like she’d given up. Maybe she knew this would come for her someday. Maybe, deep down, she knew what was happening to her.”
Her heart sank. She knew what it was like to fear the worst, to be faced with the knowledge that your life might not be as wonderful as you hoped. She pitied Isabella. She wondered what had happened in her life to make her a target of something so terrifying.
Olivia distracted herself from the thought by examining the boot prints on the carpet. She was used to dealing with very careful people, the kind of people who liked to leave a crime scene as tidy as possible, but this was just sloppy.
Maybe the assailant wasn’t very experienced, which would support her theory that the kidnapping was a personal matter. It was possible they were dealing with someone normal who had been tipped over the edge, done something crazy in a fit of passion. If that was the case, there was no time to lose. If the attacker was operating in an impulsive fit, there’s no telling what they would do. They needed to figure out who in Isabella’s life might want to hurt her or her husband before it was too late.
“It’s strange. Jake told us that Isabella keeps to herself. She’s a stay-at-home mom. So why would anyone target her? She was minding her own business the whole time,” Olivia pondered. Brock frowned, mulling it over.
“Or hiding.”
Olivia’s ears pricked. “Hiding?”
“Yeah. Maybe the reason she stays home is that she doesn’t want to be known. Jake said she’s paranoid, right? Social anxiety? Maybe whatever is going on in her personal life—maybe even before she met him—has given her a reason to be afraid.”
Olivia picked up the thread from there. “If she’s got a good reason to be scared, then it makes sense that she’d stay here where she feels safe.”
Brock completed the thought: “Out there, anyone could see her. If I was hiding from someone, I’d try and keep myself out of the public eye as much as possible.”
Olivia nodded slowly, taking it in. It did make sense. Perhaps Isabella’s need for privacy was a necessity, not just a choice. Perhaps, somewhere out there, there had been someone hunting her down all along.
And now they’d found her.





 
By the time the cop cars began to move away from the Walker residence, it was nearly dawn. Jake Walker and his two children had been assigned a safe house and Olivia and Brock escorted them to the location, hoping to get another chance to talk to Jake.
The safe house was in a quiet neighborhood just outside of the town, lost somewhere in the suburban trenches far from the harbor. As they entered the house in the dark, Jake quietly switched on the lights and stared around him in shock.
“How did we end up here,” Jake murmured quietly to himself. He turned to look at Olivia and Brock. “I guess you want to talk to me some more. Can I just get the kids settled? They haven’t slept a wink.”
“Of course. We’ll wait down here,” Olivia said. She watched as Jake picked up a child in each arm, soothing them with quiet noises as he carried them up the stairs of the unfamiliar house.
Olivia was reminded of the feeling she had when she first moved to Belle Grove. That feeling that she didn’t belong there at all, but there was nowhere else she could be.
“There are worse places to be holed up when you’re in hiding,” Brock mentioned to Olivia once he was out of earshot. “Nice digs.”
Olivia hadn’t noticed when they first walked in, but Brock was right. It was a nice house. They moved through to the living room, which had beautiful leather sofas and an elegant glass coffee table. At the back of the room, a door led to a lush garden full of plants and nice garden furniture. Olivia thought of the Walker’s house, which was beginning to show the wear and tear from being a household with only one worker and two young, wild children. But the thought made her smile.
“I think I prefer the Walker residence,” she whispered. It reminded her of life with her own family. All that wear and tear was a sign of a life well-lived. Of family fun and simpler times. Sure, this place was nice. It looked pretty upmarket. But it was also devoid of personality, wiped clean of signs that anyone had ever been there before. It was like being in a furniture showroom and feeling too uncomfortable to sit down and try the furniture. Olivia doubted anyone would ever be able to call it a real home.
Especially not the Walker family.
Olivia perched on the edge of one of the sofas, hearing the leather creak beneath her. She wondered whether the Walker family would ever be able to return to normal. Even if they got Isabella back, would they ever be able to relax again? Would they be able to go back to their life in Hidden Cove, to the home they’d built together? She doubted it. She knew from experience how something like this could blow up the foundations of your life. It wasn’t something people generally bounced back from. And the kids… they’d grow up not really understanding what had happened, only that it traumatized them.
The thought was so heavy that Olivia was almost glad when Jake returned from upstairs, looking tired and upset. He sat down on one of the chairs, sinking into it with a long, sad sigh.
“I think they’ll be okay for now. I still haven’t told them what’s going on. I just said… I just said that their Mom would be gone for a little while,” he said, rubbing his eyes beneath his glasses. “Do you think I did the wrong thing? I don’t want to get their hopes up, but how do I possibly explain what’s happening right now? It just seems impossible.”
“I think you’re doing just fine,” Olivia told him. “We can have someone sent to help, a child psychologist who deals with these cases.”
“That would be very helpful, thank you. But what if…” he trailed off, as if afraid to say it.
“I can assure you we’ll be working around the clock to find her. The evidence from your house is already being analyzed and we’re hoping it can give us a head start.”
“But just in case, we need to know more,” Brock added. “We need to know everything.”
“Everything?”
“Yes. Anything you can think of to tell us about last night, or about your wife, or about anything that might have triggered this kidnapping. There might be details that seem unimportant, but you should tell us them anyway. We’re trying to build a complete idea of how and why this might have happened. So just be as open and honest with us as you can and we’ll do the rest,” Olivia said.
Jake sighed heavily. “Okay. I’ve already told you pretty much everything I can think of—”
“Not just about tonight,” Brock clarified. “Why don’t you start with telling us a little about how you met and how your wife has been since you’ve known one another?”
Jake took a deep breath. “Well, okay, sure. We met six years ago. It’s kind of embarrassing, actually… we met through a dating site.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow at this and shot a look over to Brock, who was already scribbling that down in a notepad. “Nothing embarrassing,” she offered. “Lots of people these days meet others online.”
Jake shrugged. “I know, I know. We started messaging and she was very cagey for a while. But once we really got to know each other, she finally opened up and we met for a real in-person date.” His eyes glazed over as if he was remembering it again for the first time. “I didn’t know what to expect. I wasn’t sure she was real.”
“You were worried she was catfishing you?” Brock asked.
“Sort of, yeah,” Jake admitted. “The woman I got to know was sweet, kind, funny… her pictures were absolutely gorgeous. I figured there had to be a catch. I’d never had much luck with women and she… well, she was well out of my league. I never thought that I’d stand a chance with her. But we met at a coffee shop and there she was… this beautiful woman, the same beautiful woman I’d been messaging all this time. Laughing at all my dumb jokes, taking an interest in my job, hanging on to my every word. I just considered myself so lucky. Still do,” he admitted.
Olivia could sense the shadow of something else in his comments. Like there was something he wanted to add but didn’t want to say out loud. “But…” she started, and Jake gave a reluctant nod.
“But I kept thinking… what’s the catch here? She seemed so perfect to me back then. I guess I knew even then that there must be some reason she was on the market.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow. “You thought your wife was damaged goods?”
Jake winced at his own implication, shaking his head. “No, I just mean… I just mean that I assumed she had some kind of history. I imagined there was a reason she was interested in a man like me. I think I was, in some ways, a safe bet. A steady man, you know? I’m not some handsome, rich, funny man who has women falling at his feet. To have interest from someone as incredible as her was like a miracle to me. And I soon realized that it was because she wanted someone who would love her and take care of her. But you know what? I was fine with that. The rest didn’t seem to matter much.”
Olivia nodded. Not exactly a romantic story, but she could understand what he meant. He shrugged.
“I’m not saying we’re not happy together, because we are. I love her more than anything in the world. I’ve known all along how lucky I am that she chose me. I know she cares about me too, even if this started out as an act of desperation for us both. We’re good for one another. We’ve stayed grounded together and made it through a lot of hard times. But there’s one condition that I compromise on that keeps our marriage afloat.”
“Which is?” Brock perked up eagerly. Jake sighed.
“It’s always been important to our relationship that I don’t push her to tell me things that she doesn’t want to. Even right at the beginning, sometimes I’d ask her a question and she’d just clam up, shut me down entirely. And I was so keen to keep on her good side that I never tried to get her to tell me more. I just accepted that there were things she wanted to keep to herself. I think she saw our marriage as a clean slate.”
“How quickly did you get married after you met?” Olivia asked. Jake’s cheeks flushed a little.
“I admit, it all happened very fast. Within six months, we were engaged and she was pregnant with Amber, our daughter. I was so happy that I didn’t care if we were rushing into things. But the wedding was strange. She didn’t invite any guests of her own.”
“Not a single one?” Olivia asked, blinking in shock. That was definitely unusual. She knew plenty of social recluses, but they all had at least one friend or family member that they got along with. It was deeply unusual that not even one person would be invited.
“She said she didn’t have anyone she wanted to invite. I didn’t invite a huge amount of people myself, but the other guests did find it weird that she didn’t ask anyone along. But as I said, she can get reclusive sometimes. We’ve lived in Hidden Cove together since we got married and she isn’t very close with anyone in the neighborhood. She’s never had any family visits or mentioned much about them at all. All I know is that her parents died a long time ago.”
“So… so you don’t know anything about her past at all?” Brock pressed. “Do you know where she lived before you met? Or whether she’s had any previous relationships? How did her parents die?”
Jake squirmed a little. “Look… I know it must seem strange to you, not being able to tell you much about my wife. But she kept her cards close to her chest. I know everything else there is to know about her, but it’s like her life began the day we met. Anything before, she just left it behind. I don’t know what happened to her parents, or anything about her love life before me, but I do know that she’s from Colombia.”
This time both Olivia’s eyebrows went up. That would have been nice to know at the beginning of his long-winded story. The fact that the woman is an immigrant with a mysterious past certainly put a whole new spin on the investigation.
Brock seemed to be thinking the same thing and he spoke up. “So she’s an immigrant? Were you ever concerned that this was a green card marriage?”
Jake shook his head. “That’s the oddest thing. She already had her documentation before I met her. She wouldn’t have needed to marry me to get one. So I think… I think maybe her life there was hard, and that’s why she won’t talk about it. I stopped trying to ask about it because I knew she didn’t want to talk. It was hurting her too much. It wasn’t my job to dig into her past. It was my job to make her happy right here, right now. And that’s what I did. I’ve been her chosen family for six years. That’s what matters.”
Olivia nodded in understanding. She could see how their relationship worked, and she understood it. He made her feel safe, hidden away, and he got to bask in her glow. It was almost like a business arrangement, a marriage based on mutual gain more than love. But when Olivia looked at Jake’s face, she could see that, at least for him, the love was there as well.
Jake took a deep breath, clearly exhausted by emotion. “Since we married and had kids, it has made more sense for Isabella to be at home. Well, it was her choice, but since she doesn’t work, she’s always considered herself a housewife. That’s not something I forced on her, she chose to live that way. In fact, if I had my way, she’d at least work part-time or something. Money tends to be tight with only my salary to live off. But like I said, she prefers to stay at home. It’s actually very rare that she leaves the house. We were meant to go trick-or-treating last night and that would have been her first outing in at least a few weeks, if not months. She does all of our food shopping online so that she doesn’t need to go to the store. And even though she’s at home, she doesn’t like to answer the phone or the door. It didn’t used to be this bad, but it’s gotten worse over the years.”
“Does she have an anxiety disorder?”
“Nothing official. I’ve been trying to convince her to go to a therapist, to talk to someone, but she won’t. She keeps saying that she just wants to keep to herself, so I let her. And now… now I’m wondering if this is what she was afraid of.”
Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek. She couldn’t help agreeing. Isabella’s behavior did suggest someone who was living her life on the edge of her seat, terrified to settle down properly, to be seen by the world. It wasn’t completely uncommon. She knew that anxiety was one of the most common mental health issues that Americans everywhere faced. And yet, Isabella seemed to take it all to another level. Why? Had she had a target on her back ever since she got to the US? And why did she leave Colombia in the first place?
Olivia exchanged a quick glance with Brock. Was he thinking the same thing as her? That there was much more to Isabella Walker than even her husband knew about? She was certain now that the key to the case was finding out exactly who Isabella was, where she’d been before she met her husband, what drove her into seclusion. If they could crack that mystery, then maybe they’d figure out how to find her.
“You’ve told us a lot of really useful things so far,” Brock told Jake. Jake’s face drooped a little.
“Do you think so? Do you think you’ll be able to find her?”
“If we dig a little deeper, then yes. I think we can figure it all out. We’re going to have to try and get to the root of who she really was. I think her life before she met you will be key to the investigation,” Brock said.
Jake sank further into his chair, looking deflated. “God… it feels like I never even knew her. I wish I’d pushed more. Asked more questions. She’s my wife. I should have more that I can tell you.”
“Don’t beat yourself up,” Olivia said gently. “Everyone has secrets. Literally everyone. And if she was keeping quiet about her past, it might have been to protect you and your children.”
A flicker of fear passed through Jake’s eyes. Olivia had to admit that if he really was lying, his performance was award-worthy. He took a deep breath and nodded. “You’re probably right. I’m just scared that the things I don’t know are what will get her killed. What if… what if I never see her again?”
Olivia clasped her hands together, feeling uncomfortable. “I can’t make you any promises, Jake. These cases don’t always have a happy ending. But we’re going to do everything in our power to get your wife back alive. It’s very early days. We’re still figuring out what the kidnapper wants. But as soon as we know what we’re dealing with, we’ll make sure to dive right in. Don’t give up on Isabella. I think she seems like she’s been through a lot. I’m sure right now, she’s intent on staying strong. You should too.”
Jake nodded, a tear spilling down his cheek. He sucked in air through his nose. “Alright. Okay. I can do that.”
Brock stood up and Olivia followed his lead, both of them shaking hands with Jake.
“You have our number. If you think of anything important, don’t hesitate to reach out and let us know about it. Otherwise, just sit tight. Take care of your kids. And wait this thing out. There are eyes on the house, so you’re safe here,” Brock told Jake quietly.
“Thank you. For everything. I… I hope you can find her. Soon,” Jake murmured. Olivia offered him a warm smile.
“We hope so too.”
As they headed out to Brock’s car, the first signs of daylight were beginning to show in the sky. Brock yawned loudly.
“We should find a motel and sleep for a few hours. There’s no sense in heading back to Belle Grove right now,” Brock said. Olivia nodded wearily.
“Yeah, sure. We can start up in a few hours once the police have finished combing through the evidence,” Olivia suggested.
As they drove away from the safe house, Olivia closed her eyes and thought about the Walker family. Or at least, the members of the Walker family who had been left behind. She thought about those kids waking up and not knowing where their mother was. A feeling she’d learned inside out, a feeling that had haunted her for the past few years of her life. It sent a pang of pain through her heart. Her eyes snapped open again.
“Let’s get that mom back to her kids,” she whispered. “And fast.”





 
It was afternoon by the time the house was swept, the evidence was all marked and tagged, and things were cleaned up to send back to the lab. Now the house seemed a shadow of what it once was. It was no longer a safe place for a loving family. It was a house of horror.
The crime scene tape only added to the ghastly scene, blending in with the Halloween decorations still strewn about the yard. Skeletons and spiders and pumpkins and all manner of spooky things gave the whole thing a surreal quality. It sent a shiver down Olivia’s spine as she and Brock approached the house, having gotten only a fitful few hours of sleep at the motel.
She was running on little more than determination and coffee, but that would have to be enough to power her through. Olivia listened intently as the officer explained what they’d found as they ducked underneath the crime scene tape and donned gloves.
“Anything new?” Brock asked.
The officer tightened his lips grimly. “Not much, I’m afraid. Blood on the scene is confirmed to be a woman’s. We’re waiting on the DNA for a more exact match, but we’re certain it’s the victim. No fingerprints from anyone other than the family anywhere in the house really.”
“What about the door?” Olivia pointed to the heavy gash cut out of the front door, where the wood had splintered away.
“It definitely seems like that cut was made with a scythe of some sort,” the officer confirmed. “We were hoping the blade chipped somehow, or that we’d get a piece of the weapon, but no luck there.”
“Damn,” Brock grumbled. “Don’t you have any good news for us?”
The officer shrugged. “About the only thing I can say is that we have the victim’s cell phone. It was left behind in the living room. It was protected with a fingerprint, so we already sent it to the Bureau to crack that open. We might be able to find more background on the victim if we can get access to that.”
Olivia nodded. “Good. Well, better than nothing at least.”
They thanked the officer for his time and were about to head inside to take a look at the place, but before they could cross the yard and head into the house, a voice from across the street stopped them.
“Um, excuse me?”
Olivia turned to see an older woman approaching them, concern written on her face. She looked like a grandmother and was wringing her hands nervously. The woman walked up to the crime scene tape and stopped short. Her eyes went wide as she looked down at it, as if she hadn’t expected it to be there. As if she’d never seen it before. And by the looks of her, she probably never had.
But Olivia knew appearances could be deceiving.
“Can we help you, ma’am?” started Brock.
“Um. Maybe I can help you, detectives,” she offered nervously.
“Agents, actually,” Olivia replied, flashing her badge. “Special Agents Olivia Knight and Brock Tanner, with the FBI.”
The woman took a deep breath and nodded. “Right. Sorry. Agents.”
Olivia offered her a warm smile. “It’s alright.”
“I just… I couldn’t help but notice what was going on last night. We had some kiddos come trick-or-treating but with all the commotion our street thinned out pretty quick. Usually we have lots of kids come by but we shut things down early once we figured out it wasn’t a prank. My heart just breaks for that poor family. Sweet things, all of them. Amber and little Warren are just such good kids. They’re about the age of my Johnny’s youngest. But they moved to Baltimore a few years back so I don’t see them as much as I’d like.” The woman was rambling now, clearly very nervous to be at an actual crime scene surrounded by cops and FBI agents.
Brock exchanged a quick glance with Olivia and put on his gentlest tone. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you said you could maybe help us? Did you see what happened?”
“Yes. I’m sorry. I’m just not used to talking to, you know…” she gestured up and down.
“FBI agents?” Olivia completed for her.
“Yes.”
“I promise you, we’re just people. You can tell us anything. Why don’t we start with what it was you saw last night?”
The woman nodded. “Well, there was so much commotion. All the lights and cars and things.”
Olivia kept her face neutral, trying not to give in to frustration. It was very sweet that this old woman wanted to help, but right now it seemed like she was just wasting their time. Well-intentioned, to be sure, but not helpful in the slightest.
“You wouldn’t happen to have seen a man in a cloak last night? Holding a scythe?”
She scrunched her face up. “Like the Grim Reaper?”
“The very same.”
She shrugged. “I’m sorry but with so many kids out, I couldn’t tell you who was in what costume. I didn’t really notice what was happening until the police came.”
“So what did you see?” Brock asked.
“Well, the first thing I noticed was that the door was open. It’s not like Isabella to just leave it open like that.”
“So you know her?” Olivia asked.
“Not well,” the woman admitted. “We met a few times. Borrowed cups of flour now and again. But she mostly stayed home. Jake told me she has social anxiety. I try not to pry too much, you know. Live and let live. I just worry for the girl. Is she alright?”
“That’s what we’re hoping to find out,” Olivia told her.
“But anyway, you noticed the door open…” Brock nudged.
“Oh, right. Yes. I noticed the door was open like it had been hit with something. At first, I thought it was another decoration, you know, the kind she likes and all. But I’d never seen anything like it.”
“Mhm,” Olivia nodded, silently urging her to get to the point.
“So I walked outside to get a closer look and when I did, I found this. It must have blown onto my yard from over there.” The woman produced a small, clear plastic baggie from her back pocket, the kind typically used for drugs. It was empty and didn’t appear to have any residue of drugs inside it, but the tiny image printed on the front of the bag gave it away.
It was a tiny picture of a scythe.
Both Olivia and Brock gasped and reached out to take it from her. The bag was undoubtedly completely contaminated. If this had come from Isabella or from the attacker there was no way to get any evidence or DNA from it. But in a way, it was better than nothing.
The woman looked up at their shocked faces. “Should I not have touched it? It was going to blow away…”
Olivia forced a tight smile. “I’m sure we can make some use of it. Thank you.”
She quickly showed Brock, who snapped a picture on his phone to catalog it as evidence. There wasn’t much else they could do with it though, so Olivia turned it over in her hand, examining it closely.
“You said this blew into your yard?” she asked the woman.
“Yes. I’ve never seen anything like it before. But I’m not naïve. I know it’s some sort of… drugs thing. I just thought… you know, with everything going on, I should show you it.”
“We appreciate this,” Brock said. “Thank you, Mrs… ah…”
“Parks. Angie Parks. She’ll be okay, won’t she? You’ll find her?”
“We’ll try our best, ma’am. You’ve been a big help.”
Olivia handed Mrs. Parks her card and thanked her, then watched her walk all the way back across the street. She turned back around to face the house once the woman was back inside.
“Well, that’s something, I guess?” Brock offered. “Better than nothing. Not much, though.”
“Brock, have you heard of the Grim Reaper?” Olivia told him.
“The… supernatural entity?”
“No, the criminal,” she clarified. “His alias.”
“Can’t say I have,” he shrugged. “You think that’s who this could be?”
“It’s got to be,” she said. “But I’m drawing a blank myself. I know I’ve heard something about that recently. The name is so familiar but I just can’t place it. I’ll have to check with Jonathan to see if that pans out.”
“It’s worth a shot,” he nodded. “In the meantime, shall we check out the house?”
Olivia wasn’t sure if they’d find anything there, especially after it had been combed over and over again by the police. But maybe a fresh set of eyes would help. She wanted to do a deeper dive, to see if there was something else they’d missed.
“Jake said one place we might look is the vanity table in the bedroom,” Brock offered. “He said it’s the one place in the house where he doesn’t ever look, since it’s her private place.”
Olivia nodded. It was a good place to start. If Isabella was keeping any secrets, they would surely be stored somewhere private.
The dreary weather outside had cast shadows through the entire place. It felt cold and desolate, as though a family had never lived there.
“Let’s get this over with,” she murmured to Brock. She led the way upstairs, peeking in all of the rooms one by one. Nothing seemed out of place, so she was sure that the kidnapper took nothing when they left the house. They likely wouldn’t have had time, given the struggle they were having with Isabella.
It was so strange to think that only twenty-four hours earlier, this very staircase had been the home of a happy family. Now it was the scene of a grisly kidnapping. There was still some mud and blood on the carpeted steps, but they took care not to disturb anything as they stepped around it.
When Olivia’s eyes locked on Isabella’s vanity table in the master bedroom, she approached it cautiously. The vanity table was cluttered, covered in half-used bottles of perfume, tangled jewelry, and endless tubes of lipstick. In contrast to the perfect cleanliness of the rest of the house, this felt—normal. Lived in. Like this was where the true Isabella came out.
It felt like an invasion of privacy when Olivia opened the drawer under the tabletop. As she expected, there was a lot of stuff inside it. It was like she used it as a place to shove every single paper she’d ever come across. Olivia looked up at Brock.
“I think if there’s anything of interest, it’ll be here. Might take us a while to get through this stuff, though.”
Brock let out a puff of air and then cracked his knuckles. “All right. Let’s take a look. I’m going to guess that at least eighty percent of this stuff is junk mail.”
Olivia smiled, but it was a little forced. Every second that passed was another second that it became that much more unlikely that they’d find Isabella alive. She wished she had something more to go on, someone to chase down, but until the police caught a sighting of Isabella’s stolen car there was not much else they could do but turn every corner looking for clues.
She took a handful of papers out of the vanity and sat cross-legged on the floor, beginning to sift through them. Brock did the same and for a while, they looked through the piles of papers in silence. Olivia stacked the junk into neat piles, trying not to notice the quiet between them. Usually, they’d be chatting, joking around, her rolling her eyes at him while he said things to try and wind her up. Now, there was none of that.
It weighed too heavily on Olivia for her to even think about joking at a time like this. Her heart broke for the two children, who would soon learn that their mother had gone and might not ever be coming back. She knew the feeling all too well.
They set to work like that for a while, and Olivia soon found herself able to get into the flow of the task at hand. It was becoming clear quite quickly that they weren’t coming across anything of interest. The papers they were sifting through were just bills, junk mail, and flyers that probably should’ve gone through the shredder a long time ago. There was nothing personal among the papers, nothing to indicate that this woman’s life was on the edge of ruin, nothing to show that she had some secret lover or nemesis who’d want to harm her. Olivia sighed.
“Looks like this was a bust,” Olivia murmured. “I wonder if there’s anywhere else in the house we should be looking? Maybe the attic? People keep all sorts of things in their attics.”
”Hold that thought, actually,” Brock announced all of a sudden, his eyes lighting up. He got up from his pile and poked his head into the vanity, rooting around in there with his hand to find anything he could. She could hear his hand hitting against the back of the wood with a dull thud, but it sounded odd.
“Aha,” he grunted. He pawed around for a while longer in there. Olivia narrowed her eyes, watching Brock’s eagerness increase. Then, he pulled his hand out of the desk, holding something out to her triumphantly.
“Bingo,” he murmured. In his hand, he held what looked like a letter in an envelope. Olivia and Brock’s eyes met with such excitement that Olivia felt a jolt through her. This is why he was the perfect partner for her. They shared the exact same excitement of a breakthrough.
It was a plain white envelope, completely nondescript. It had been roughly ripped open from the back. Brock turned it over in his hand, already taking pictures of it for evidence. But it was the return address that caught Olivia’s attention.
“Hanover Correctional Institution… Baltimore, Maryland,” she read out loud. She frowned and looked up at Brock. “She got mail from a prison?”
“I suppose so,” he mused.
“Open it,” Olivia whispered. He slid his hand inside and took out the paper within, but there was something else in the envelope, too. He tipped it upside down and watched something fall to the ground.
A wedding ring.
Olivia’s heart froze as she stared at the ring, shining up from there on the ground. Brock took a picture but his face mirrored hers in sheer shock factor. It didn’t make sense. Why would she have a second wedding ring hidden away in the back of her vanity? Wasn’t she happy with Jake?
Just who was Isabella Walker, anyway?
“What does the letter say?” Olivia pressed. Brock shook his head.
“It’s not signed… but it’s in Spanish. I can’t read this. We’re going to need to talk to the translator.” Brock looked at the envelope once more. “Do you think it has to do with the disappearance?”
“Absolutely has to be,” replied Olivia. “You don’t keep something that important that hidden away. Did she have a secret husband or something?”
“Jake did say he didn’t know anything about her life before she came to America,” Brock pointed out.
Olivia’s mind ran with the possibilities of what this could mean. Maybe her first instinct had been right after all. Maybe this was all about a scorned lover.
“Or what if… what if we’re thinking about this all wrong?” he offered.
Olivia blinked. “What do you mean?”
“Maybe it was staged as a kidnapping, but it was really a homecoming. Whoever sent this letter to her was obviously important to her. She kept his letter, their wedding ring. Jake always said she was happy, but she had anxiety. She didn’t leave home much. Maybe there was something under the surface. Something making her desperate to get out. Maybe she was looking for a way out and found it with… whoever sent this letter.”
Olivia didn’t know what to believe anymore. But one thing was certain: Isabella Walker was not who she seemed.





 
“I think Isabella Walker might as well change her name to the Invisible Woman. I can’t find a single thing about her.”
Olivia rubbed her forehead. She and Brock were lounging in the cheap motel they’d gotten for the next few nights, trying desperately to find more about Isabella Walker. But Brock was right. No matter how hard they searched, it seemed like they were trying to investigate a woman who didn’t exist.
While Brock had been put in charge of scouring government records for any trace of her, Olivia had been searching for her online. She hadn’t been able to find a single social media account for the kidnapped woman. Unfortunately, Isabella Walker was a very common name, and Jake had only provided them with a couple of photos of his wife. Her maiden name, Castillo, wasn’t providing any more results either. Apparently, she didn’t like having her picture taken, which didn’t surprise Olivia in the slightest. It was like she was trying her hardest not to exist on any records anywhere.
“I’m not having any luck either,” Olivia admitted, sipping her slightly cold coffee from the motel’s coffee machine. “She doesn’t have any online presence that I can find. I can’t find anything about her life in Colombia either. It’s making me feel like all of this was deliberate. She never wanted to give anyone a chance to find her.”
“I’ll bet anything that she’s living under a new name because there’s no such person as Isabella Walker on American soil. At least not this Isabella Walker,” Brock said with a sigh.
“Didn’t the husband mention she had documentation? Did you find anything there?”
Brock shook his head. “I’m assuming whatever documentation she had must have been forged somehow. I couldn’t find anything for Isabella Castillo in her age range going back the last decade from Colombia. Only thing I can think of is to just find every woman matching her age and description, but...”
“It could take days to go through those records one by one,” Olivia said quietly. “That’s time we don’t have.”
“Right,” Brock acknowledged. “But there’s got to be something with her name on it. I guess we could do another sweep of the house. Maybe she has some old documents from when she lived in Colombia, or records of a name change?”
Olivia tapped a pen against her lips, her notebook frustratingly devoid of notes. “Maybe. But if she changed her name here, then there should be government records of her, right? We already looked in that vanity and all we found was that letter from Hanover.”
“You called that prison, right? Did you hear back from them yet?”
“Not yet,” Olivia told him. “I got the famous wall of silence.”
“Lovely.”
“Yeah. I have half a mind to head down there myself soon enough. But let’s keep on the task at hand.”
“Right. So we’ve got no evidence of her online. No paperwork or documentation of any kind in her home. Nothing from her husband either. It’s as though she just appeared here and never left.”
Olivia knew what Brock was implying. He was suggesting that perhaps she’d entered the country illegally. It would explain a lot. If she was running from a dark past in Colombia, then perhaps she’d had no choice. And if she was very secretive about her life, scared to be known even within her own neighborhood, maybe she was worried about being caught and deported.
It would make sense. But so much of the story still didn’t add up. Why would she have presented fake documentation and still marry Jake so quickly? And who had sent that letter?
Olivia didn’t want to make any assumptions. She knew they had to dig deeper than that. There were layers to Isabella Walker if they were willing to look hard enough, she just knew it.
Olivia decided to change her tactics and look at Jake Walker’s online presence instead. She wondered if perhaps it would lead her down a route to Isabella’s social media. She clicked through his profile, finding no pictures of his wife. Olivia frowned.
“Kind of weird… Jake doesn’t have any pictures of Isabella on his social media accounts.”
“He did say she hated having her photo taken,” Brock offered. Olivia chewed her lip.
“That’s true. And if she was in hiding, to keep her online presence minimal, then it makes sense. It’s just a bit weird. There are a lot of pictures of his friends, his kids, his family…and then it’s like she doesn’t exist within his world.”
“Well, from what he’s told us, they’re not exactly a typical couple. Maybe that has to do with it. Can you imagine if your husband never left the house? Never told you anything about his life? Imagine building a life with someone, knowing that they were hiding something from you.”
Olivia puffed out a lungful of air. “I can’t. I can’t imagine it. But then again, digging up people’s secrets is our job. I don’t think that any husband of mine would be able to keep a secret from me.”
Brock laughed. “Sounds like you’d run a tight ship. That, I can believe.”
Olivia continued to scroll through Jake’s accounts until she found something that interested her. A picture of a delicate hand, sporting a pretty engagement ring. Olivia paused. It had to be Isabella’s hand—but notably, the ring was not the same as the one they’d found at her house. She checked to see if anyone was tagged in the photo, but no such luck. She clicked on the comments section, scrolling through all of the congratulatory messages to see if anyone interesting had left their mark on the post.
And that was when she saw it.
The comment was nothing more than a blue heart emoji, but the username interested Olivia. Colombianchickxox. Isabella’s name wasn’t on the account at all, but this was too much of a coincidence.
She clicked on the profile, discovering that there were two photos on the account, dated back six and seven years respectively. The most recent picture was the same as the engagement photo on Jake’s account, although it only had one like and it was from him. Colombianchickxox only seemed to have five followers overall, including four spam accounts and her husband.
But there was one other picture on the account. Olivia held her breath as she clicked on it. The picture showed a fresh tattoo, barely visible beneath the plastic wrap around it, but Olivia could just about make out the outline of a bird beneath. The caption was simply one word that made Olivia’s heart miss a beat.
Libertad.
“Freedom,” she whispered. Brock turned to glance at her in curiosity.
“Did you say ‘freedom’?”
“Yes. Look at this,” Olivia said, showing him the picture. Brock squinted at the photo.
“Damn, this picture is low quality…”
“Never mind that. Look at the tattoo, then look at the caption. I think this is important.”
Brock continued to study the picture.
“A bird flying away… is that meant to represent her? Is this when she escaped Colombia?”
“Maybe. It’s dated a year before the engagement photo, on October 12th. That seems to be well before she met Jake. It’s almost like a subtle ‘screw you’ to somebody. Her ex, likely. She posted it for herself, but anyone might’ve seen it. It’s like she’s making a daring move, hoping that someone might see it and know that she’s turned her life around now.”
Brock nodded. “This could be key. Take some screenshots. We might need to look at this later.”
Olivia’s phone buzzed in her pocket and she took it out. It was Emily Boyd, her best friend, who was stationed in the DC office. If anyone could help out now, it was her. She’d sent her a text following up on the Grim Reaper case, wanting more details. It felt like a long shot, but she was hoping Emily might have something of interest to offer. She picked up the call.
“Hey, Em. How are you?”
“Oh, you know. Overworked, overtired, overwhelmed,” Emily sighed. “But I thought I’d give you a quick call and tell you about the Grim Reaper. I’ve got bad news about that bag you found, combined with the other details of the scene…”
“Oh, no,” Olivia groaned.
“I can confirm that this must have been the work of the Reaper. He’s Colombia’s most notorious drug dealer and crime lord.”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a look. So he was Colombian. Could it be a coincidence, given the origins of their victim? Olivia wanted to believe the connection was there, but she needed more information.
“What else can you tell us?”
“He escaped prison six months ago after he bribed a prison guard to let him out. Ever since, he’s been a pain in the ass, specifically in mine. The cloak and scythe are kind of his calling card. I don’t imagine he shows up anywhere himself, but if you’re visited by a man in that kind of getup, it’s safe to say you’re in some kind of trouble with the Reaper. Your vic wouldn’t be the first to get a visit.”
“So you’re saying that this is bigger than just one victim? There could be more?”
“Oh, I’m certain there are others. The Reaper might have spent almost seven years in jail, but now that he’s back, chaos will ensue. There have been disappearances all over the country, and I suspect in Colombia too. There are more drugs on the streets than before. He’s back and he’s taking over his kingdom again.”
Olivia sucked in a breath. It was a lot to take in. “Okay. So if he’s a drug lord, where does he tend to hit? What does he sell?”
“He goes hard. Meth, cocaine, heroin, ketamine. If it gets you high, he can supply—and every time, the baggie is stamped with that logo of his. He tends to be pretty creative with his distribution. He’s had plenty of shipments intercepted over the years, but I’ll bet there are a lot more that have slipped through our fingers. I’d say that at least thirty percent of the drugs in the state come from his network.”
“For real?”
“He’s a big deal, Olivia. His network is insane. I know for certain that he is responsible for a lot of drugs getting into prison, too. So as you can imagine, he’s a big problem. I’ve been lost in his web for months with this case. I hope for your sake that your case has nothing to do with the Reaper. If it does, you’re in real trouble.”
Olivia’s throat was dry. Her hopes of a simple case were quickly being dashed. But she’d never shied away from a challenge before. She was going to get to the bottom of this, no matter how long it took her.
“He gets them into prisons, too?” she asked. “Interesting…”
“What do you mean?”
“What can you tell me about Hanover Correctional Institution? Is that where he was held?”
“What?” Emily asked. “No, that’s a women’s prison. He wouldn’t have been there.”
“Oh.”
“But it’s funny you brought that up. It’s one of the ones we’ve been looking at as part of his network. I think the Bureau of Prisons brought on a new warden to try to root out the network there. But we’ve had little luck so far. We believe the close proximity to Baltimore could mean it’s got major connections to their import hub. But it’s slippery. The prisons are having a nightmare trying to figure out who the suppliers are because everyone on the inside is corrupt.”
“So you need a way to work your way up to the top. To find the source. Find the low-hanging fruit and you can climb your way to the top of the tree…”
“You think we should send someone in there?”
Olivia’s mind started working. If Hanover Correctional Institution was instrumental enough to the Grim Reaper’s network that he’d send letters through there, it might be worth investigating. At this point, it was about all they had to go on.
“I think an undercover agent could do a lot of good work, for sure. I’ll pitch it to Jonathan. It sounds like catching this guy could be beneficial to us both. Hell, if he wants me to, I’ll be the one to go in.”
Brock scoffed at her, shaking his head, but Olivia was deadly serious. If they needed someone on the inside to figure out how the Reaper was operating, then she’d be there. She was willing to do whatever it took to make headway on the case.
“Definitely speak to Jonathan. I think it’s a great idea,” Emily replied. “By the way… if you’re chasing the Reaper, you really need to speak with Mark Cowell from DHS. He’s been involved in the case of the Reaper right from the start. In fact, he helped take the Reaper down the first time. Here, I’ll give you his number.”
Olivia noted down the number quickly, adrenaline rushing through her veins. She was ready to get started, to begin hunting the man causing them so much trouble. If she could just gather a little more evidence on him, then perhaps they’d have a solid lead on the kidnapper. Then, the real task would begin.
Finding Isabella—before it was too late.





 
Shortly after Olivia hung up with Emily, she got an email alert on her laptop. She clicked on the email eagerly.
“Brock, they just sent us the translation of the texts on Isabella’s phone.”
“What about the letter?”
“It’s coming. They’re still trying to pull fingerprints off it.”
“Thank God. My high school Spanish wasn’t going to cut it here.”
The email only contained the text messages, so Olivia clicked on the file and opened them up. To her surprise, there weren’t pages and pages of texts. It seemed like she only ever texted one person other than Jake. She guessed it made sense if Isabella didn’t have many friends. But who was she texting in that case?
The answer soon became clear when she saw the name of the person she was texting. Cousin Mariana. Olivia
frowned.
“Didn’t Jake say that Isabella never mentioned any family?”
“Yeah. He said that as far as he knew, she didn’t have any.”
“Well, it looks like she was keeping some secrets from him. These texts here seem to be to one of her cousins. And by the looks of things, she’s still living in Colombia.”
Brock moved to sit beside Olivia on her twin bed, peering over her shoulder at the messages. “So she lied to him. But that’s not new, considering that letter.”
Olivia shook her head slowly. “My thoughts exactly. This woman, Mariana, seems to know her very well. She talks a lot about ‘life back home’. It’s possible that Isabella cut most of her family off, aside from this cousin. But why? Could that have to do with the letter?”
Olivia and Brock scrolled through the messages together. There were quite a lot of texts, long messages that seemed to be sent a couple of times a week, judging by the dates each was sent on. At first, there wasn’t much of interest. But after a while, Olivia saw something that caught her eye.
“Look at this message. ‘I miss you, Daniela. Home is not the same without you. I know you had to leave, but if you ever get the chance to visit, it’s better here now.’”
“Well, plenty to unpack there. First off, Daniela? Did she change her name when she moved over here?”
“Seems like it. And it says that she had to leave. That things are better now. I wonder what happened over there to make her so desperate to leave.”
“Nothing good, that’s for sure. We need to see if we can find out her full name from before. Perhaps this cousin will be able to help us once we’ve read through the messages.”
They continued to read through the texts. Olivia got an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach as the messages continued, a sense that something had gone very wrong for Isabella at some point. They made references to bad things happening in Colombia, though nothing was ever spelled out explicitly. Olivia wished she could dig deeper, but the texts kept her at surface level.
Until the mood shifted.
 
Daniela: Mari, something has gone wrong. I believe that someone has found me.
Mariana: What are you talking about?
Daniela: I should never have kept in contact with you. I was told to cut all ties to my old life. Now look what has happened.
Mariana: You are confusing me. Tell me what is going on.
Daniela: Someone tried to follow me home last night, I am sure of it. I am afraid someone from the past is coming for me.
Mariana: Daniela, please try to be calm. You live in America. It is a big place. There are plenty of creeps around. If someone followed you, it doesn’t mean they know him.
Daniela: How can we ever be sure?
Mariana: There’s nothing you can do. You have to just sit tight.
 
Olivia checked the dates on the texts. They were dated six months earlier. She frowned. Had Daniela been right? Had she been followed after all? Or was she paranoid because of something that had happened to her in her life previously? There was probably no way of telling, but it made Olivia’s skin crawl. Had Isabella—Daniela—spent the last six months being terrified for her own safety? No wonder she was paranoid. She continued to read. A conversation a few weeks later caught her eye.
 
Daniela: There’s a spy.
Mariana: Daniela, stop this. No one is out to get you.
Daniela: There has to be a spy. That’s the only explanation for him being able to find me.
Mariana: He hasn’t found you. If he had, you wouldn’t be talking to me right now. He’d kill you for what you did. You know that, don’t you?
Daniela: Yes, I know that. And he’s close. I can feel it. It’s like he’s taunting me.
Mariana: Dani… I think you need therapy or something. Isn’t that the American thing to do?
Daniela: No. I can’t trust anyone. Only you, Mari. You’re the only one I can trust.
 
Olivia rubbed at her temple, trying to make sense of what she was reading. “A spy… she thinks someone told something about her to this mystery man, the one she’s scared of. She thinks her location has been compromised. So someone out there knows that she left Colombia and started a new life under a new name. But this was still five months ago. And then what, nothing else comes of it? Why would she have stuck around in Hidden Cove?”
“Where else would she go? I doubt she has any friends on US soil who would take her in. She’s spent years refusing to associate with anyone. Jake is all she has. With no money, no way out, where would she go? Would she leave behind the children? I don’t think she stopped being scared, I think she just learned to live with it.”
Olivia swallowed. Brock was right. Daniela had kept her cards too close to her chest and she was paying for it.
They had almost reached the end of the texts, which seemed odd to Olivia. That must mean that there were months where Mariana and Daniela didn’t talk. Olivia rushed through the next few pages of messages until she found what she was expecting.
A cut-off point.
 
Daniela: Mariana, where are you? It’s been three days since you last replied. I’m starting to get worried about you.
Daniela: Mari, please answer me. Just let me know you’re okay.
Daniela: I’m so lonely without you, Mariana. You were all I had left. I miss you with all of my heart.
Daniela: I’m so sorry. I’m sorry you got involved in my life. I should never have kept in touch. Please tell me you’re still alive. Please tell me he didn’t find you.
Daniela: I miss you.
Daniela: Goodbye, my friend. I’ll never forget you. I am so sorry.
 
Olivia’s blood ran cold as she looked at Brock. His own face was pale as he finished reading the messages. He puffed out a lungful of air, running a hand through his hair.
“Okay, well this is pretty heavy. Daniela thinks that her cousin is dead, and she seems to know who might have killed her. Presumably, the same person who kidnapped Daniela and who sent the letter. The same person who made her run from Colombia and start again here. Which means that her life could be in jeopardy right now.”
Olivia felt sick. She had been hoping for something better. The signs had been pointing to something much less sinister, but now they were dealing with something big. Whoever was terrorizing Daniela and her family was someone not to be messed with.
“What do you think?” Olivia asked Brock. He took a deep breath.
“I think it’s worse than we imagined. And I think that the sooner we figure out who Isabella really is, the sooner we can find the kidnapper. She’s spent a long time hiding, so it won’t be easy, but her real identity is out there waiting to be discovered. I keep coming back to what she said about there being a spy.”
“Me too. I wonder if maybe she’s been in WITSEC all this time. Maybe she informed on the person terrorizing her, and she thinks someone in the Marshals gave up her identity to someone. Although if she was in WITSEC, she broke every rule out there by staying in touch with Mariana.”
“We also would have known by now, right? The Marshals would have been all over this case.”
“Right. So maybe she just felt like she had nowhere else to turn. But it looks like it cost Mariana a lot, and maybe Daniela too. We need to know more. We need to try and figure out who sent this letter.”
“So much for my theory about Jake,” Olivia groused. “This blows this case wide open.”
Brock gave her his trademark cheeky grin. “Hey, it might still be. From the sounds of it, it’s an ex-lover of some sort.”
“Always the scorned lover,” Olivia muttered under her breath. It was a stereotype she hated, even if it was true. Even love couldn’t convince her to do something as terrible as murdering or kidnapping.
All they could do now is wait for the lab to finish the letter and send them the translation. Olivia knew it would have answers for them.
But would it tell them who Isabella—Daniela—really was?





 
“Look sharp, Brock. We’ve got a Zoom call with Mark Cowell in ten minutes.”
Olivia had been up and ready for half an hour already. After spending half the night tossing and turning in her uncomfortable motel bed, her usual case-induced insomnia had returned. She had tried to force some coffee down her from the motel’s coffee machine, but it was on a new level of gross and she ended up tossing it away. A little tiredness wouldn’t kill her.
Brock, on the other hand, seemed to be having trouble waking up. He groaned as he lifted his face from the pillow, acting as though it weighed a ton. Olivia sat on the edge of her bed and waited as he rubbed his eyes.
“This sharp enough for you?” he asked, his left cheek red from sleeping against it and his hair tousled. She managed a smile for him.
“Suits me. Might not be the best impression to make on him, though. You know how,” she offered.
Brock rubbed at the bridge of his nose and shrugged. “You’re right. Last thing we need is for some goon to complain to Jonathan that we look bad.”
Brock padded through to their tiny ensuite bathroom and Olivia readied herself for the call. She was praying that the lead on the Reaper wasn’t a dead end. A lot of fingers were pointing his way, but that didn’t mean she was right. Despite the Colombia connection, despite the costume the kidnapper wore, she still had no idea what connected Daniela to the Reaper. Even armed with the knowledge that Isabella was not her real name, dead ends had turned up both in government databases and online for Daniela Castillo. She hoped the interview with Mr. Cowell would shed some light on the situation.
When Brock returned, ready to get on with the interview, Olivia made the call. She could feel her heart beating hard in her chest. This would either be a huge win or a massive bust for their case, there was no in-between. She hoped it would be the former.
When Mark Cowell appeared on camera, Olivia smiled politely at him. He took up the entire screen, his body looking like it had been stretched to its limit. He had impossibly wide shoulders and a thick neck that disappeared within the collar of his shirt. He was so muscly that he seemed to bulge from his shirt. His expression was stern, even as Olivia smiled at him.
“Morning,” he said brusquely. “Agents Knight and Tanner, I presume?”
“That’s right. Thank you for speaking with us this morning, Agent. We appreciate your time.”
He didn’t even so much as introduce himself. “Tell me what you want to know.”
Olivia blinked. She hadn’t expected someone so blunt. Perhaps he was keen to get the interview over and done with. Maybe the Grim Reaper was still a sore spot for him. Olivia cleared her throat.
“Yes. We’re currently working on a kidnapping investigation and a few leads have pointed toward the work of the Grim Reaper. A friend of ours at the Bureau said that you’d be able to tell us more about the Reaper, perhaps even help us understand more about the case.”
“Well, what can I tell you that you don’t already know?”
“That’s the thing. We don’t know much at all. We think our missing person, Isabella Walker, might have had some connection to him back in Colombia. We want to know more about his operation, how and where he works, see if perhaps we can understand why he might have an interest in our victim.”
“Alright,” Cowell grunted. “Here’s the most important thing you need to know about that man: he’s pure evil. He’s a real manipulative, cunning, nasty piece of work. And you’ll probably never find him again for as long as you live.”
Brock raised an eyebrow. “But didn’t you catch him, sir? You don’t think anyone is capable of doing the same?”
“I wasn’t trying to toot my own horn. I barely caught him myself. Wouldn’t have done it without a lot of help. He slipped out from under us a thousand times before we got him. He’s sly as a fox,” he replied.
Olivia held her breath. She’d known this was going to be hard, but this was seeming more and more impossible by the day.
“He has a huge network doing all the real dirty work for him. We rolled up a bunch of it but I know for a fact we barely scratched the surface. He built his empire from the ground up, and now it all runs itself like clockwork. He just sits back and oversees it all. Makes him slippery as hell.”
“So he’s dealing in the US?”
“The US, Colombia, Australia… he’s taking it global. He’s got confirmed operations on at least three continents, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there were a fourth soon. I don’t know how the hell he does it. I guess he has enough fall guys that he can always stay on the run, always find ways to wriggle himself out of trouble. Like I said. He’s a real piece of work.”
“Agent Boyd told us that he’s… creative,” Olivia replied. “According to her, he gets away with what he does because he always finds new methods of transporting the drugs.”
“She’s not wrong. We’ve made plenty of busts over the years. When we caught him, we found thousands of women’s handbags with drugs sewn into the lining. He used to have people selling the bags as a ruse on market stalls around the world. Except the buyers were getting much more than a plastic ladies’ purse. I’m talking the real stuff. Not just party drugs, but the kind of stuff that really ruins lives. He’s a menace.”
“And now he’s back.”
“Seems like it. It’s got to be him. Everything’s changed since he broke out. The level of drug activity in prisons all throughout South America has risen massively. Prisoners are dying in record numbers. The number of overdoses in the prisons would shock you. There’s a reason everyone calls him the Grim Reaper. He cuts his drugs with all sorts, and it’s not safe. Not that drugs are ever safe, but you can guarantee that if you’re dealing with the Reaper, you’re dancing with death.”
“But why would anyone buy those drugs? If everyone knows how dangerous his stock is…”
“That’s just the thing, Agent. His victims fall broadly into one of two camps. The first are the people who genuinely don’t know. The random victims on the streets just looking for a high. The Reaper’s got his hands in so many pies that nobody knows where the stuff comes from. It’s impossible to track, which is why we’ve had such a hell of a time getting to him. But he floods the market indiscriminately, knowing that even if his users don’t get back to him personally, it will increase demand for the whole market, which he can then manipulate.”
“Smart, in a certain way,” Brock observed. “Guaranteeing his future clientele.”
Cowell nodded. “Right. And the second group is the prisoners, as I mentioned before. These supply lines are more controlled, more direct, with particular signature elements. These dealers know exactly where it’s coming from. The difference is that these people have nothing left to lose. If you’re buying from the Reaper’s dealers, you’re essentially playing Russian Roulette. I’m sure it’s part of the charm when you’re doing life in prison. Go out on a high, avoid spending another thirty years locked in a cell. It suddenly doesn’t seem to be such a big deal.”
Olivia’s heart sank. She found it depressing to imagine that a man profiting off people’s misery was still walking free. Plus, she couldn’t imagine sinking to a place where taking her chances with dangerous drugs might seem like an option. She guessed that made her one of the lucky ones. It was sad to imagine that those vulnerable people were being preyed upon.
“What about Hanover Correctional Institution?” she asked. “Is that one of the prisons you’ve been looking at?”
Cowell nodded. “We believe it’s one of the major import hubs for the Reaper’s business on the East Coast, but we’ve never been able to completely disrupt the network.”
“They can’t stop the flow into the place?”
“That’s just the thing. Every time we close one avenue two more open up. We’ve done full audits, put in new security protocols, and yet somehow the lines stay open. You know how it is. The guards are understaffed, underpaid, and half of them are likely in on the whole thing. The prisoners don’t have anything to lose, and the officers need the cash. It’s a vicious cycle. Who knows when it’ll end.”
Olivia chewed her lip. “There’s got to be something that can be done.”
“Well, perhaps once you’ve caught the Reaper you can magically cure the system too, since you’re working miracles,” Cowell said dryly. Olivia caught Brock’s eye, glaring at him as he smirked. She didn’t much appreciate Cowell’s attitude, but she needed to stay on his good side. After all, there was still more information she planned to dig out of him.
“Well, I’d like to make sure first that this is relevant to me at all. I have some questions about our victim that I think you might be able to help us answer.”
“Go ahead.”
“I believe that our victim, Isabella Walker, might be someone else entirely. I believe she’s been in witness protection for the past seven years, and that her new identity is to cover up what happened to her in Colombia. I believe that whatever has her in WITSEC also relates to the Reaper himself.”
Cowell seemed to be taking an interest, leaning in toward the camera. “I see. And you’d like me to contact the Marshals and try to find out her previous identity.”
“That’s right. As you know, we don’t have access to that kind of information. But if this was part of a case you were working on...”
Cowell glowered. “The thing is, Agent Knight, I can’t just give out someone’s personal information like that. If she is indeed in witness protection, then there is likely a good reason for that.”
Olivia felt a flare of rage spark up within her. This woman was missing, possibly dead, and he didn’t want to even entertain the idea that he could help?
“I’m sure there is. Perhaps, in fact, it’s related to the fact that she’s a target of a notorious drug lord? Potentially one who kidnapped her from her home just last night? And if that’s the case, then her identity clearly wasn’t protected enough in the first place, was it?”
Olivia watched as Mark’s beefy face turned red. She couldn’t help feeling a little satisfied after the way he’d spoken to her. She had no time for rude people like him.
Mark sucked in a deep breath. “I’m still not convinced that you have reason enough to go digging through this woman’s past.”
Olivia pressed her lips together, trying to hold in her irritation. “Well, as it happens, I do have reason to believe she was living under a false identity. I have come across correspondences between Isabella and her cousin, in which her cousin refers to her as Daniela. We believe her name was Daniela Castillo.”
Cowell’s eyes widened. “Daniela?”
Olivia stared back at him. “Yes, Daniela. Is that ringing any bells for you?”
Cowell’s stony exterior seemed to have crumbled away just a little. “I’m going to have to call you back.”
“Are you going to help us?”
“I will if I can. Give me a little time.”
Before Olivia could say another word, he ended the call. Olivia looked at Brock, her forehead creased.
“What was all that about?”
Brock shook his head. “Who knows. He definitely knows more than he’s letting on, though. Whatever he thinks he knows is going to be important.”
“I can’t believe he left us hanging like that.”
“I know, right? He didn’t have to be such a drama queen about it. Come on. Let’s keep ourselves busy while we wait for him to call back. We have some notes from the evidence lab to go over in the meantime.”
Olivia tried to concentrate on the information on the screen in front of her as they read through notes together. Isabella Walker’s car had been found dumped off the harbor, fully immersed and likely devoid of evidence. No fingerprints had been found in the Walker residence that didn’t belong to the family, but the boot prints were determined to be a man’s size twelve. And the blood on the floor had been confirmed to be female, which meant it was likely Isabella’s.
The text messages had been enticing, but until the lab sent along the letter, she knew she wasn’t getting the full picture. There was more to it, she just knew it.
Still, none of the information was enticing enough to get Olivia to stop thinking about what Cowell might know. She wished she had some way to get him to talk to them right away, to give up what he knew, but she knew patience was necessary if she wanted answers.
It burned her up that she couldn’t go down and pound the pavement herself, but there were no leads for her to chase. Until the lab finished processing trace evidence in the car or sent the letter, they had nothing to do but follow up this lead about the Reaper and hope it stuck.
Olivia took to pacing back and forth in the room, hoping to hear the telltale chime of an incoming video call. She jumped when a sound did jump from her computer, but it wasn’t a video call. It was an email.
“Brock, it’s the letter!” she announced. He clambered over to her and bent over her shoulder to read it with a furrowed brow. They sat there in silence for a few minutes, reading it as quickly as they could. Olivia’s heart leaped up to her throat.
“My God,” he whispered. Olivia nodded.
This removed all doubt. It was definitely the work of the kidnapper.
Before they could even finish mentally processing this information, the video chat request blared up on the screen, snapping them out of their stunned silence. Olivia immediately answered the call, her heart rate shooting up as Mark’s face reappeared on the screen.
“What’ve you got for us?” Olivia asked. Cowell pressed his lips together.
“I had to pull some strings to get you this information. You are correct that Isabella Walker is an alias. And the name Castillo you gave was likely another falsehood. Her true identity is, in fact, Daniela Torres. And the reason that is of such interest is… she was the Grim Reaper’s former wife.”
Olivia wished she could have been surprised by that information, but the letter had already given into those suspicions. “Wife?”
“Former wife,” he clarified. “But yes, they were married. And in the end, it was Daniela who helped us catch him. I told you that I couldn’t have done it without help. She was our eyes on the inside.”
Olivia felt a little breathless with the new information. It was a lot to take in. If Isabella—Daniela—was once married to the Grim Reaper, then there was no doubt about it. He had her. He had been tracking her down, just like she’d suspected.
It all fit. The man in the cloak taking her away, Daniela’s paranoia, the possible death of her cousin. It was all connected. Olivia had to take a moment just to let it all sink in.
“So what happened? Why did she turn him in?”
“I think what happened in Daniela Torres’ former life was complicated. The first thing to note is that she is actually an American citizen by birth. Spent her early childhood in Florida. But when she was eight years old, her parents moved to Colombia, to move in with other family. They bounced back and forth for a while, but by the time she was in middle school, they were permanently in Bogotá.”
Olivia nodded. All the pieces were starting to fall into place now. That explained why she hadn’t had any documentation of immigration.
“At some point as she was growing up, she got involved in street crime to help her family. That was how she met him. The Grim Reaper. Also known as Arturo Torres. Of course, she didn’t know who he was back then, I’m sure. They were just two young, good-looking people with a connection. And I imagine he spoiled her rotten with all his blood money. So of course she fell for him. She was nineteen.”
Olivia sat back against the wall, feeling exhausted by all the revelations. “Okay. So she fell in love with him there, got married, and stayed in Colombia, I presume?”
“Yes. They were married for five years, and in that time, he showed his true colors to her. He was abusive, physically and mentally. She was slowly worn down by him and she wanted out. But it was more complicated than just walking away from him. He had armed guards around him at all times, and she’d be shot if she tried to run. He kept her completely monitored and controlled. She had to play it smart and safe to get out alive. She earned his trust over the years, and only when he let his guard down a little did she send a letter to her cousin.”
“Mariana?”
“Yes. She told her everything. She told her how to get in contact with the right people to take him down. Mariana contacted the US embassy and the embassy contacted us, and we organized a massive sting operation. It took some careful planning, but we were able to gather intel that he’d be flying into the USA for an important shipment: the handbag ruse that I mentioned. And that’s how we caught him on the docks. It was all thanks to Daniela.”
Brock shook his head. “Wow. She was brave.”
“She was. Is, still. She lost a lot. The Grim Reaper had her parents killed. He knew she was the only person who could’ve grassed him up. He was due to go away for life for his crimes, so I guess she thought she was safe. But after she lost her parents, it became clear that she had to start anew somewhere else. Trouble would follow her everywhere if she didn’t.”
Olivia found that she had a hand over her mouth. For someone so young to have gone through so much was unthinkable. That she’d nearly taken down a notorious international drug kingpin even more so. But now her courage was the thing that may have killed her.
All she had wanted was a normal life with her husband and children.
Cowell’s eyes hardened. “She was warned over and over again not to keep in touch with Mariana. That was a mistake. In fact, it got Mariana killed. Now, her own life is in danger once again. I think if Daniela’s not dead already, she will be soon.”
Olivia’s heart sank. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for Daniela, though she’d never known her. Her bravery had changed everything, but her own mistakes were putting her life on the line. Olivia pressed her lips together.
“Thank you for telling us, Agent Cowell. This is what we needed to hear.”
“Are you going to hunt him down?” Cowell asked, his eyebrow raised. “She’s dead, Agent Knight. Your case is solved. No one messes with the Reaper and gets away with it. You won’t find her alive.”
“I have to try. I have to take him down for the sake of her family,” Olivia said firmly. She hated how amused Mark looked on her laptop screen.
“Well, good luck to you. I’ve stood in your shoes before. I know you want to prove yourself, to do something that seems impossible. But the woman who knows him best is back in his clutches, alive or dead. She’s the only person who could’ve helped you, and he won’t make the same mistakes twice. Move on.”
Olivia stared him down. “I don’t just move on when things get hard. I intend to be the person to bring the Reaper down. And if I can’t, it won’t be because I’ve given up. I’m going to give it my best shot.”
With that, she hung up on Cowell. Brock let out a long breath.
“Way to ramp up the tension, Olivia. You really stuck it to him!”
“Thanks.”
She didn’t much feel like celebrating, though. Not with all this new information that had come to light.
She sighed. “Maybe he’s right. I’m not giving up, but this is way bigger than we ever imagined. Emily has been working on this ever since he escaped prison and she’s no closer to the truth either. I hate to feel hopeless, but…”
Brock smiled at Olivia. “Look, Knight. If there’s anything I’ve learned from our time together, it’s that you’re even more brilliant than you give yourself credit for. I’ve seen you lose faith in yourself before, but you always get to the bottom of every case. This will be no different.”
Olivia smiled. “Thanks, Brock. You really should be a motivational speaker or something.”
“Oh, I already am. Everyone has to have a side hustle, right? Catch my Ted Talks on YouTube.”
Olivia couldn’t bring herself to laugh. Not when an innocent woman was in the clutches of a monster.





 
Not ten minutes after hanging up with Cowell, they were back on the road to the safe house. The combined revelations of the text messages and the letter had blown the whole case wide open.
The only question was, how much exactly did Jake know what was going on in his own house?
“We need to break this to him carefully,” Olivia said to Brock as he drove. “He didn’t know about his wife’s former life. Or at least, he didn’t let on if he did know. We have to make sure we’re sensitive about this.”
“I don’t think there’s any kind way to tell someone that their wife has lied to them since they met,” Brock pointed out. “But I get what you’re saying. We need him to help us out as much as possible.”
Olivia felt nervous about seeing Jake again. It was hard going to meet with the family of a victim when they had no good news to tell him. They were no closer to finding his wife—if anything, they might have been further than ever from it.
Pulling up at the safe house, Olivia and Brock got out of the car at the same time, a united front. They would need to be in tune with one another to face Jake. If he was holding anything back, then they needed him to squirm under their questioning. And if he really was in the dark, it would take the two of them to prevent him from crumbling before their eyes.
They approached the property from the side of the house. They’d agreed that if they needed to visit at any point that they would enter through the back door with a spare key for the family’s safety. Jake had told them that he was anxious about answering the door to anyone, so it seemed like the best option.
Still, Jake’s face turned pale as Olivia stepped into the house. He was sitting at the kitchen table, a newspaper in front of him, clearly not expecting a visitor. He stood abruptly as they entered the house.
“I wasn’t expecting you today.”
“Sorry to barge in on you like this. We found something in the house search that might be of interest,” Olivia said. Jake nodded, sitting back down at the table and gesturing for Olivia and Brock to join him.
“Please, sit. Whatever you’ve found… I hope it might be useful.”
Brock took the seat beside Jake at the table. “Before we begin, we have to tell you some things about your wife. Some things that you might not be aware of.”
Jake’s eyes flickered with confusion. “She’s my wife. What could I possibly not know about her?”
“Well, you did say that she was a little mysterious about her past. About her family in particular,” Olivia pointed out.
Jake acknowledged that with a silent nod, already seeming fearful of where this was going. Olivia took a breath and decided to just rip off the band-aid.
“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to tell you now. The woman you met six years ago, the woman you married, was not named Isabella Castillo.”
“What?”
Olivia nodded somberly. “Your wife’s real name is Daniela Torres. She was living under a new name in the States trying to hide her identity… due to the fact that her husband was one of the most notorious crime lords in South America.”
Jake’s face turned even paler before. “You mean… she was on the run?”
“In a sense,” Brock said. “She turned her former husband in to the Department of Homeland Security. She helped put her husband away for what should have been a lifetime.”
“Should have been?” Jake noted fearfully.
Brock sighed. “He escaped prison six months ago. All the major agencies are still hunting him down. As of now, it seems that he’s building back up his network. But I can assure you we’re doing everything we can to stop him.”
“And bring her back,” Olivia added, though she already had a sinking feeling that a man like the Grim Reaper wouldn’t exactly be forgiving of the woman who had betrayed him.
She could only hope that they found her before he followed through on his revenge.
“I don’t understand,” Jake said with a frown. “Shouldn’t she have been protected? Shouldn’t she have been under witness protection or something?”
“Unfortunately, it seems like there was an issue with that,” Olivia told him. “She kept contact with a cousin in Colombia, which might be how the Grim Reaper discovered her location. We believe he used that information to track her down and kidnap her.”
Jake shook his head in disbelief, taking off his glasses and rubbing his eyes. Olivia could see that his hands were cracked and blistered. She wondered if the stress was getting to him more than she ever imagined, his body responding unkindly to his turmoil.
“I can’t believe this. I knew she had a past she didn’t want to talk about, but I never expected it to be so… dark.”
“I know this is a lot to take in,” Olivia said gently. “But we’re coming to you because we’re wondering if this information changes anything. Does it explain any unusual behavior, perhaps?”
Jake blinked several times. “I mean, I guess it explains her paranoia? But I feel more in the dark than ever before. I never knew this about my own wife. I feel ridiculous.”
“She couldn’t have told you even if she wanted to,” Olivia said. “It was for her protection and yours. She took risks by starting a new life, but she also exposed her new life here. Which is how we think her ex-husband got in contact with her.”
Jake froze. “He—he contacted her?”
Olivia winced. She knew she could have been a little more careful with her words, but it was too late now. She took a piece of paper from her pocket.
“We found a letter in your wife’s vanity. We had it translated and… well, would you like me to read it to you?”
Jake nodded, looking anxious as he clasped his hands together on his lap. Olivia cleared her throat, unfolding the paper. She’d read the words over and over, but they never failed to send shivers down her spine.
Daniela,
Your betrayal wounded me deeply. I made you my wife, gave you a home, shared everything that was mine with you. Yet still, you chose to destroy me. I wish that I could find it in my heart to forgive you. But you and I both know that I am not a man who forgives easily. And this, my love, is the cruelest act that has ever been done against me.
I know what you think of me. I saw it in your eyes sometimes when we were together. You think I am a monster. I gave you the world and you still believe that I am a terrible man for the ways in which I reached the top. Perhaps you should consider that it is you who is the selfish, ungrateful creature. Perhaps my love for you has long been misplaced.
But you are still my wife. That bond between us wasn’t broken, much as you would like it to be. That means you still belong to me. I own you. I own your past, your present, your future. We might be apart now, but this is not the end. We will be together again. And soon.
You destroyed the life we had together, but it’s not too late to fix it. First, though, I shall have to unravel this perfect little life you made with your new man. Don’t think I don’t know about everything you’ve been doing since last I saw you. Don’t think I don’t have the power to end it all.
It won’t be long now, my love. I will see you soon.
Jake was silent as Olivia finished reading the letter. Olivia had been shocked to read it herself, so she could only imagine how Jake must be feeling. He took another deep breath.
“When did he send this letter? How long has it been… festering in my home?”
“We don’t know for sure. It was sent from prison,” Olivia said. She didn’t mention that it wasn’t sent from his prison, but that was enough context for him. She also didn’t mention that the letter had been kept hidden with her wedding ring. The letter was traumatic enough for Jake, hearing another man claim Isabella as his own. The letter walked the line between romance and violence so fluidly that Olivia could see Jake processing that his wife was once married to a mad man.
“Why are you showing me this now?” Jake asked, practically shaking with anger. “Why would you put me through reading this?”
Olivia swallowed and Brock swooped in to save her from responding. “We’re not doing this to put you through pain. We need to know if you can connect this to any events that might’ve led to the kidnapping of your wife. We hoped it might jog some memories if we could show you some of the wider picture.”
Jake shook his head again, the anger and torment on his face clear as day. “No. I had no idea. No idea at all. And aside from my wife’s constant fear, I can’t see any way in which this connects to us or our life. Who the hell is Daniela? She’s always been Isabella. My Isabella. Now, this… this changes everything.” Jake leaned back in his seat, stricken. “It’s like I never even knew her.”
“Of course you knew her,” Olivia said softly. “You knew the woman she became. She left that life behind, Jake. She turned her husband over to the police because he made her life a living hell. I don’t know everything about what she went through, but when she started a new life here, I’m certain that it was everything she wanted. Did you ever notice her tattoo? The freedom tattoo. We think she got that when she left Colombia. A year later, she was engaged to you.”
Jake nodded, but his head sank into his hands. He took a deep breath, almost sobbing. “I just wish I could speak to her. I wish I knew what was going on in that mind of hers. The kids miss her so much. She’s always been my mystery girl… but now I just want to solve her.”
Olivia offered him a small smile. “I know it’s hard. We’re doing our very best to get her back home. Are you sure that nothing else comes to mind? Did you ever see her receive mail that seemed to distress her, or excite her? Did you ever notice a day where she seemed out of sorts? Anything you can tell us might help us piece all of this together.”
Jake shook his head. “I’m sorry. Nothing is coming up for me. I—” He stood up and turned away. “I need some time to digest all of this. It’s a lot to deal with.”
“Of course,’ said Brock as they stood up as well. “If you think of anything, you know how to get in touch with us. The more we know, the easier it’ll be to bring your wife home.”
Jake nodded. “Okay. I…” His voice cracked. “I’ll do anything to get her home.”
“We know,” Brock said quietly. “So will we.”
Jake reached to shake their hands with tear-filled eyes. “Sorry I couldn’t be of more use… and thank you for coming.”
Olivia and Brock left the house together, both of them breathing quiet sighs of relief. Olivia had felt stifled by the house, stifled by the knowledge that she was causing the man so much pain. It felt good to leave, to be in the fresh air, even though they hadn’t gotten any further on finding the Reaper. As they retreated to the car, she shook her head.
“Seems like that was a waste of time. All we’ve done is upset him.”
“We had to try,” Brock pointed out. “She’s such a private person. Jake is the only person who really knew her.”
“And the Reaper,” Olivia noted. “Still… if the letter is to be believed, he was trying to get her back to restart their marriage. If that’s the case, at least she is likely unharmed.”
“Or at least alive,” Brock finished for her.





 
“Are you sure you feel ready for this, Knight?”
“Yes, I’m sure! Why do people keep asking me that?”
Olivia was feeling more than a little irritable. She was on the phone with Jonathan, who was helping her prepare for her upcoming mission going undercover at Hanover Correctional Institution. She’d pushed to be able to lead the mission herself, considering it was her idea. Ever since they’d made the connection between Daniela and The Grim Reaper, Olivia had been determined to get right in the thick of it, to work from the bottom up to get to the Reaper. Her time in prison would hopefully shed light on how the drugs were getting into the prison, which was about the only confirmed operation they had. They’d have to go from there.
Of course, the mission was taking up precious time, but Olivia kept coming back to something that Cowell had said to her. He seemed to be resigned to the fact that Daniela was already dead, and Olivia was beginning to think that he was probably right. Brock had been pounding the pavement, checking the scene over and over again, consulting with the evidence team once they combed over her car, but nothing had come of it yet. And now that they knew Daniela was the Grim Reaper’s wife, she just couldn’t shake the feeling that she was already dead.
Not that Olivia was giving up on her. She’d get justice or Daniela, one way or another. This mission was the first step toward doing so.
“You’ve been through a lot these last few months, Knight. I just want to make sure you’re in a sound state of mind. Going undercover is no joke.”
“Well, does it sound like I’m laughing?”
Jonathan bristled. “There’s no need to be defensive, Knight. We have to do our due diligence on a mission like this. I’d be asking anyone the same questions.”
Olivia doubted that was true. She couldn’t imagine that Jonathan would question Brock if the roles were reversed. The simple fact of it was that, as a woman, he saw her as emotional. He thought that her feelings would get in the way of her work. Olivia had to bite her tongue to stop herself from calling her boss a misogynist.
Because he wasn’t the only one questioning whether she was ready. Ready to do her job. Ever since Olivia had told Brock that she would be the one going undercover, he’d been overly protective, trying to give her advice he wasn’t qualified to give, opting to discourage her from going. Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek.
Why did people suddenly feel she was incapable of getting things done?
“I can assure you, I’m ready for this. I’ve been talking on the phone with the prison warden. She’s briefed me on the other women in the cell, so I know exactly who I’ll meet once I get there. She’s told me how to act in the communal areas and what sort of role I should assume. We’ve got a rock-solid backstory as well.”
“And you’re fully aware that this is no vacation, right? This is a federal prison. Once you’re in, we can’t exactly reach you.”
Olivia rolled her eyes so intensely that they practically fell out of her head.
“You are aware I work for the FBI, right? I’ve spent more time with murderers and criminals than most. I’m sure I can handle it. Besides, I’ve done a lot of research. I’m ready. Prison Break has taught me everything I need to know.”
“I’m not sure you’re taking this seriously, Knight. Prison Break is a fictional TV show.”
“That was a joke, sir.” It came out a little snarkier than she meant, but the point was clear.
“Oh. Right.” Jonathan sighed. “My apologies, Knight. I just want to make sure that you make it in and out safely. You’re a very talented agent, Knight. I don’t like the idea of sending you into the lion’s den. But I have confidence in your abilities, I promise. I won’t push you any further.”
“Thank you, sir. I appreciate your confidence in me,” Olivia replied, only half being sarcastic. She didn’t want to give Jonathan any reason to pull her from the mission.
“Okay. Well, rest up. And good luck. I hope you find something useful. The sooner we take him down, the better.”
“Thank you, sir.”
As Olivia hung up the phone, she lied back on her sofa, staring up at the ceiling. It was always a little exhausting talking to Jonathan, but this had been even worse. It was hard being constantly underestimated. It reminded her of her days at the Academy. She was smaller than the other candidates, even the other women. Everyone assumed that she wouldn’t be able to keep up with the competition, and she had to work twice as hard every day to prove them wrong. How had she been forced to retreat to those days once again? She was a seasoned FBI agent, and yet sometimes it felt like she was still trying to perform tricks like a circus monkey to prove that she was worthy.
She let out a small huff, feeling the frustration leaving her body. She had to let it go. She knew her own worth. It had taken her a long time to build her confidence up over the last few years. After the one-two punch of her sister’s death and her mother’s disappearance, Olivia felt like she lost herself too. All the self-belief she’d gathered turned into doubt. And now she was back, ready to press forward with a new light of determination in her eyes. She didn’t need anyone else’s opinions to drag her back to square one again.
Olivia reminded herself that she was the strongest person she knew. No one else she knew had been through as much as she had, and they certainly wouldn’t have come out of the other side stronger. She needed to stop being so hard on herself, and she certainly didn’t need to care that Jonathan was worried about her. He could worry all he wanted. She wasn’t going to slip up.
She was going to get the job done.
Olivia checked her watch. Brock was due to show up soon with pizza and beer, a sort of farewell dinner for her before she went into the prison. She smiled to herself. She was looking forward to an evening with her friend. She wanted something to take her mind off the pressure she was under. Not just from Jonathan and the Bureau, but herself too. She was her own worst critic, and she knew she was trying to prove a point to herself more than anyone else. Perhaps she could forget all of that for the night, though. Brock had proved that he was always pretty good company.
When he showed up ten minutes later, he had a small crate of beers under his arm and the largest pizza box in his hand that Olivia had ever seen. She raised her eyebrow.
“What is that?”
“A real pizza. That’s twenty inches of pure deliciousness.”
“Are we feeding a small army?”
“Yes. You. You’re the one-woman army taking on an entire prison alone,” Brock offered, though his smile seemed to slip ever so slightly at the mention of the mission. Olivia took the beers out from under Brock’s arm and took the cap off two of them, putting the rest in the fridge.
“Yes, well, someone’s got to do it. Why not me?”
Brock opened the pizza box on the counter and Olivia grabbed a slice, but Brock didn’t make a move. When Olivia looked at him, he was watching her.
“What?” she asked, frowning. “Why are you looking at me like that? I’m not going off to war, you know. I’ll be back before you know it.”
Brock nodded, picking up his beer and sipping it, though he made no attempt to eat the pizza. Olivia put down her slice, placing her hand on her hip.
“What’s with you, hmm? What are you thinking about?”
Brock said nothing for a moment, peeling the label off the glass bottle in his hand just for something to do. Then he took a deep breath. “I don’t think you should go.”
Olivia’s heart sank. She hadn’t been expecting this. Not from Brock. Sure, he’d been protective about her going in, and sure, he’d been trying to guide her along the way. But she never actually believed he’d try to stop her.
She was overwhelmed by disappointment.
“What are you talking about, Brock? This is important. You know it is. It could give us a kickstart on trying to find the Reaper.”
“I know that. But that doesn’t mean it has to be you going in there. Jonathan can send anyone. We could follow up other leads while someone else is in there.”
“We don’t have any other leads,” Olivia countered. “The car turned up clean, we have no witnesses, and even the trick-or-treater who called had nothing to give us.”
“We could—”
“We could what?” she asked. “We could wait for Agent Cowell to get back to us about the Marshals? That’s a black hole if there ever was one. Oh wait, we could fly down to Bogotá and check things out ourselves?”
Brock rolled his eyes but didn’t respond.
“You don’t need both of us out to follow up on the leads, Brock. You can do that part and I’ll do mine.”
“Olivia…” Brock paused, glancing at her with a furrowed brow. “Why did you volunteer to go in? Why would you put yourself through that?”
Olivia wasn’t sure how to respond. “Because it’s part of my job. It was my idea. Why shouldn’t I go in?”
“Because… because it’s dangerous!”
“Brock, have you lost your mind? When was the last time we took on a case that wasn’t dangerous? I nearly died last case. I’m fully aware of the risks this job poses. The question is, why do you think I can’t handle them?”
“It’s not that—”
“Well, what is it then? Because it sure seems like you, and everyone else in the world, apparently, have doubts about what I can do. Why are you trying to talk me out of this as though I’m going to walk straight in there, blow my cover, and get myself killed?”
“Olivia, you’re not being fair.”
“I’m not being fair? And you are? You think it’s fair to tell me I don’t know how to do my job?”
“Olivia, for God’s sake, just listen to me a second! I know that you’ll be okay.”
“Good.”
He gave her an apologetic look, but she wasn’t buying it. “I just… I worry about you, okay?”
“So this isn’t about me at all. It’s about you?” Olivia asked, folding her arms. She wasn’t used to being on the offense for no reason, but Brock had struck a nerve, especially after her call with Jonathan. Brock threw his hands up in the air.
“What do you want me to say? That it would crush me if you got hurt in there? That I’d never forgive myself, especially since I’ve told you this is a bad idea? I had to at least try and talk you down, Olivia. Please… just let someone else go in your place.”
Olivia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She didn’t know whether to be offended or to laugh at him. He was being ridiculous.
“If this was any of your other co-workers, would you tell them to step down?”
Brock’s face softened. “No. But that’s because you’re my friend, Olivia. I care about what happens to you. The rest don’t matter to me. I feel… I feel better when we’re together and I can help you out. We’re a team.”
“Okay, say that’s true. What do you think I did before you? Do you somehow think that I survived through sheer luck? We’re a team, Brock, but that doesn’t mean I’m not my own teammate when I need to be. I’ve spent a lot of time alone these past few years. I like having you by my side, but I don’t need you.”
The words came out harsher than Olivia expected, and Brock stepped back as though she had slapped him. She swallowed nervously. “That sounded worse than I intended. I just mean I can do things on my own. I am capable of taking on a mission by myself, no matter how dangerous it may or may not be. By claiming that I shouldn’t do this, you’re overlooking me, assuming I can’t do this. And I’m tired of it. This isn’t the first time, Brock.”
“What do you mean? I don’t overlook you, Olivia.”
“Yes, you do.”
“I’ve been your biggest supporter ever since we met. I’d never have solved the last case without you.”
“You also spend a lot of time trying to rein me in. You told me not to go off on my own on our last case, and I ended up making some huge breakthroughs on my own. You thought I needed you beside me or I wouldn’t be able to do it.”
“That… that’s not true.”
Olivia folded her arms over her chest. “Isn’t it? Isn’t the reason you’re so scared about me going undercover is because you won’t be there keeping an eye on me? Don’t you think I’ll just fall apart on my own?”
Brock seemed lost for words, his mouth opening and then closing again. He closed his eyes, letting out a breath. “Olivia, come on. You must know why I’m so protective of you. After everything you’ve been through… you’ve been… you’ve been…”
Olivia waited for him to find his words, rage bubbling beneath the surface. After what felt like an eternity, Brock finally opened his eyes to meet hers.
“Unstable. You’ve been unstable.”
Olivia felt like she could scream, but she kept a lid on her anger, pushing it down into fury-fueled silence. The cabin was so quiet that Brock shifted uncomfortably on his feet in front of her.
Suddenly, she felt more alone than she had in a long time. The one person who was supposed to understand her, to support her, was making her question everything she’d thought about him. Perhaps he wasn’t the person she thought he was.
“I just… I just think you should take it easy for a little while,” Brock said quietly. Olivia scoffed, turning away from him. She didn’t want to look at his face.
“You know what, Brock? While we’re telling some home truths, maybe you should stop worrying about me and start taking a long look at yourself in the mirror. Why is it that you’re so willing to tell me how to live my life when you won’t even open up about how you live yours?”
Brock blinked. “What are you talking about?”
“You think I don’t notice how close you keep your cards to your chest? You seem to want to know everything about me, to tell me how to live my life, but you won’t even let me past this wall you’ve built around you. I barely know a thing about you. Maybe if we’re such good friends, you should start by explaining that. What aren’t you telling me? Or would you rather keep that between you and your therapist?”
Brock seemed apoplectic. He pressed his lips together.
“So you… you think that just because I’m not an open book that we’re not friends? Is that what you’re saying?” he asked stiffly.
Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek, trying to gain a measure of control from the rage still coursing through her veins.
“I’m saying that this friendship is a little one-sided. If you want to go around telling me how to live, then maybe you should give me more of a reason to trust you. I feel like I’ve barely scratched the surface of who you are. Would you trust a stranger to tell you how to live?”
Olivia could see the moment her words hit home. The way Brock winced at her words almost made her regret everything in one go. Almost. But she didn’t want to take back a single word. She’d meant what she said. She was in the process of regrowing her backbone, and that meant standing up for what she believed in.
They stood in silence for a few moments, facing off with one another and trying to see who would be the most stubborn. Olivia suspected it would be her.
After a while, Brock shoved his hands into his pockets, his face stony and cold in a way Olivia had never seen it before. Her natural impulse was to be sympathetic for him, but she buried the feeling. She stood her ground, even though her body trembled ever so slightly.
“You don’t want to hear what I want to say… fine,” Brock sighed with a shrug. “I guess that’s up to you. But if you’re doing this just to prove that you can, then you’re doing this wrong. You’re already brilliant. You don’t need to throw yourself to the wolves to prove it. Enjoy the pizza. I’ll see you when you’re out.”
And with that, he headed for the front door and let himself out. Olivia’s shoulders felt heavy with the weight of the argument. What the hell had just happened? Had she been looking for that fight, or was it bound to happen all along? Was she wrong to battle against him?
No. She didn’t think she was. She’d stood up for herself for the first time in a long time. She rolled her shoulders back and stood up straighter, sipping her beer. She didn’t like the way they’d left things, but then again, she didn’t like the way he’d spoken to her. And that was all there was to it. He’d have to find some way to make it up to her when she got back, because she wasn’t sorry, and she wouldn’t ever be.
Not for backing herself for once.





 
Olivia sat alone in her cabin in Belle Grove, waiting, picking at the remnants of the pizza as dawn crept over the horizon. That’s all there was to do now. In only a scant few hours, she’d be shipped off into prison with only herself as protection. She wouldn’t be permitted to carry a weapon within the facility, and since most of the prison guards were unaware of who she was and what her role was, she’d be treated like any other prisoner.
And she was starting to feel the nerves.
She took several deep breaths, staring down at her copy of The Great Gatsby. She’d been trying to get lost in a book, something she often did when she needed a distraction, but she was much too nervous to lose herself in the pages. She knew her nerves were natural, and they’d keep her on her toes once she got into the prison, but she didn’t want to spend the precious hours before she went in alone, worrying about what might happen to her.
She sighed. More than anything, she wanted to talk to Brock. She wanted to patch up their friendship after what happened last night, but she still had her pride. Part of her regretted how things came out, but she would never regret standing up for herself. She had spent far too long feeling doubtful of her own abilities, and she was not about to go back to that dark place. Not now, not ever.
She was right. Brock was wrong, and it was on him to apologize for doubting her. She appreciated that it came from a good place, that he genuinely did care about her, but she’d proved time and time again that she could hold her own. She didn’t appreciate Brock trying to level her down. She didn’t need him to tell her how to live. Especially not when he refused to open himself up to her.
But she couldn’t get their argument out of her head. She closed her book and sat back, closing her eyes and trying to forget it. Still, she couldn’t stop seeing the pain in his eyes. Then had followed the anger that she wasn’t listening to him. He wanted so desperately for her to see it through his eyes, but she’d refused.
And somehow, that made her think of her mother.
She felt a pang as she realized just how alike she was to the woman who had raised her. She’d spent the past few months distancing herself from her, convincing herself that they were nothing alike, but as it turned out, they were exactly the same. Hadn’t her mother refused to see things through Olivia’s eyes? Hadn’t she been so sure of her own innocence that she overlooked all of the damage she’d done by making her own decisions?
Guilt clawed at Olivia’s chest. She suddenly felt like she’d made a mistake in the way she’d handled her discussion with Brock. What if maybe he was right? What if she was being reckless just for the sake of proving herself? She put her head in her hands, her mind clouded with thoughts. She really didn’t need this. Not today. Not before one of the most challenging missions of her career so far. Besides, maybe they both needed time to cool off before they met again. They could take some time to gather their thoughts.
But thinking about her mom had made Olivia miss her. She paced the room, her phone in hand as she stared at the string of texts Jean had been sending her for weeks. She’d never replied yet, but just reading through the texts made her heart jolt. She recalled the final texts between Mariana and Daniela. If something went wrong in the prison, did Olivia really want to leave so much unspoken between her and her own mother? She was already leaving one person behind on a sour note. She didn’t feel like doing it twice.
Before she could stop herself, she had her phone to her ear, already dialing.
Jean picked up after the first ring.
“Hello?” her mom rushed to say. Olivia was quiet for a moment, just taking in the sound of her mom’s voice. Despite herself, despite the anger that still lingered whenever she thought of her mother, it was so good to hear her speak.
“Hey, Mom. What are you doing today?”
“I… I mean, nothing. I’m doing nothing.”
“Would you… would you like to meet for a coffee? Maybe you could come to Belle Grove for the afternoon?”
There was a short silence before her mom replied. “Honey, I’d like nothing more.”
They arranged to meet at the diner at one o’clock and suddenly, Olivia was more nervous than she had been that morning. It baffled her that seeing her mom again was something she found to be more terrifying than spending a few weeks in an actual jail.
She headed upstairs to smooth out her hair and change into something casual. Before she headed for the diner, she made a last-minute decision to take out her contacts and swap them for her glasses. She remembered how her mother had always loved her glasses, patting her head and calling her a little librarian. The memory was bitter, but warm, even after all they’d been through. Much of their past had been soured a little, but Olivia was ready to try and sweeten their relationship once again.
Olivia had a little time to gather herself as she walked to the diner alone. She tried not to think about the fact that it was a journey she usually made with Brock to a place she usually dined with him. The diner was their place, the place where Olivia had spent so many hours unloading her anger at her mother. Now, she wasn’t speaking to Brock and her mother seemed like the only person she wanted to speak with before she left.
How the tables had turned.
When she arrived at the diner, she was surprised to see that her mom was already inside, sipping coffee. Olivia was usually the early one, but she guessed that she had always been very similar to her mom. Perhaps that’s where she got her punctuality from.
“Olivia… darling,” Jean greeted her, standing as she entered the room. She stepped forward and pulled her into an awkward hug. “I’m so glad you called.”
Olivia cut the hug short, but she did manage a smile. She hadn’t brought her mom there to make her feel unwelcome, but she wasn’t ready to pretend like everything was fine either. There had to be some middle ground, even if it was unchartered territory.
Olivia sat opposite her mom in the booth. A stone rested heavily at the bottom of her stomach. What was she supposed to say after so much time? She was glad when the waitress came over to ask what she wanted and she gave herself a minute to pretend to scan the menu, working up the courage to talk to her mom. She wondered how many daughters in the world had to prepare themselves mentally to talk to their parents.
After ordering a black coffee, she took a deep breath and looked at her mom. She looked a little less tired than when she’d seen her last. She looked better, like a woman who’d returned home after having been in hiding for years should. Olivia studied how put-together she seemed. She wondered if she’d ever be able to pull that off.
“You look good,” Olivia’s mom started with an easy smile. “Happier, I think.”
“Do I?” Olivia asked, raising an eyebrow. “Because things have been kind of hectic these past few days, actually.”
“You want to talk about it?”
Olivia shook her head fervently. She didn’t want to tell her anything about her life. She didn’t want to offload her problems on her mom when she wasn’t even sure she trusted her anymore. So what did she want to talk to her about? Why had she asked her here in the first place?
Olivia met her mom’s eyes.
“The thing is… I just want to talk the way we used to. You remember how we’d go and see a movie and we’d spend hours afterward unpacking the plot? Or we’d see something on the street, something stupid like a piece of trash, and it would remind us of a day, a moment in time that we spent together. We’d reminisce about those unremarkable days where something silly tickled us, made us laugh. That’s what I want to talk about. But I don’t know how to do that with you anymore. Not yet.”
Jean nodded. Olivia felt a little shaky all of a sudden, like she might burst out crying. It irritated her, thinking back to what Jonathan said about her being emotional. But emotional didn’t mean weak to her anymore. Who wouldn’t be emotional, faced with their estranged mother after so long?
Olivia’s mother reached out to grab her hand but then thought better of it. She clasped her hands together over the table, looking her daughter in the eye.
“I know we’ve had some heated discussions about who is right and wrong recently,” she said. “And the truth is, I think that both of us have handled some parts of this scenario wrongly. But I’m ready to take the blame. You wouldn’t have had to react to my disappearance the way you did if I’d communicated with you more. I was too focused on the risks I was taking for myself and I didn’t think about what I was putting on the line with my own daughter. Which is why it took me so long to see the damage I did. And I’m sorry for that. It’s… honestly, it’s my biggest regret.”
Olivia stared at her mom for a while. She was saying all the right things. She was telling her what she wanted to hear, but she wasn’t sure that was a good thing. She still didn’t feel as though she could trust her.
But she wanted to. She wanted to start down the path of trying to fix their relationship. Maybe it would never be the way it once was, but maybe they could find something close.
“It should be,” she finally broke the silence. “And I don’t say that to heap more blame on you.”
“I know,” her mother replied. “I have a lot of apologizing to do. And I’d like to do it.”
“That would mean a lot to me,” Olivia admitted. “There’s still a lot of… pain there. Pain that you caused. The kind of thing that I can’t just brush under the rug and pretend it’s all fine, you know?”
Jean nodded. “I know. And I can’t just go back and fix it, as much as I’d like to. But if you’d like, maybe we could…”
She paused, and for the first time in the entire time they’d been there, emotion seemed to darken her face. Jean had never been a very effusive or emotive person; for her to have tears brimming in her eyes in plain view of anyone was new.
Maybe she had changed.
“Maybe we could move forward and try to solve that. Together.”
Olivia managed to bring a smile onto her face, her expression gentler than it had been in some time.
It was time to let things go.
“Okay. I think we can manage that.”
Her mom’s face split into the biggest smile that Olivia had seen in a long time. Seeing it felt like relief. Like letting go.
They sat for a moment in silence until the waitress brought them coffee. She wrapped her hands around the mug, glad of something to diffuse the tension. She took a sip while her mom fumbled for a way to move on the conversation.
“How’s work going?” her mom asked after a beat. “Anything of interest?”
Olivia set her coffee mug down. “I’m working on a kidnapping case. There have been some pretty intense revelations so far.” She paused. She knew she had to let her mom know that she wouldn’t be around for a while, even if she couldn’t divulge details. She felt a little guilty about having to keep a secret from her mom, but her mom had kept plenty from her, after all. She winced at the thought. It wasn’t easy to figure out forgiveness when there was still so much hurt to sort through beneath the surface.
“In fact… I’m going undercover tonight. I wanted to see you before I go,” Olivia said, trying to be as honest as she could. “I can’t tell you much more than that. Not until it’s over.”
“I understand,” Jean replied with a curt nod. She was in the business as well; she knew just as much as Olivia the particular stresses and worries of being undercover. Olivia’s fingers threaded around her mug even tighter. She couldn’t help feeling the pressure that the conversation was putting on them both. They were both walking on eggshells, trying not to break their fragile relationship apart again.
“Whatever it is you’re doing, I hope it goes well. I know it will,” she told her after a moment. Olivia almost laughed. The person she’d spent weeks avoiding, pushing to the back of her mind, seemed to be the only one really supporting her.
“Thanks. Not everybody seems to think the same.”
Jean cocked her head to the side. “Someone has doubts about you?”
Olivia gave a weak smile. “It’s Brock. I think he thinks I’m becoming reckless. Which is dumb, because he’s the most reckless person I know. He thinks that because I’m doing this alone, I won’t be safe. That I won’t be enough to take care of myself.”
“Well, that’s ludicrous. You’ve always done things alone in the past.”
“I know that. I just don’t think he can fathom that. It’s like he thinks that without him, I’m not as strong. But it’s easier alone. When you’re not watching someone else’s back, all you have to focus on is survival. When you’re alone, you don’t have to care so much.”
A smile crossed the older woman’s face and Olivia wondered what it meant, but didn’t ask. Her mom sighed.
“I see a lot of myself in you, Olivia. Veronica had the same thing within her too. We Knight women have always been very… emotional. When something hurts us, it hurts deeply. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that.”
Olivia nodded. This conversation was rapidly becoming much more insightful than she’d even thought.
“I can see that whatever Brock said to you cut deep, even if you’re telling yourself that it didn’t,” Jean went on. “And you well know what it’s like to be waiting on someone while they’re undercover.”
“This is different, though. It’s only for a few weeks and he knows exactly where I’ll be. I’m not just disappearing off into the night without a trace.”
Her mother grimaced at that but said nothing in protest. It was true.
“I know it’s because he cares. I get that. He’s worried that something can happen to me. But I’m tired of him underestimating me. Everyone always seems to. But I’m very good at what I do. I’m trained for it.”
Jean considered things for a long moment, seeming to weigh what she wanted to say in her mind. She took a sip from her own mug and set it down purposely.
“Would you mind if I offered another perspective?”
“By all means,” Olivia replied.
“So far you’ve been focused on your own safety and capability. Which of course makes sense, as you’ll be the one in harm’s way. But maybe he’s projecting his own worries for this situation onto you,” she started.
Olivia cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”
“Maybe Agent Tanner is so worried because, in his mind, you come as a pair. You’ve only known one another a few months, and in that time, you’ve been side by side constantly. Maybe he’s just as scared about being without you in the field as he is about letting you be alone. I think he needs you, Olivia.”
Her mom’s theory took Olivia entirely by surprise. She never imagined that she could make an impression so heavy that she could affect a person like that. But if it was true, then maybe she’d been too harsh. Maybe she needed to talk to him before she left, but she was still so confused by their fight. She didn’t want to open up to him again so soon. Perhaps spending some time away from him was exactly what she needed.
“Take some time to mull it over,” Jean said, seeming to read her mind. “But don’t wait too long. You never know when a person might slip away from you.”
“Trust me,” Olivia whispered. “I know that better than anyone.”





 
“We’ll go over this one final time before entry,” said the warden. “All set?”
Olivia nodded slowly as she faced the prison warden, a tall, striking woman named Leslie Young. She had obviously been an athlete in her youth, standing at six feet tall, with rippling muscles like a track-and-field star beneath her drab uniform. There were deep-set lines on her face and the barest hints of gray were starting to streak through her close-cropped hair, but Olivia couldn’t tell if it was due to age or stress from this job. She certainly looked the part.
If she was nervous before, now she was terrified. With each passing second, she was becoming more and more aware of the fact that she was about to be tossed in a cell like a common criminal. That she was about to live among people who had done things that had never even crossed her mind to do. There was nothing that could ever make her relate to the people in there. She was going to stand out like a sore thumb from the moment she entered.
Unless she could play her part right.
“No jewelry?”
“None.”
“Phone?”
“At the Bureau.”
“Personal effects?”
“Leaving everything at home,” Olivia said.
“Good. Okay, advice for when you get inside. Once you’re in, you won’t have anyone else looking out for you. Only I know that you’re a plant, so you won’t receive special treatment. Sink or swim. Keep to yourself as much as you can, but don’t hide away. You don’t want to look like you’re scared of the other inmates, they’ll prey on that. I understand that you need to get closer to the inmates to get information, but don’t allow them to know too much about you. Keep your commissary to yourself. Don’t buy too much at once or get into swaps with the other inmates. It only causes tensions down the line when fingers start pointing and others in the cells start accusing you of swindling them. I would also steer clear of gambling. Owing someone is a dangerous game in here. It might be tempting to play cards when things start getting boring, but it’s not worth the risk. If you can’t pay your debts, you’ll be expected to pay back double, and that’s not a scenario you want to end up in.”
Olivia nodded, suddenly feeling overwhelmed by all of the information she was being told. What if she slipped up and did something she shouldn’t?
She frowned to herself. She’d allowed other people to get inside her head. She was more than capable of keeping herself in check. She was a seasoned FBI agent, not some amateur. And she’d faced much worse. She turned over her hand to look at her palm. Down the center of her hand, her skin was still puckered and shiny from where The Messenger had sliced her open. She closed her hand into a fist. If she could take on a mass murderer, she was sure she could manage a few weeks with some other criminals.
“Some other things to consider,” Leslie continued. “When you get to the pod, it’s best to try and blend in with the others, which means knowing a few rules before you get in there. There are two beds in each of the rooms, and we have two floors in the pod you’ll be in. Do not try and take a bed upstairs unless you’re invited to. The pod boss, Shauna, stays up there with her buddies. She’s one to look out for. She loves when new girls come into the cell and she can bully them into submission. I’d advise you to try and keep on her good side, or she can make your experience in there hell.”
Olivia nodded, her heart skipping a beat. She didn’t want to know what kind of hellish things Shauna might have in store for her.
“Life is going to be tough for you, I won’t deny it,” Leslie told Olivia. “A lot of the inmates really struggle in their first few weeks, regardless of who they are. Newbies are quite often targeted by the other women. And you’ll be under a microscope the whole time. There are cameras running in the pod’s common area twenty-four-seven, and the other women will be keeping a close eye on you. It can take them some time to learn to trust you, especially because they will likely sense that you’re not one of them.”
“What should I do if they start to suspect me?”
Leslie shrugged. “Figure it out.”
The thought sent a chill down Olivia’s spine. This was an arduous task. She needed to be two people at once. She needed to remember her training and be diligent and focused on her mission, and she needed to utterly forget that training so she could blend in. She would have to work against her very instincts just to survive in there.
“These people have been through it all. They’re rough around the edges, and they’re proud of it. You’re going to need to be prepared to fight your corner from the moment you walk in. Am I clear?”
“Yes,” Olivia said firmly. “I can do this.”
“Good,” Leslie said, her face softening a little. “Truth is, we need this. I’m hoping that what you find in there can help us clean up this place. I’ve been trying to make it a better place, but it’s hard when there’s so much corruption in the system. If you can figure out where these drugs are coming from… how they’re getting in… then this could be a game-changer.”
“I’ll do everything I can.”
“I don’t doubt it. Anything you see, make a mental note. I want to know about it. I know you’re here to investigate the drugs, but if you see anything else of note, I’d like to know about it. But don’t be a cop about it. That’s the surest way to blow your cover.”
“What does that mean?”
“That means you’ll need to perfect the art of looking the other way,” Leslie replied.
Olivia nodded. She knew she was referring to things too dark for Olivia to think about before she went in. Homemade weapons, blackmail, coercion, violence beyond her imagination. Olivia knew there was a strong possibility that she’d have to face it all during her time behind bars. But she also knew exactly what she’d signed up for. She had a task to complete. Not just for the sake of Daniela Torres, not just to catch the Grim Reaper, but also to prove that she was capable of anything she put her mind to.
She was ready.
“Let’s run through your cover story one last time. It needs to be airtight.
Olivia nodded. “Sure. My name is Allison Wheeler. I dealt for six years, selling in small towns at first before building up to the cities. I was caught trying to leave the state with a huge shipment of cocaine in the back of my car. Spent a couple years in Texas and Seattle before being transferred here. Even though I sell drugs, I’ve never touched them myself.”
“That’s good. Keep that in mind. Any slip-ups and this entire operation is busted. And this should go without saying, but if they try to get you involved in the drugs they’re taking, don’t give in. Any illegal activity that you partake in, you will be charged for.”
Olivia nodded. “Understood. But you don’t need to worry about me. I’m pretty strait-laced.”
Leslie looked her up and down. “I can tell.”
Olivia scrunched up her face. “What’s that mean?”
Leslie sighed. “Come here.”
Olivia felt oddly offended, but she took a nervous step forward. After all, Leslie knew better than she did what might appeal to the other inmates.
“Pull at your collar a little bit. You’ll want your shirt to look ruffled and loose. Lose the ponytail. I’m sure your hair regimen is fantastic but if you’ve been in prison for two years it’s got to look like garbage.”
Olivia nodded and removed her hair tie, tossing it out to the ground outside. She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled randomly at it, allowing it to frizz up at the ends. While she was at it, she rubbed her hands all over her face to allow it to get greasy, and then she began picking at her cuticles.
Leslie nodded at Olivia. “That’s better, I think. Are you good to go?”
Olivia nodded firmly. She was ready to leave everyone she knew behind and throw herself in the deep end. A few months earlier, she might have convinced herself that she wasn’t capable of doing it. She might have backed out at the last minute, unsure of her own abilities. But now, she tilted her chin high and straightened her back. She wasn’t going to let anyone push her down again.
A slight smile appeared on Leslie’s face as she watched Olivia transform before her eyes. “Good. You look ready.”





 
The handcuffs were cold on Olivia’s wrists as she was escorted into Hanover Correctional Institution. It suddenly felt much too real. She had the urge to run and never look back. But she was stronger than that. She wouldn’t give in to the fear. There were too many important things to do.
The CO’s hand on her arm was tight. Too tight. The man was a short but stocky guy with a stern face and shaved head, his beady blue eyes barely hooded by his eyelids. He was holding her so roughly that she thought she’d get a bruise. It didn’t take much for her to feel in character, glaring at him in a way she’d never dare to do normally. She was angry. Was he allowed to be so rough with her?
Had she just signed away all her dignity?
“Keep up,” the CO told her as he dragged her into Intake. The gray room instantly made Olivia feel like she was losing the will to live. It was so drab that she could see how people would go crazy living in a place like this. But she’d known not to expect a picnic.
This was the punishment for a life of crime.
Olivia was patient as the CO took her fingerprints and patted her down, checking for anything she might be smuggling into the prison. She gritted her teeth as he moved his hands over her, feeling a little humiliated. She wondered if everyone who went through the system felt so angry while it happened. Like the world had turned against them.
“Let’s get you to the shower,” the CO grumbled. “You’ll get your uniform and then we’ll take you to your pod. Move it, I don’t have all day.”
Olivia could feel her temper rising. She was being treated like an animal. Then again, she guessed if she was in the CO’s shoes, she might treat her the same. He didn’t know that she was innocent. She suspected he met a lot of detainees who claimed that they were. But it wasn’t his job to decide their innocence or guilt. Just to keep the peace in his limited purview—even if that meant turning a callous eye to whether or not he was truly serving justice.
His job made him look at all the inmates, whether those in for horrific murder or for stealing just to get a bite to eat, as beasts. Just monsters he must dehumanize so he could keep them out of polite society’s vision. And in a cage full of beasts, no one was going to believe that she wasn’t like the rest.
Except maybe the beasts themselves.
Olivia’s heart was pounding as she was forced to strip down and take a shower, after a short, but horrifying exam where was asked to squat and cough. She hoped the CO was looking the other way, but she suspected he wasn’t as she stood in the dirty stall, watching the water swirl down the rusty drain. She took a deep breath. She had to get used to this and fast.
It was only going to get worse.
The orange jumpsuit was slack on her small frame, swallowing her whole. She examined the baggie sleeves in annoyance. How was anyone going to take her seriously when she looked like a kid dressing up in her parent’s clothes? Frustrated, she rolled the sleeves up a little, but there wasn’t much else she could do about the rest.
She felt like time was passing in a blur. Her paperwork was filed. She was in the costume. Now, all she had to do was play the part, convincingly, for the next few weeks. Olivia set her jaw as she was led to the prison bus with several other new inmates.
She didn’t say a word as a new CO, a woman, took a photo for her ID. She didn’t speak a word to the nurse who did her health check. She felt like her silence made her feel stronger than any words could.
By the time she was being escorted to her cell some hours later, a sense of calm had washed over her. The boredom of the process was enough to make her forget that the worst was yet to come.
But nothing prepared her for the moment when she first stepped into her pod. As the CO escorted her inside, she felt the heat of a thousand eyes burning into her. When she glanced up from the floor, she immediately met eyes with a woman from across the room. Her breath hitched. The woman wasn’t tall, or muscular, or particularly in shape, but she had the presence of someone built like a mountain. She had short gray hair that was cropped atop her sharp face. Something in her eyes was cold. Hard. Like she had been sharpened by her years inside the joint to a fine blade.
Was she the one in charge? What had Leslie said her name was?
Shauna.
Olivia stared her down for a moment longer before breaking her eye contact. She didn’t want to start a fight before she’d even found her bed. With her bedding beneath her arm and the whole room staring at her, the pressure was on for her to make her home. She tried not to look at anyone in particular.
“Home sweet home, newbie,” the CO grunted as she left the room. “Have fun.”
The moment the CO slammed the door shut, a heavy silence fell over the pod. Olivia’s eyes scanned the room. The small communal area consisted of a simple area with several tables and chairs scattered in place. There was a flatscreen TV on the wall that had seen better days, and then that was it. No windows, no other source of entertainment. Aside from the cubbies with two beds each lining the walls, the room was otherwise bare. Just above them, leading from a stairwell in the corner, was another row of cubbies with beds set around the room behind a small balcony.
Olivia felt like she was playing chess. She was sure her next move would be the difference between sacrificing her queen and putting the king in checkmate. Her eyes fell on a young woman standing close to the small stairwell leading up to the higher level. She had the kindest face in the room, but she was clearly the underdog of the cell. Olivia didn’t want to make herself out to be weak, but she also had to make a move quickly before they ate her alive.
“Hey, you. Can you show me a spare bed?” she asked, looking the young girl right in the eyes. She stood up a little straighter, clearing her throat.
“Um… yeah. Okay. Let me show you.”
The other women stood silently, watching Olivia follow the young girl. She hoped she looked more confident than she felt. It was impossible not to feel every anxious beat of her heart, feel the blood pumping in her ears. But the first few moments were always going to be the worst. Now, all she had to do was prove to the others that she wasn’t to be messed with.
Easier said than done.
Olivia was the brand-new source of entertainment. Someone to watch intently until she slipped up. But she wasn’t going to do that. She wasn’t going to let them win. She ducked inside the cubby, peering around at the other things in there. Of course, the room was relatively sparse, but there was a small wooden table where the other inmate had stacked several packs of instant noodles, a single book, and a bar of soap. Olivia felt odd relief at the thought that her roommate liked to read, even if she only had one battered copy of a cheesy romance novel.
“Whose room is this?” Olivia asked the young girl. She chewed her lip.
“It’s mine. This is the only spare bed.”
Olivia shrugged like she didn’t care either way, but she was wary about being associated with the young girl. There must have been a reason that she was the one person that didn’t have a roommate. Was she an outcast because she was just a young girl who had landed herself somewhere she shouldn’t be?
Or was she the worst one of them all?
Olivia swallowed, turning her back on the girl and beginning to make her bed. She wanted to get herself settled in before she returned to the lion’s den. As she was tucking in her sheets, the young girl rushed forward to help her.
“Here, let me,” she insisted. Olivia stood back and studied the young girl. Her eagerness to please might be a good thing for Olivia. If it looked like she had someone running around after her, it might gain her some credibility with the other women. Still, she felt a little bad for the girl. She didn’t look old enough to even be in there with them.
“What’s your name?” Olivia asked her, folding her arms over her chest. The young girl looked up at her, her deep brown eyes looking anxious, like she was scared to be spoken to. Tendrils of her thin brown hair stuck to her face with sweat. Olivia suddenly noticed it was warm in the cell, despite it being the start of November.
“Wren,” the girl told her softly, like she didn’t want to say her name too loud.
“Allison,” Olivia responded shortly. She didn’t want to be seen making niceties with anyone until she decided where her loyalties should lie. She doubted that making friends with the runt of the pack was going to do her any favors. She felt a little guilty, but she wasn’t there to find pen pals for when she left prison. She had a job to do. Besides, she was sure Wren was aware of how the system worked.
Only the strong would survive.
“You can use anything of mine you want,” Wren offered desperately. “I have noodles… you want some?”
Olivia shook her head. She didn’t want to fall into that trap. “Keep ‘em. I don’t need any help.”
Wren hung her head and Olivia wondered if she had actually been trying to show an offer of friendship. Not that it mattered. Swallowing down her guilt, Olivia strode back into the communal area, the women still watching her like a hawk. Her legs were wobbling a little so she decided that sitting was the best option. She perched herself on one of the empty tables, her feet on the bench below her and her elbows on her knees.
It wasn’t long before the woman she’d seen when she first walked in approached her. Olivia kept her gaze steady. She didn’t want to look away and look weak, but looking into her eyes seemed just as dangerous.
The woman paused right in front of her. Cocked her head to the side.
“Fresh meat,” she murmured. “You don’t look like you belong here.”
Olivia said nothing, refusing to rise to the comment. She simply looked back at the woman, waiting for her to make her next move. The woman eventually folded her arms.
“What you in for?”
“Dealing,” Olivia replied shortly. Leslie had told her not to divulge more than she had to, though she was sure it would be a topic of interest. They were in jail, after all.
“Dealing what?”
“Why, you trying to buy?” Olivia countered, bringing an amused chuckle through the room. The woman scoffed at her, her face flickering between irritation and surprise.
“You’ve got some bite. I asked you a question, you’d better answer it.”
“Coke, mostly,” Olivia said, still trying to keep her cards close to her chest, though she was sure the woman wouldn’t allow that to continue for long. The woman nodded slowly, her eyes boring into Olivia.
“You’re new here so I’ll only tell you once.” She leaned down now, glaring into Olivia’s eyes. “You better learn quick that when I ask a question, you answer me without any sass,” the woman growled. “I’m in charge around here. Name’s Shauna.”
Olivia gave her a curt nod. “Noted. I’m Allison.”
“We already got an Allison,” Shauna countered.
“Call me Wheeler then.”
Shauna stepped forward so that her body was pressed against Olivia’s knees. Shauna’s eyes were filled with a quiet fury that Olivia hoped she wasn’t the cause of. Somehow, it was intimidating, even though Olivia was confident she could take Shauna in a fight if it came to it. And hopefully, it would never come to it.
“Everyone around here plays by the rules,” Shauna whispered harshly. “You mess with me or my girls, and I’ll crush you like a grape. You got that, Wheeler? You might’ve been some big deal out on the streets, but Hanover is my street. I run the show.”
Olivia wasn’t sure how she wanted to respond. Should she show some defiance? Show that she wasn’t afraid? Or should she back off and play it safe? It was impossible to know. She needed to know what Shauna was up to, and that meant being able to see what was happening upstairs. She suspected that Shauna and her VIP friends would be right up there.
“I’m not interested in what goes on in the pod. I’m just here to do my time,” Olivia replied after a short pause. Shauna scoffed.
“Sure. So you didn’t just walk in here with an attitude.”
“Not at all.”
Shauna stepped back from Olivia with a grimace that sent a chill down Olivia’s spine. She shook her head.
“It’s a shame I don’t believe you,” Shauna muttered, though it felt like everyone in the room must have heard her. As she turned and walked away, Olivia kept her face stoic, but inside, she was cursing herself. What had she done? Had she just made an enemy in the pod boss?
She watched as Shauna moved to one of the other tables and sat down. Six other women gravitated toward her and positioned themselves around the table, like some kind of bodyguards. Shauna glanced over her shoulder at Olivia one last time. She was proving a point. Showing her who was boss there.
And Olivia no longer had any doubt in her mind that she was in trouble.





 
Olivia’s first night in Hanover was spent lying on her hard mattress, cursing her insomnia. She could have really used a good night’s sleep for once, but even if she wasn’t a terrible sleeper, she suspected she’d have trouble anyway.
Because whatever was going on above her on the second floor was keeping her wide awake. The women up there had been slow and lethargic for most of the day, pottering around the communal area in a daze. Now, they were all shrieking with laughter, singing together, making so much noise that Olivia wasn’t sure why the COs hadn’t come to intervene. The lights had been out in the cells for hours, but still, the party seemed to be continuing upstairs.
And of course, Olivia hadn’t been invited. She thought she had more chance of being smothered in her sleep than making a friendly connection with Shauna now. Somehow, she’d done something to get on her bad side. Now, as she tried to sleep, she wondered what Shauna had in store for her.
Was she safe?
Her heart was thudding hard in her chest. Adrenaline was fighting against her tiredness. She wished she had something to distract herself. Perhaps Wren would’ve let her borrow the romance book on her table if she’d asked, but it was too dark to see the words anyway. Besides, she was too anxious to read, and that was saying a lot.
What she really wanted to do was talk to Brock. Her stomach twisted when she thought about how they’d left things between them. Olivia wasn’t a confrontational person, and she didn’t tend to get into fights with her friends, but what happened with Brock had been unavoidable. They had both reached their boiling points, even if it was for very different reasons.
Now she wished they could just brush it aside and talk like they used to. She always felt calmer when he was around. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She was scared to even show weakness in the dark, scared to make it seem like she might be crying or melting down, but that deep breath was the only thing holding her together. It had never been more obvious to her that she was on her own.
She turned on her side and tried to look on the bright side. At least she was in the perfect cell to get information. She was almost certain that the commotion upstairs was being fueled entirely by drugs. Maybe she didn’t even need to be friendly with Shauna to figure out what they were doing. Perhaps all she needed was to see how the women were getting the drugs inside the cell.
It calmed her a little to think that she hadn’t blown the whole thing yet. She had to give herself some credit. She had survived her first day in prison, and she was going to make it right to the end. The rest of the world could wait. The moment she was out, she’d fix everything else. Her relationship with her mom, the kidnapping case, her mindset…
And most importantly, her friendship with Brock.

Olivia woke with such an intense headache that she felt like she might pass out again. The lights were on in the cell, now, blaring white lights that made her sensitive eyes ache. She sat up with a quiet groan, feeling vulnerable. Still, no one had tried to shiv her in the night, and she took that as a positive thing. She was sure the headache was the product of the broken sleep she’d gotten in the night, her dreams disturbed every now and then by the screeches of the women upstairs.
But the cell was quiet now. So quiet, in fact, that Olivia felt like she was alone. She peered into the communal area through the open cell door. Only Wren was sitting there, eating alone with her head resting against her hand. Olivia rose quietly from her bed and freshened up as best as she could. The showers seemed to only have cold water, and she saw a roach darting in the corner of the cubicle at the back of her cell. If she didn’t feel so dirty, she might have skipped the shower entirely. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to such a horrible place.
When she was dressed again, she headed into the communal area. Wren was reading now, and the other women still appeared to be in bed. Olivia felt like she was the first one up after a wild house party, treading carefully so as not to wake the hungover partygoers. She sighed into a seat alone. She wanted to get some commissary, but she also didn’t want to move an inch.
She felt a presence hovering close to her and tried to ignore it. She wasn’t in the mood for any confrontations. But when someone placed a bottle of water and a granola bar in front of her, she could no longer ignore what was happening.
She turned to see Wren standing behind her, wringing her hands nervously. Her eyes looked so dulled in the cell that Olivia wondered whether it was just the light, or whether the life had been sucked out of her.
“Why are you giving me these? What do you want?” Olivia asked her. She wasn’t trying to be brusque, she genuinely wanted to know. What strings were attached to the gesture?
Wren shook her head. “I don’t want anything. I just… I saw you on your own and thought you might be hungry. You didn’t eat dinner last night.”
Olivia hadn’t realized that anyone had picked up on that. She’d spent dinner time simply staring at her tray, poking at the food, which looked like someone had already chewed it and spat it back out again. Olivia sighed. She knew she had an act to keep up, and she wasn’t going to let it slip for a kind gesture.
“I don’t need handouts from you.”
Wren didn’t seem to be getting the message. She sat opposite Olivia at the table, staring at her.
“It’s not a handout.”
“So it’s a trade?”
“I’m just trying to be nice.” Wren frowned and reached out to take the snacks back, pulling them to her chest. “Some people around here still do that, you know.”
Olivia wished she could tell whether she could trust Wren. She could easily be playing her. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be a little more friendly. She let out a sigh.
“Alright. But I’m not taking anything from you. You’re practically a kid. If you’ve got commissary money, spend it on yourself.”
Wren managed a smile, looking a little sheepish. “Okay. Sorry if I’m coming on strong. We don’t get many new people in here. You’re the first person who hasn’t been snapped up by Shauna in a while. I thought… I thought I might have a chance to make a friend.”
Olivia almost laughed. “Look, kid… this ain’t exactly the place for making friends. Keep your head down, do your time, maybe you’ll be out in a few years.”
Wren’s smile faded. “I doubt that.”
Olivia didn’t want to ask why, but she got the feeling Wren was itching to tell her. Wren leaned closer, looking visibly upset.
“I used to work in a care home. It was my first job. They barely paid me anything, and I was on my own. I was starving. Couldn’t make rent. My parents were never really around. So I started stealing medication from the residents. I sold it onward to some dealers. I made good money. I thought it was harmless. But then. one of the residents missed too many meds and…”
Olivia’s insides turned cold. She hadn’t been expecting something like that from the young girl. It was clear she hadn’t intended the harm she caused, but Olivia could see in Wren’s eyes that she was fully aware that she was responsible for someone’s death. That was a lot to take in.
Olivia also felt odd about the confession. She was used to wheedling secrets out of people, but someone had already done that to Wren. Olivia had been transported to the very place where she sent people on a regular basis. And Wren, for her faults, seemed basically like a nice person. Someone who had been forced into a life of crime just to try to get by—and who was clearly still wracked with guilt over it. She may not have been an angel, but she didn’t fit in with Shauna and that crowd, for sure.
“I’m sure it was an accident.”
“It doesn’t mean I didn’t do it, though,” Wren whispered. Her dark eyes filled with tears. “It gets lonely in here, Olivia. It’s good to have someone to talk to. You never know when you might have a normal conversation again.”
Olivia didn’t consider anything about their conversation to be normal, but maybe Wren was right. Maybe she did need someone in her corner. Someone like Wren who was willing to do anything to secure her friendship. Olivia leaned toward her.
“Alright. If you really want to be friends, then tell me some things about the pod. What am I dealing with here?”
Wren widened her eyes. “Well, Shauna is the boss. I’m sure you got that already. She basically tells everyone what they can and can’t do. If you’re on her good side, then it’s all sunshine and roses. But if you’re not…”
Wren took a deep breath and looked around her, looking for prying eyes and ears. She turned back to Olivia, whispering like a child sharing secrets on the playground. “I heard that she hurt someone so badly that she died. The person who moved to the pod before I did…”
Olivia’s blood turned cold. So she was on the wrong side of a murderer? Olivia knew that everyone in the cell had drug-related crimes of some sort, but she didn’t know anything about the violence it brought out of them. Now she was worried. If she got herself in a fight she couldn’t win, what the hell would happen to her?
The sooner she could get out of there, the better.
“Has she done anything like that while you’ve been here?”
Wren chewed her lip. “She’s hurt people bad. But the COs won’t do anything about it because no one is willing to snitch. They’ll be lying in a pool of their own blood and they still won’t tell on the person that made them bleed.”
“She can’t be that powerful, can she?”
Wren held a finger to her mouth to shush her. “She has eyes and ears everywhere. You’ve got to be real careful, Olivia. That’s why I keep my head down. I don’t want that to happen to me.”
Olivia’s jaw clenched. So not only were there drugs within the cell, there might also be weapons. Olivia had seen plenty of makeshift weapons in her time, and she didn’t exactly look forward to getting one shoved in her side. She took a moment to consider her options. It would be reckless to press forward, but she needed to know more. For all she knew, maybe Wren was just one of Shauna’s agents, designed to pull her into a false sense of security. But she had to find out this information and fast.
“And up there… they’re taking drugs, right? They’ve got some kind of supplier?”
Wren froze up, unwilling to say anything that might get her in trouble.
“I’m just trying to get some answers here. I’m a dealer, Wren. I want to know if I’ve got competition. Get it?”
Wren’s eyes widened. “Um. Okay. Um. Well, I don’t exactly know what goes on up there. They do that a lot, like they did last night. Then they spend half the day sleeping it off. So I guess they’ve got something coming in, but I don’t know how they do it. I guess one of the COs is crooked or something.”
Olivia chewed her lip. It wasn’t enough to go on. She needed something rock solid. Something that proved exactly how the drugs were getting in, what they were, and who was taking them. She needed to actually see it happen.
“Alright. So drugs are getting in… does Shauna organize it all? Is that why she’s so untouchable?”
“Hey. You. You said my name.”
Olivia looked up and saw Shauna standing at the top of the stairs. She looked a little worse for wear, which probably had something to do with her late-night antics and drug abuse. Olivia’s heart began to beat faster but she kept her face neutral as she looked back at Shauna.
“If you’ve got something to say to me, why don’t you say it to my face?” Shauna snarled, staggering down the stairs. Olivia stood from the table and moved to meet her in the middle.
“I’m not looking for trouble. I’m just getting to grips with your pod,” Olivia replied as calmly as she could manage. She put as much emphasis on the ‘your’ as she could. She wanted to show she was submitting to Shauna, but it didn’t seem to be working.
“I warned you already,” Shauna snapped, talking so loud that the other women were starting to emerge from their cells. “You don’t mess with me. So if you want a fight, then that’s exactly what you’re gonna get.”
Olivia only had a moment to prepare before Shauna swung her fist at her. Olivia ducked easily but stumbled back a little, the base of her spine banging against one of the tables. Several of the women on the top floor whooped and cheered as Shauna advanced on Olivia. Olivia cursed her luck. She’d been taking pains to lay low, but now, she had no choice but to defend herself.
She raised her fists defensively, sending a ripple of shock through the onlookers. She looked Shauna in the eye, pleading with her.
“You don’t want to fight me,” Olivia said, a slight edge to her tone. She knew that her FBI training should make her the top dog, but she didn’t want to fight in the first place. Shauna hissed at her, her tongue darting over her teeth.
“Oh, I do. It’s been a while since I got to use these fists.”
Shauna swung again and Olivia immediately ran forward, tackling Shauna from the side and sending them both sprawling to the ground. As chants around them encouraged them to fight, Olivia sprang back, hoping that Shauna would give up the game. But as Shauna scrambled to her feet, there was a newfound fury in her eyes.
“You play dirty, huh?” she said. Olivia shook her head.
“I don’t want to do this with you. I was protecting myself.”
“Oh yeah?” Shauna reached in her pocket and brought out something that made Olivia’s heart clench. It was a toothbrush, or at least it used to be. Now, the end had been sharpened and Olivia could tell it was deadly enough to do some real damage. “Well, now I’m defending myself.”
Olivia’s breathing quickened. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. She felt like a gladiator about to fight without any armor.
But she had her wits. She had her fists. She had everything the Bureau had taught her. She looked Shauna in the eye. She also had something else to her advantage.
She was used to kicking criminals’ butts for a living.
Shauna cried out as she threw herself at Olivia. Olivia took a defensive stance, ducking out of Shauna’s way before swiftly kicking her ankle. Shauna took the hit well and rounded on Olivia again, throwing her weight into Olivia and knocking her against the table. Olivia grabbed Shauna’s wrist as she made a stab at her stomach, straining to keep her away while she calculated her next move.
But Shauna was quicker. With her free hand, she smacked Olivia so hard across the face that she saw stars for a moment. She fell sideways, the support of the table now gone as she hit the floor. Shauna was on her again like a mosquito, but Olivia wouldn’t let Shauna have her blood. She had to take the shiv from her.
Olivia rolled away and scrambled to her feet. She caught Wren’s eye across the room, who looked terrified. Olivia knew it was time to bring out the big guns.
As Shauna launched her next attack, Olivia was ready. Shauna was like a bull in a china shop, and all she needed to do was counter that. She needed to be quick and nimble whereas Shauna was slow and heavy.
As Shauna tried to stab her once again with the shiv, Olivia grabbed her wrist once again, but this time, she had her counterattack ready. She thrust the heel of her left hand upward and felt it connect with Shauna’s nose. There was a sickening crack and Shauna cried out in horror, dropping the shiv. Olivia darted down and snatched it before Shauna could react, then returned to her full height, standing her ground like the statue of a warrior. Adrenaline was pumping through her veins as Shauna desperately clutched her nose, blood spurting from between her fingers.
“I warned you not to fight me,” Olivia said calmly. “I think your nose is broken. Better get that checked out.”
Shauna glared at her through her bloodied hands. “You’ll pay for that.”
“No,” Olivia growled. “I won’t. You’re not a snitch. You won’t tell the CO what happened, especially considering I was simply defending myself. And since you no longer have your shiv, I don’t think you’ll be coming for me again any time soon.”
“Just you watch me,” Shauna screeched. “You’d better sleep with your eyes open, Wheeler. The second I’m back, I’m coming for you.”
Shauna ran to the door, banging on it for the CO to open up. It was only several minutes later that the CO bothered to show up, taking Shauna off to the on-site med staff.
With Shauna gone, Olivia calmly used her sleeve to wipe down the shiv carefully. She had no interest in having her fingerprints on a prison weapon. The other women watched as she walked to the bathroom and shoved the shiv down the shower drain. When she stood up again, everyone was gathered by the door, staring at her like she was some kind of god.
“That was kind of badass,” one woman started, her grin revealing yellowed teeth and cracked lips. “You’re alright by me, girl. Hey, while Shauna’s gone, maybe you can come party with us upstairs. She don’t have to know.”
Olivia managed an uncomfortable smile as she moved to the sink to wash Shauna’s blood from her hand. She knew she could soon be in trouble for what she did, but maybe prison etiquette had saved her this time. She was sure that Shauna would hold a grudge, but if she was lucky, she’d be out of this place before Shauna even had a chance to try again.
“Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t use.”
“Suit yourself. You know where we are,” the woman said with a shrug. Olivia eyed her up as she left with the other women. She couldn’t fathom how violently breaking a woman’s nose had won her favor. But it was the lift she needed. If she could go upstairs and investigate a little, then she’d be one step closer to getting out of that hellhole.
When all of the women had returned to their beds, only Wren remained at the door. Olivia felt comfortable enough to let out a sigh of relief in front of her. She didn’t like what she’d been forced to do, but she was glad she’d saved her own skin. She could see how easily people turned to survival mode now. She suspected that any of the women in the cell would’ve done the same as her.
“Olivia… that was bad. Shauna’s really going to have it out for you now,” Wren whispered as Olivia left the bathroom. Olivia let her shoulders relax a little, letting some of the tension out by rubbing a knot in her back gently.
“She’s not here for now. That’s tomorrow’s problem.”





 
Olivia’s second day in prison was much more successful than her first. With the memory of her fight with Shauna still on everyone’s mind, she was being treated like some kind of celebrity. While Olivia sat with Wren most of the day, the other women skulked around, trying to catch her attention, whispering and giggling whenever she was close by. Sometimes, they’d come over and try to invite her to play cards, or they’d shower her with compliments, hoping for some kind of approval from her. Olivia played it cool, knowing that she’d earned their respect. In fact, she suspected that the reason they were all trying to get on her good side was because she was the only one to ever fight with the pod boss and win.
Which meant she scared them a little.
It was exactly what she needed. While she did feel a little guilty about what she’d done to Shauna, it hadn’t been without cause. If she hadn’t done it, she’d probably be in a hospital room with a sharpened toothbrush in her side right now. The thought made her sick. She’d spent enough time in the emergency room in the last few months. The thought of going back was a non-starter.
But what she did want was to investigate more. Despite keeping the women at arm’s length, she knew she couldn’t play it too cool. She had to get upstairs, to see where the drugs were, what they were, and figure out where they’d come from. There was still plenty of work to do, and she wanted to do it quickly before Shauna returned from being treated.
One thing Olivia had picked up on very quickly was how little the COs seemed to care. They’d been slow to respond when Shauna was hurt, and she had no idea where they were the rest of the time. As she tried to make purchases from the commissary, she was forced to wait hours for a response. She made some offhand comments to the other woman about how useless the COs were, and they lapped it up, agreeing with her as though she’d made some sort of profound observation.
And there was more to their incompetence, that much was clear. Where had they been when the women were up all night, doing drugs and shouting at the top of their voices? Where had they been when Shauna and Olivia were fighting, making a ruckus as they threw one another around? It was like they’d all just disappeared.
Olivia looked up at the cameras around the room while the others were in line for dinner. She could see two in the communal area, but they didn’t appear to cover the whole area. No wonder drugs seemed to flow so freely through this place. No wonder there were parties, fights, and weapons right under their noses. It was like they just didn’t care.
Olivia thought it all through. There were only three times she’d seen the COs during the day. Once when they took Shauna away, once when they doled out meds, and now for dinner time. If they were the ones bringing in the drugs, then they had to be doing it during one of their visits. There was no other explanation. As Olivia waited in line for her tray of food, she wondered which CO might be responsible for the madness unfolding within the cell.
“Hey, new girl!” someone shouted. Olivia looked up and saw the yellow-toothed woman striding toward her. The woman grabbed her arm and hauled her to the front of the line. “You get first dibs,” she told Olivia with another toothy smile. “You’re a big deal around here today so you may as well take Shauna’s tray. Enjoy it.”
Olivia had no interest in getting her meal first—it looked just as awful as the previous night’s dinner—but she nodded respectfully to the woman. The last thing she wanted to do was offend someone else or cause a scene. She took a tray full of slop and headed to the table she’d been sharing with Wren. She gathered that Wren usually sat alone because it was just the two of them for each meal. The others crowded around the other two tables. Olivia felt almost as though she was in high school, living life as the class nerd turned popular. The clique vibe wasn’t something she’d ever bought into, but it certainly existed in their pod.
Olivia nibbled on some of the bread that had been brought with the lump stew served to them that evening. It seemed Shauna got special treatment because her tray had more bread than anyone else’s, and she also had a small cup of yogurt on her tray. It definitely seemed more appetizing than the main course.
Wren joined Olivia after she’d finished most of the bread. As suspected, Wren had been at the back of the line for her meal. The social hierarchy was clearly the only form of order that they had in the pod.
“Enjoy ladies,” the female CO grumbled as she took away the meal cart. As she left, Olivia was sure that she winked at the women on Shauna’s main table. They collapsed into giggles and began talking in low voices. Olivia frowned, glancing at Wren.
“Did I miss something?”
Wren held up her hands. “Oh, no. I’m not saying a word. I don’t want another fight today.”
Olivia slowly ate her yogurt, which was tart and runny, but better than anything else she’d eaten. As she ate, she tried to eavesdrop on the other women. She wanted to know what the joke was that she wasn’t in on. She cursed herself for sitting with her back to them. She couldn’t spy on them so easily now.
Olivia finished before the others, and Wren turned down second helpings of stew from Olivia’s tray. She picked up her tray, ready to return it, but she froze when her finger brushed something she hadn’t noticed before. Something that crinkled beneath her touch. Something squishy. Her heart began to race, her skin turning cold. It was a small plastic bag.
A bag of cocaine.
Olivia sank back into her seat, a bead of sweat on her forehead. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do now. Should she take it? Should she leave it on the tray? She’d touched it now. If it went back the way it came and it was found, she could be found out and get in trouble. Her fingerprints were on the bag.
The women on the other table were still giggling, and Olivia could guess why now. It was delivery day. She wondered how often those occurred. If the Grim Reaper had more drugs than ever to pump through the prisons, then he’d be looking to ship them in at every opportunity.
And perhaps that was why the COs turned a blind eye to the noise levels every night. If the drugs were coming from outside the cell on food trays, then someone had to be planting them there. Olivia looked around the room, her eyes narrowed.
How many paying customers did the Reaper have in the room?
“Allison? Is something wrong? Do you want me to take your tray?” Wren asked. Olivia shook her head. She’d decided what to do. She would keep hold of the drugs until she left the prison. Then she’d present it as evidence. There was always the risk that she’d be discovered, but she figured it wouldn’t be so bad. If there was a drug bust, she couldn’t imagine it would be thorough, considering that the COs knew drugs were in the pods anyway. She slipped her finger into the groove under the tray, feeling for the bag. It was stuck with something wet and sticky. She winced.
It was held in place with gum.
She tried not to wrinkle her nose as she tried to subtly pry the bag away from the tray. As it finally came free, she slid the tray off the table and the bag fell into her lap. She held the tray out to Wren.
“Now you can take it.”
Wren gave her a funny look but obliged. Olivia clenched her legs together, the bag hidden between her thighs. She glanced at the cameras, wondering if she was visible. She suspected that Shauna sat elsewhere to make sure she wasn’t seen with her drugs. But if the COs were smuggling in the drugs, she wondered if they would simply brush aside any video evidence as well. Olivia managed to pick up the baggie and slide it up her sleeve. Then, for the next hour, she sat stiffly, feeling anxious about the white powder that she was concealing under her jumpsuit. She was risking a lot, but she needed to see what she was dealing with.
Later, in her cell when the lights went out, she took the bag out and examined it in the darkness. The bag was clear and filled with a rough powder. At first, she’d assumed it was cocaine, but under a closer examination, it seemed to be laced with something else. Fentanyl, she guessed, by the light blue coloration.
But that wasn’t the worst part of it. Just like the one found outside the Walker residence, this bag had a picture of a scythe printed on it. Olivia gritted her teeth.
This was definitely the work of the Reaper.
Olivia tucked the bag down the side of her bed between some of the metal slats that held the frame together. She needed to find a better place for it, but she didn’t dare move around and draw attention to herself, even though the women upstairs were already going wild on their chosen poisons. She closed her eyes, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the women she was sharing her cell with. She didn’t know what each of them had done, but she was sure that drugs had ruined their lives, taken them down paths they should never have been walking on. People like the Reaper were ruining lives all over the world. From everyone from Isabella Walker to the women in here. Olivia clenched her fist.
It only made her more determined to take him down.





 
The mood in the pod had changed when Olivia woke up the next day. The raucous laughter from the night before had dissipated, leaving only uncomfortable silence behind. Olivia got out of bed and peered into the communal area.
Shauna was back.
Olivia’s heart sped up a little. She wasn’t expecting her to return so soon. Her nose was definitely broken, which was also confirmed by the splint on her face. She should’ve been given some time in the infirmary to recover before her return, but Olivia remembered that life in prison wasn’t ever that cushy. She looked angrier than ever. Olivia lay back down on her bed, needing a minute to compose herself before facing her. There was no way their next interaction was going to go well.
Olivia wondered what Shauna had told the CO about what happened. Whatever it was, it seemed that Olivia was in the clear. She was suddenly glad of the snitches get stitches rule. She was more than capable of defending herself, so long as she had her wits about her.
She wouldn’t sleep soundly again for as long as she was there.
When Olivia got out of bed, everyone in the communal area turned to stare at her. She had clearly made an impression in the short time since her arrival. Olivia thought about the drugs stored down the side of her bed and wondered if Shauna was looking for them. After all, she must have paid for the bag for it to be delivered to her. Olivia wondered whether she should give them back to her as a peace offering, but she needed the evidence. She sat down with Wren at their usual table, keeping her head down and trying to ignore the angry stares from Shauna’s direction.
The day passed agonizingly slowly. She couldn’t let her guard down for even a second. The smiles and cheerful comments from the other women the day before were long over. Now that Shauna was back, Olivia knew that they were too afraid to cross her. Just because Olivia was stronger, it didn’t mean that Shauna wouldn’t crush every single one of them given the chance.
The tension in the cell was making it hard to investigate, too. Everyone’s eyes were on Olivia all the time. She couldn’t go snooping around or even ask questions to Wren. Anything she did would be analyzed, and she didn’t want anyone to figure out that she was a mole. She knew she had to be patient and wait for something of interest to come up, but it was easier said than done. Trapped in a pod with nothing else to do but wait was one of the most torturous things Olivia had ever done.
That night, she couldn’t rest. Upstairs, there was no party that night, so it was quieter than it had ever been, but Olivia couldn’t stop imagining Shauna sneaking into her cubby, ready to destroy her this time. If she’d made one shiv, Olivia imagined she must have more. What if Shauna tried to kill her in her sleep?
By morning, Olivia was groggy and exhausted. She had drifted off for an hour when the others started getting up for the day, but the harsh lights in the cell made it impossible to remain asleep for long. She eventually gave up and sat at the table, staring at the wall ahead, waiting for something to change.
It was midday when one of the COs appeared to dole out medication. Olivia had seen them come to the cells before and hadn’t noticed much of interest. There were three women in the cell who usually went up for meds, including Wren.
“Time for my happy pills,” Wren muttered as she clambered out of her seat and headed over to the CO. Olivia watched her go, the other two women lining up behind her. Shauna also joined the line, presumably to get some pain medication for her nose.
And then a fifth joined the line.
Olivia frowned as she watched the woman. It was the one who had tried to be friendly with her after she won the fight with Shauna. She looked gleeful, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she waited in line. Olivia knew she hadn’t been to get meds on the other days, and she looked far too happy to be taking medication.
So what was she doing?
Olivia tried to look nonchalant as Wren returned to the table with a tiny paper cup in her hand, containing her pills. Now that Shauna was in line for meds, the attention was taken from Olivia a little and she could afford to stare at the woman.
She didn’t know the woman one bit, but she suspected that no one was ever that excited for prescribed medication. Olivia narrowed her eyes, but when the CO looked her way, she lowered her head back to the table. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched the woman take the pill cup and knock back the contents happily. As she swallowed, she stuck her tongue out for inspection, but the CO barely gave her a second glance, busying herself with something on her trolley instead of looking at the woman.
Olivia couldn’t help wondering if she was watching another form of drug distribution unfolding. It was so blatant that she felt like she must be wrong, but it also seemed like the perfect cover-up. Would anyone truly suspect that a CO was distributing recreational drugs right beneath the noses of the warden, or the other prisoners?
It was a bold move, but just believable enough that Olivia felt like she had to keep an eye on things. She kept her head down on the table, wondering what she could do to dismantle the system that had been shown before her. She didn’t have evidence yet of who was doing what and when. She couldn’t even be certain that the woman was being given recreational drugs, but if she was, she was sure as hell going to prove it.
The day dragged on and Olivia kept to herself, trying to keep an eye on both Shauna and the yellow-toothed woman. It quickly became evident to her that Shauna was angrier than ever and the other woman was high on something. She was practically bouncing off the walls, a bundle of energy who couldn’t seem to stop buzzing around. Olivia needed to figure out a way to determine the woman’s supplier without just outright asking. She already had drugs hidden in her bedframe, and she couldn’t afford to raise suspicions. After all, the last thing she wanted was for one of the COs to find an excuse to sweep her bed, find the baggie, and throw her in solitary confinement. It would be more than a little hypocritical, given that at least some of the COs were sending drugs into the pods, but she had no leverage.
As nighttime neared, Olivia knew that the real danger was about to begin. She was terrified again of what Shauna might try to do to her, but she was also fully aware that she needed to be alert for other reasons. She now knew that the women in the cell were regularly taking drugs in the night. Perhaps now she needed a way to see them in action.
Instead of returning to her bed, Olivia remained sitting in the communal area, even after the lights went out. The CO didn’t even force anyone into bed. He just stood there scrolling on his phone almost pointedly ignoring the goings-on. Not for the first time, Olivia wondered just how much the COs really knew about what was happening. Did they know about all the violence, all the drugs, all the fear? Did they care? Olivia chewed her thumb. It was their job to care, but she got the feeling that if something was to happen to her, she’d be on her own.
But to her surprise, when she glanced up at the top layer of cells, where the partying was already beginning, she caught a glimpse of Shauna sitting alone in her cubby. The others were all crowded into the adjacent cubby. Olivia blinked in shock. Had Shauna really been knocked down as top dog so easily? It seemed the other women had lost interest in her completely. Was the hierarchy really so fragile?
And if so, where did she stand?
One of the women upstairs let out a whoop and rushed out of her cubby, leaning over the banister that separated her from the drop to the ground floor. Olivia’s heart jolted, certain she was going to watch the woman go toppling over, but she didn’t. She simply grinned down at Olivia.
“Hey, newbie. What are you doing sitting down there in the dark? Come up and join us!”
“I’m good,” Olivia said firmly.
“C’mon,” she pleaded.
“I don’t use,” she responded, but there was a flicker of hope inside her telling her that it wouldn’t matter. The woman laughed like Olivia had said the funniest thing in the world.
“So what? More for us, right? Come on up!”
Olivia rose unsteadily to her feet. She felt like she’d been invited to some kind of exclusive party, except not the good kind. She looked up and saw Shauna glaring at her, but she suddenly didn’t seem like a threat. Not when she was in with the other women. She was sure that their loyalties for Shauna had gone, and that she’d have her own personal army behind her if something happened now.
Still, she couldn’t ignore the tension as she scaled the steps to the upper level. It was forbidden ground, and she was walking all over it. She had to try and act like she belonged there. She fixed a bored expression on her face, but walked with purpose, like she had every right to be there even if she didn’t fit in. The other women whooped as she entered the crowded cubby. The women were cramped onto the beds, and the room stank of cigarettes and unclean bodies. Olivia tried not to wrinkle her nose as she stood in the doorway, leaning against the metal gate nonchalantly. Soon, she’d know exactly what was getting inside the cells.
“Yo, new girl. You want some hooch?” the woman who had invited her upstairs asked her. Olivia shook her head.
“No, I’m good.”
“What, you don’t use and you don’t drink? What kind of prisoner are you?” she cackled. “I’m Tash, by the way. These are my girls.”
Olivia nodded as Tash introduced her to the other women. She took note of the buzzy woman, whose name was Frankie. She still seemed to be high on something, and she was rolling a joint on her lap with shaking hands. Tash was sitting beside her, fishing out a bag of coke. Olivia clocked the picture of the scythe on the plastic bag again. It seemed that the Grim Reaper had truly wormed his way into Hanover with his goods.
“So. Did you enjoy your gift on your tray?” Frankie asked with a wide grin. She decided to play dumb, not wanting to admit she’d taken the drugs from the tray.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Tash and Frankie exchanged a look and then laughed loudly. “Course you don’t,” Frankie cackled. “Don’t worry about it. No need to be so uptight with us. We won’t judge if you have a little fun.”
“’Sworth it every now and then,” chimed in a woman sitting on the ground shuffling a deck of cards.
“Or every night,” Tash giggled. “So you really didn’t bring anything to the party?”
“No.”
Tash rolled her eyes, clearly getting bored with Olivia’s attitude. “Loosen up, Wheeler. ‘Round here this is about the only fun we can get.”
Olivia didn’t doubt that. Even a few days in prison had her craving a stiff drink. She watched as the other women laughed and joked among themselves. Olivia couldn’t help noticing that they all seemed happy. Maybe life inside was easier for them than on the outside. But as she saw the abundance of drugs in front of her, she realized their happiness was manufactured. These women would never leave the bad side of their life behind because it was so easy to carry it on. They weren’t being rehabilitated. They were doing the same things they did on the outside, but without consequence.
Olivia had always wondered what that would be like. To give in to the side of her that just wanted to say screw it and live life on the edge. That’s what everyone in Hanover had done. That’s what all of the criminals Olivia chased down were doing. How easy life must be when you’d learned not to care.
But Olivia did still care. After everything she’d been through, she still cared. She still wanted a good life, a good career, friends, and family that loved her. She felt a pang in her heart when she thought about Brock again. She wondered if he had thought of her much since she’d been away. Was he still worried for her, or had he already given up on caring about her?
Olivia snapped back to reality as she watched Frankie snort cocaine straight off her hand, her nose twitching a little as the drugs took effect. Olivia swallowed. Now wasn’t the time to get in her own head. She needed information, and she needed it fast.
“You guys get a hell of a lot of stuff in here,” Olivia noted. She tried to affect her voice as a matter of casual curiosity. “Where’s it all come from?”
“Come on, Wheeler. You’re a dealer, right? Any good dealer knows how to find a good source,” Tash countered with a grin. “First time in the joint?”
“Yeah. First time,” Olivia said, hoping that would be enough to let the subject lie. Tash watched her intently as she smoked, her eyes narrowed.
“A dealer who doesn’t use… doesn’t the temptation ever get to you?”
Olivia shrugged. “I’ve seen what drugs can do. I guess I’ve never wanted to take that risk.”
“But you don’t mind puttin’ that on others,” Tash replied.
Olivia gave a soft, raspy chuckle. She was starting to feel a little more in character now. “Girl’s gotta make a living, don’t she?”
That sent a wave of laughter through the cubby, but Olivia knew she had to tread carefully here. The wrong move would completely turn everything on its head.
“You do alright for yourself then?”
“I do alright.”
Olivia had had a hard time in her research in navigating the specific types of relationships between drug users and drug dealers. She knew it blurred the lines between a friend and a strictly transactional relationship. Striking that balance was hard, especially when some of these women had far more experience in this lifestyle than she did.
A joint was passed around and made its way into her hand, but she just passed it along. “I’m good,” she said.
“You’re crazy is what you are,” Tash chuckled, but it was without humor. “But enough time in here you’ll be right here with us.”
The other women murmured in agreement. It made Olivia’s heart sink. She had thought her life was hard for quite some time, but seeing these women being driven to drugs just to get through the drudgery of their existence gave her some perspective. Tash took a long drag on her joint and a look of bliss took over her face. She blew it out with a satisfied sigh.
“That’s the good stuff. Makes me forget about all my problems.”
“Hear, hear,” came a round of cheers.
Olivia’s own face softened. She couldn’t help feeling sympathetic toward them. She didn’t know the stories of most of them, or how they got to where they were, but she was suddenly sure that in another life, she might’ve been like them. It was so easy for everything to go wrong, so easy for life to turn its back on you.
“Frankie? What’s with you? You’re sweating buckets…”
Olivia’s eyes shifted to Frankie. She no longer seemed to be enjoying herself. She was twitching a little, with violent jerks of her body that made Olivia’s heart race. Her entire face seemed to have slumped, her eyes drooping like she was falling asleep.
“I don’t feel so good,” Frankie whispered, her teeth chattering loudly. Olivia pushed her way through the cell, suddenly certain of what she was seeing.
“I think she’s ODing,” Olivia murmured, horrified by what she was seeing. She had never seen an overdose in person before, but she’d been taught to spot the signs during her training. She watched the deep rise and fall of Frankie’s chest and could see that she was having trouble breathing.
“We need to get a CO in here, quickly,” Olivia announced, taking Frankie’s hand and helping her to her feet. Frankie slumped against her almost immediately and Olivia felt a flash of panic.
“What the hell? With all the stuff we’ve got in here?” Tash exclaimed. Olivia glared at her.
“Your friend could die. Do you want that? Get someone in here right now. I need to put her in the recovery position. Clear out, all of you!”
The other women scrabbled around, bumping into one another as they tried to get out of each other’s way. Olivia did her best to keep Frankie on her feet, though her body seemed to be getting heavier with each passing moment. Frankie groaned against her shoulder.
“It’s okay. I’m going to help you,” Olivia said as soothingly as she could. “What did you take?”
“Coke,” Frankie groaned, but Olivia shook her head.
“No. Not then. Earlier, at the med station. What did you take? I need to know so that they can treat you.”
Frankie hesitated, seeming to lose consciousness for a moment before bouncing back. Olivia held tight to Frankie as the last of the women piled out of the room.
“Stay with me, Frankie. What did you take earlier?”
Frankie swallowed, breathing hard. “I… it was molly. That’s what I asked for…”
Olivia clenched her jaw. She had no idea what Frankie had really been given, but it couldn’t have been anything good. Her life was at risk. Olivia lowered Frankie onto the bed and laid her on her side, tilting her chin upward.
“Someone will come and help you now,” Olivia told Frankie gently as she took in deep lungfuls of air. “You’ll be okay. I’m just putting you into the recovery position.”
Olivia worked quickly, adjusting Frankie’s body until she was in the right position. Frankie’s breathing seemed to calm a little, but Olivia could tell she wasn’t in a good way. She was sweating uncontrollably and her skin was flushed. She watched Frankie’s eyes drooping again and shook her head.
“No, you need to stay awake, Frankie. Don’t give in to it. Stay awake.”
The cell was horribly quiet, aside from Tash banging desperately on the pod door for a COs attention. The other women were waiting from their cubbies, watching solemnly. Olivia had a lump in her throat. She was terrified she hadn’t done enough, that Frankie was going to die right in front of her. She choked back a sob. The damn Grim Reaper. He was going to pay for all of the damage he’d done. He’d left a path of destruction in his wake. Olivia wasn’t going to let him get away with it.
When the COs arrived several minutes later with a medic in tow, Olivia felt she could breathe a little easier.
“On the ground, all of you!” a female CO shouted at them, and Olivia did as instructed. She didn’t want to give the COs any reason to think she was a troublemaker. She quickly realized that the fact that she was in a room full of drugs didn’t look good, but she was more concerned about Frankie getting to safety.
The medic entered the room, stepping over Olivia as she lay on the cold floor. Her heart was racing. So this was prison life. It had been bleak before, but this was even worse. She kept praying, hoping Frankie would be okay, hoping she’d done enough.
As the medic checked Frankie over, the two COs stood in the doorway, glaring down at Olivia. She was sure she was going to be blamed for everything they’d seen. She closed her eyes.
“Alright, Frankie, let’s get you out of here,” the medic said in a calm, soothing voice. Olivia looked up at the medic, who looked at her in return. “Did you put her in the recovery position?”
Olivia nodded, unable to speak. The medic nodded at her.
“You might well have saved her life. Do you know what she took?”
“She took molly earlier today. She’s been smoking weed too, but the reaction happened after taking coke.”
The medic nodded. “Alright everyone, clear out. I need space to help her.”
Olivia scrambled out of the cell, sweating and out of breath. She felt like someone had put a fist around her lungs and squeezed all of the air out of them. As she sat there, she clocked the two COs in the room. One of them was the woman who had distributed the pills earlier in the day. She avoided eye contact with Olivia as she walked away and Olivia knew from that moment that she was looking at a guilty woman. Neither she nor the other CO had even acknowledged the drug-filled room. Why not?
Because they knew the drugs were there all along. In fact, they probably provided most of them to the pod. Olivia clenched her fists at her side. The CO clearly thought she’d get away with what she’d done.
What the CO didn’t know was that Olivia could do something about it.
Frankie was taken from the cell and the other inmates fell quiet. The medic had left the lights on in the room, flooding it with painful light that was making them all face up to exactly what they’d been a part of.
And as they were processing it all, Shauna emerged from her cubby, leaning over the banister and staring down at Olivia. Olivia was sitting downstairs again at her usual table. As she looked up at Shauna once again, she felt like the balance was being restored. Shauna was about to retake her spot at the top to lord over the chaos. They were all looking for a leader, and there she was. She glared down at Olivia.
“Funny, isn’t it?” Shauna said softly. “The one woman who claims not to use knew exactly what to do when it mattered.”
“It’s basic first aid,” Olivia said through gritted teeth, but Shauna wasn’t listening.
“You came in here all innocent, asking all those questions… why?” Shauna growled. “You know what I think we have on our hands, ladies?”
Everyone was silent, holding on to the moment she next spoke. Shauna’s lips twisted into a cruel smile.
“A narc.”





 
Olivia knew she was in trouble from the moment the word ‘narc’ came out of Shauna’s mouth. Being a snitch in prison was one thing, but being accused of being police? That was another level entirely.
And Shauna knew it. She knew Olivia was sleeping with one eye open. Maybe Olivia had beat her in a fight, but Shauna was winning the war of words. One simple sentence had turned all of the other women against her once again. Except for Wren, but Wren had always been on her side from the start. And Wren alone wasn’t enough to make Olivia feel like she had support from within the pod.
The problem was, Olivia knew she could leave at any time. She had some information that she needed. She had evidence of the Reaper sending his drugs into Hanover, and she had evidence of how the drugs were getting in. She could point fingers at at least one guilty person, and that might be enough to blow up the Reaper’s operation. Might, being the operative word. There were no guarantees. No backup plans. And until she could prove it, she may well have been wasting her time.
She wanted more. Needed more. And if she wanted to get a lead on the Reaper’s network, she needed something more than just one CO slipping pills under the table.
But it wasn’t just about her mission. It was about these women she’d come to know in such a short span. She wanted to get justice for everyone affected by drugs in the prison and outside of it. She knew the women there would never forgive her if she took drugs from them, but at the end of the day, she might save their lives.
Since Frankie had been taken away, though, the cells had been quieter. Olivia had been expecting some kind of inspection raid, and she thought that the other women might have been too. But when it didn’t happen, Olivia suspected it was the warden who had instructed it to be held off, for her sake. She still had a job to do. She still had people to implicate. But that was going to be much harder if drugs weren’t coming into the cell, and if no one trusted her enough to let her in closer.
Olivia sighed. She had barely slept in three days. Wren had promised to keep an eye out for her for trouble, but Olivia didn’t trust her enough to sleep soundly. She had never felt so exposed. Out in the field, she was allowed to be armed. Here, she was on level ground with people who had the capability to be violent, to be unpredictable, to be terrifying. The last thing she wanted was a fight, but she also knew that she had to be ready if one were to take place.
Sometimes, alone in the dark during the night, Olivia wanted to give in to silent tears. She missed home. She missed her friends, her family. She missed normality. She couldn’t imagine living in there for years on end, always afraid, always guarded. She didn’t know how the women there coped.
But she knew she’d see it through to the end. She had to. She was too strong to give up when she’d made so much progress. The other women could intimidate her all they liked, make her feel like she was running for her life, but she was going to make it through. She might be a lone hunter standing among a pack of wolves, but no matter how they howled at the moon, no matter how they stood firm against her, she wasn’t going to let them win.
On the fourth day since Frankie overdosed, Olivia woke up with a newfound determination. She was going to find out what was going on and get out. She’d let the prison consume her, fill her with fear, but no longer. She was the one in charge, and she was going to put a stop to the chaos once and for all.
She watched everyone and everything in the cell. She noted how the women seemed to be getting their drug deliveries back, fiddling beneath their food trays for bags of cocaine and weed. On the fifth day, when Olivia was exhausted from lack of sleep, she almost missed the moment when the female CO gave Tash a pill cup. Olivia was refueled by anger, looking for patterns everywhere. She noticed that drug deliveries only ever came when one of the male COs delivered dinner, which occurred sometimes twice a day. Olivia also noted that every single bag seemed to have the tell-tale scythe printed on the plastic. The Grim Reaper had dug his fingers in deep to the prison, and there was no escaping him now.
Slowly, but surely, the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place. But Olivia got the feeling that she was running out of time. The women in the pod were getting good at avoiding her completely, but glaring at her from a distance, whispering about her right in front of her eyes. Maybe they could sense the case she was building up against them. Maybe Shauna was whispering in their ears, growing her army again, readying them for another fight. If she was jumped again, Olivia knew she couldn’t take them all on.
It was on the seventh day that everything fell apart. Olivia felt war-weary, tired of fighting sleep, fighting silent battles with the other inmates. And when Olivia saw Shauna openly approaching her, she knew she’d run out of time. She was sitting with Wren at their table, which everyone usually avoided like the plague. But there was menace in Shauna’s eyes as she walked up to Olivia. Olivia’s heart was in her throat. Had Shauna been using this time to make a new weapon? Planning her revenge?
Her questions were soon answered. One harsh glance at Wren and the young girl ran from Shauna, back to her bedroom.
Olivia was alone.
Shauna sat down beside Olivia and pressed something to her side. Olivia swallowed as she looked down to see what it was.
A knife.
Not a sharpened toothbrush. Not some makeshift weapon. A real knife.
Olivia could barely breathe. The cold metal was pressed to her side. Any sudden movement and she’d end up with a knife in her gut. She looked up to meet Shauna’s cold eyes and was met with a gaze as strong as steel.
“I warned you,” Shauna whispered calmly. “You shouldn’t have messed with me… narc.”
Olivia remained silent, sure that anything she tried to say or do would be more likely to get her killed than silence. Even so, Shauna pressed the flat end of the blade harder to Olivia’s abdomen.
“I don’t want you dead,” Shauna growled. “Not until you give me what’s mine. Where did you hide it?”
Olivia genuinely didn’t understand what she meant for a few seconds. Then she remembered the bag of drugs. Frankie had given her Shauna’s tray all those days ago. Olivia now realized what a mistake it was to have taken the tray in the first place. If she hadn’t, maybe she wouldn’t have a knife pressed to her stomach.
“I didn’t take anything of yours,” Olivia said as calmly as she could, no sign of a tremor in her voice despite the one in her heart. Shauna’s face contorted in anger.
“Liar. I know it was taken from the tray. Or else I would still have my money in my account. You’re gonna give me what’s mine, and then you’re gonna cover my next shipment. And the one after, and the one after. You owe me a debt, Wheeler. If you don’t want to start bleedin’ all over the table, you’ll agree to my terms.”
Olivia pressed her lips together. She couldn’t give Shauna’s drugs back to her. It was evidence. Evidence she needed to topple the whole system. She shook her head.
“I don’t have anything of yours. And I owe you nothing. You started a fight with me over nothing. I only defended myself.”
“And how you gonna defend yourself now? Huh?” Shauna challenged, pressing the blade so hard that Olivia could feel the tip of the knife on her skin through her jumpsuit. Olivia tried not to even breathe. One wrong move and she would regret it. She didn’t know what to do. She’d clearly made a powerful enemy. But without the bag, she was screwed.
“I can’t defend myself,” Olivia said quietly. “You made sure of that. Pretty cowardly if you ask me. Scared of a fair fight, Shauna?”
Olivia held her breath. It was a risky move, but she was out of safe options. Shauna glared at her, her eyes like twin bullets of rage. She scared Olivia half to death, but she wasn’t going to let her know that. She stared her down, breathing slowly to avoid being impaled by the knife. Her stomach was knotted with nerves.
“I’ve done my share of fighting fair,” Shauna said after a long moment. “That’s what got me here. And I’m never getting out of this damn place. So what the hell? Maybe it doesn’t matter what I do to you. I’ll never see the light of day. I can make sure you don’t either.”
Olivia’s heart skipped several beats. Was this it? Was it all about to end for her?
She had to think fast. She had to do something that Shauna wouldn’t expect. Before she could even think it through, she threw her strength into her arm, grabbing Shauna’s neck and pushing her so hard she toppled backward, the knife clattering to the floor. Shauna hit the floor with a thud, but as Olivia tried to get up from the bench, she kicked Olivia’s feet from under her. Olivia fell hard against the table, a jolt going through her ribs, but she didn’t care. She just had to get a hold of the knife before Shauna did.
The world seemed to move in slow motion as she and Shauna both clocked the knife at the same time. Both of them scurried forward, making a desperate dive for the weapon. But before either of them could wrap their hand around the knife, another hand dove into the mix and clutched it first.
Olivia was on her front on the floor, her hands outstretched for the weapon. When she looked up, she saw who had snatched up the knife first.
It was Wren. Her hands were trembling as she held out the knife, the blade clearly unfamiliar in her grip. She pointed it at Shauna, terror in her eyes.
“Leave her alone,” Wren whispered. “It’s you. You’re the problem. You’re always trying to make everyone’s life hell. Don’t you think it’s bad enough here already?”
Everyone stared at her in shock. Meek, quiet Wren, standing with a deadly weapon in her hand… it was so wrong. But wasn’t that what prison did? Broke everyone down to their core? Olivia could barely breathe, her ribs throbbing painfully. She didn’t want Wren to get hurt. Even though she’d made mistakes in her life, she wasn’t cold-blooded.
She’d done bad things. But she wasn’t a bad person.
“Wren… put the knife down. You’ll get into trouble,” Olivia rasped. Wren shook her head, her eyes filled with tears.
“And then what? Let Shauna stab me?” Wren laughed without humor. “This place is sick. I’m tired of it. I can’t do this anymore.”
Even as she said it, emotion betrayed her. She was trying her best to sound determined, but her words wobbled. Wren took a deep breath and a step forward, as if to warn anyone from trying anything.
Olivia felt the weight of possibility in the air. She had no idea what might happen next. She silently begged Wren not to do anything, her eyes full of fear, but Wren’s hand shook as she raised the knife high in the air.
And then the door to the pod crashed open. Olivia whirled around to see several COs in riot equipment entering the cell. They rushed into the cell and toward Wren, tackling her to the ground.
“No!” Olivia cried out, just as another CO crashed into her and sent her sprawling onto the floor. She felt another jolt in her ribs as she was handcuffed.
“Stay still!” barked the CO holding her. “You’re going into isolation!”
Olivia’s heart stopped entirely. She couldn’t go there. She knew she wouldn’t do well there, alone with her thoughts. Besides, she had to tell the warden everything she’d experienced. It was time for her to leave and she was just about to be thrown in a cell alone for who knew how long.
But Olivia didn’t struggle. She turned her head to the side, watching as Shauna and Wren were handcuffed too. She felt her heart sink. She wanted to tell someone that it wasn’t Wren’s fault. Shauna was the one who pulled the knife. But she guessed that all they’d seen on the security cameras was Wren waving the knife like a madwoman. And who would believe the testimony of a woman like Allison Wheeler, deemed a criminal, a liar, a natural deceiver?
Olivia was hauled to her feet and taken out of the cell. She let the CO take her away, pulling her down corridor after corridor. And then, before she had time to process what was happening to her, she was thrown in a cell alone. There was one tiny window, too high for her to see out of it. A rickety bed. A toilet. And that was it. The room smelled bad, like urine. Olivia looked around her desperately as she was uncuffed. She was desperate to get out. But she knew for what she’d done, she’d be there for some time.
The cell door shut behind her.





 
Olivia had no concept of time in the cell. Every hour felt longer when there was nothing to do, nothing to put her mind to. All she could do was wait and hope that the warden knew where she was.
Olivia was wrecked by anxiety. She couldn’t stop thinking about Wren and how she’d tried to save her, ruining her own life for the sake of someone else. For a woman who would likely be out of there by the end of the week. Olivia’s heart ached for her. She knew that Wren had done bad things, and she didn’t think she was perfect by any means. But she also knew she didn’t deserve to be locked away in solitary for what she’d done.
Olivia sat on the edge of the bed and put her head in her hands. Her time in prison had changed her entire view of the world. She’d always thought of the world as ‘us’ and ‘them’. She put away criminals for a living, so she had to imagine that they were all heartless beasts. She realized that she was just like the CO who’d roughly accosted her all those days ago. She’d been forced to dehumanize people—human beings, with their own struggles and histories and traumatic pasts—for the sake of a tidy worldview. Far easier to paint people with a broad brush and consider them as moral failures, no matter what their circumstances.
But Wren wasn’t like that. Olivia didn’t know her well, but she could see that about her. That much was obvious about her. And it wasn’t just Wren. She’d heard the women talking in the short time they’d been there. Frankie turned to drugs after losing her son and being kicked out onto the streets by an abusive husband. Tash was in for aggravated assault, but it had been because she defended herself against a man who’d tried to rape her. Barbara was in her seventies, of no threat to anyone, and had been booked for possession of opioids when she’d just been trying to manage her chronic pain. Lindsay had been dealing marijuana small-time since she was twelve years old, to try to help out after both her parents lost their jobs in the recession. She’d only been caught because an undercover officer pressured her into selling harder drugs and immediately got her on trafficking charges.
The stories went on and on like that. Every one of them had a story. Some were certainly less sympathetic than others, but Olivia’s perception of prisons as a monolithic block full of evil people was certainly changed now.
Time dragged on and Olivia was forced to face her own thoughts. She was forced to think about how her time in prison had messed with the system. Maybe without her, Wren never would’ve got into trouble. Maybe Shauna would never have needed to smuggle a knife into her cell. Maybe the status quo would never have been disturbed and nothing terrible would’ve happened.
But she knew that wasn’t true. She’d seen for herself that prison was a harsh place, a place full of chaos and ever-shifting dynamics. If she’d never been there, life would’ve kept turning. Bad things would’ve still happened. Frankie would still have overdosed, maybe even died. Whatever would be would be. But Olivia felt intertwined with it all like she really was a prisoner. It was going to be hard going back into the world, knowing what she now knew.
Olivia let the exhaustion take over her and she slept for what felt like a long time. At least in solitary, she could sleep without worrying about what Shauna might do to her.
When she woke again, it was to the cell door opening with a loud clank that made her heart jolt. She sat up and saw that Leslie had finally come for her. She breathed a sigh of relief as the warden closed the door behind her and approached Olivia.
“You look terrible,” Leslie told her with a tight smile. Olivia returned the expression.
“I feel it.”
“It’s a shame we’ve had to cut this whole thing short, but I think it’s best we extract you now.”
“I barely have anything,” Olivia replied. “I don’t even know how it’s getting in.”
“I know. You would’ve been able to do more had you stayed in there longer. But we have to cut our losses. I’ll follow up on what you do have from here. I know you have a case to get back to, and you’d be facing a month in here for the fight you got yourself involved in.”
Olivia nodded. She wished she had more time to find out what was going on in the cells, but she had information nonetheless. She knew who to implicate and that was what mattered.
“I hope what I have is useful,” Olivia told Leslie. “But first… is there nothing that can be done for Wren? The woman who had the knife? It’s not what you think. She was just trying to protect me.”
Leslie sighed. “Life in prison is complicated, Olivia, as I’m sure you’ve realized. What happened back in the cell isn’t uncommon. Inmates like Wren snap under the pressure all the time, do things they shouldn’t. But you saw with your own eyes. She intended to use that knife for whatever purpose. She will serve extra time for her part in it.”
Olivia’s heart sank, but she knew deep down that Leslie made sense. No matter how good her intentions were, she was still wielding a knife with bad intentions. There was no chance Wren would snitch on Shauna either, so the chances were she’d get the brunt of the punishment. It made Olivia sick to her stomach, that she’d be walking free while Wren was suffering the consequences.
“Don’t feel guilty. Tensions in here boil over all the time. You weren’t the catalyst.”
“I feel like I was.”
“Shauna is notorious for picking fights. If anything, you might have done everyone in there a favor by taking her down a few pegs,” Leslie replied with a humorless smile. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here. I’ll have one of the COs get your things from your cell.”
Olivia cleared her throat. “Yeah, about that. I have something tucked down the side of my bed. Evidence that I need, but it looks dodgy. It’s a bag of cocaine.”
Leslie raised an eyebrow. “I see. Well, maybe I’ll go in there myself. There’s no need for the other COs to know what you had hidden. Although I suspect you’re going to tell me that one of them brought the drugs in, in the first place?”
Olivia nodded as she stood up and followed Leslie to the door. “Several of them. I couldn’t quite catch the organization of it but it’s pretty widespread.”
Leslie looked down, clearly ashamed that this had gone on for so long under her watch, but the moment passed. “How have they been doing it?”
“Well, most of the deliveries appear to be brought in on the food trays. One of the COs who brings the trays into the cell seems to run the operation, but we might need more evidence to implicate him. And I strongly doubt he’s the kingpin of the whole thing. It’s got to get to him, after all.”
Leslie nodded. “Agreed. I’ll try to find a way to make him talk. You said most were brought in that way. What about the rest?”
Leslie lugged the cell door open and Olivia walked with her through the corridor. It felt strange to be free, even after only a short stint behind bars. She took a deep breath.
“Well, the CO who delivers medication to the inmates was definitely smuggling things in as well. I also believe that whatever Frankie received through the dispensary contributed to her overdose.”
Leslie sighed. “They found traces of cocaine, fentanyl, molly, caffeine, and laundry detergent in her system. Not a particularly good combination. As far as I can tell, she’s lucky to be alive.”
Olivia shuddered. She wondered whether Frankie would’ve survived had she not been there. The COs certainly weren’t quick to respond. Olivia was suddenly furious about the state of Hanover. She knew Leslie talked about improving things, but she’d allowed the standard to slip for far too long. If Olivia could change the prison at all, even just a little, she knew it would be an improvement.
“I’ll take you to my office now and you can identify the people you believe to be involved in the movement of the drugs,” Leslie said, getting back to business. “I’ve called Agent Tanner. He’s on his way to get you. You’re free to come and go now to help your investigation. Here’s hoping this info helps turn this place around.”
“I hope so too,” Olivia told her. “My time here has been… hard. There’s a lot that can be done to make this place better. I know it’s not too late.”





 
Hours later, when Olivia had talked to Leslie about everything she knew, she finally left her office, feeling bone tired. But when she saw who was waiting for her outside the office, her spirits lifted once again.
Brock looked exhausted as he sat on the hard plastic chairs, his chin rested on his hand and his eyes drooping. But the moment he saw Olivia, he came to life. His eyes popped wide open and he sprang to his feet. There was an awkward moment at first, the pair of them regarding one another uncomfortably. Neither of them had forgotten the argument they had before Olivia left.
But neither of them cared anymore either. When Brock opened his arms for Olivia, she went to him. As he enveloped her, she gasped at how good it felt to have her friend hug her hard, pulling her close to his chest. She closed her eyes, swallowing back tears. She felt so deprived of affection, of people who cared about her, that it filled her entire body with warmth just to have him so close.
“It’s good to see you,” she admitted. He smiled back at her.
“I missed you too,” Brock said. “And I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t think you could handle this alone. I just, well…”
Olivia smiled back. “Don’t worry about it.”
There would come a time when he would have to worry about it. She was still not quite ready to forgive him. But that would come. In the meantime, they had to put aside their personal beef aside and work together to find Isabella Walker and take down the Grim Reaper.
Her experience had only confirmed her side in the argument. She’d survived over a week in federal prison. She’d won a prison fight. She’d saved a life and saved herself.
She felt stronger than she ever had.
And now, faced with Brock again, she knew they were going to be okay. But the time for reunions was over. They had work to do.
“We should talk to some of the suspects that I identified,” Olivia told Brock, gesturing for him to follow her. “Leslie is bringing them in now. She’s got big plans for Hanover once we’ve sorted this out. She’s going to give it a complete overhaul.”
“Let’s face it, this place can’t get much worse,” Brock muttered, looking around him as they fell in step. It felt like everything had returned to normal and Olivia smiled at that thought. Normality was exactly what she wanted.
“Did you ever figure out who sent that letter to Daniela?” he asked.
Olivia shook her head. “I had figured it couldn’t be from an inmate. But now that I know the COs are behind much of the distribution, we’ll have to interview them about it. I’m sure the Reaper wanted to launder that message to her somehow and used a CO as an intermediary.”
Brock nodded. “Wow, you really have thought this through.”
“I had a lot of time to do nothing but think. Any leads while I was away?”
He sighed. “Not so much. I guess the case has lacked your magic touch. Car came up with nothing. Another sweep of the house came up with nothing. And then we made a small bust after following a lead on the Reaper, hoping to take it to the top, but everything we found on the scene was a dead end. That man knows what he’s doing. He doesn’t leave a trail and he doesn’t care who gets thrown under the bus so long as it’s not him.”
Olivia nodded in understanding. Her time in prison had taught her that such sentiment was sadly common. She thought again of Wren, taking the bullet for her by picking up that knife. Guilt flooded her.
Had Olivia been the one to throw her under the bus?
She didn’t have time to think about it, though, because she knew she had to face the correctional officers that she’d identified as suspects. She held the door open for Brock to the office Leslie had told her to meet at, and entered with her head held high.
Leslie was standing in the corner of the room, ready to silently oversee the interview. Olivia saw the male CO who delivered the food trays sitting behind a large metal table, his face set in an angry glare. There was a clip on his shirt with the name Ethan attached to it. She watched his face transform when he realized that one of his former inmates was sitting down in front of him. Olivia offered him a cold smile.
“Nice to see you again,” she said calmly. “Olivia Knight, FBI.”
She badged him and took a certain amount of relish in watching his face fall.
“As you might now be realizing, I was placed within the prison to see how things run around here. And there were some interesting things I noticed about you and the way you conduct yourself. Can you guess what those things are?”
Ethan’s face showed his journey from anger to confusion to fear. She knew that he had a guilty conscience. There was no way he was doling out those dinner trays every day without knowing there were drugs attached to them. Perhaps someone else was planting them there, but he was an accomplice in the whole thing.
“I want my lawyer,” Ethan muttered. “I’m saying nothing without a lawyer.”
“That’s fine,” Brock chimed in, raising his eyebrow. “Because Agent Knight here is already an eyewitness to what you’ve done. I don’t think anyone is going to believe your fabricated story over what she really saw, are they?”
Ethan pressed his lips together, a deep frown setting on his forehead. Olivia leaned forward a little.
“Look. We already know what you did. Why don’t you tell us why? Make our lives easier. We’re looking to bring this drug operation to an end. Not just within the prison, but on a bigger scale. I’ll bet you didn’t know you were distributing drugs for one of the most notorious kingpins, right? A man who just kidnapped his ex-wife?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“An innocent woman who escaped from him once. She was living a happy life with her husband until he showed up to her door, beat her, and took her away.”
Ethan said nothing, just glared up at her with anger.
“How much longer do you want to wait before something happens to her? Before she’s killed by your own employer?”
“I don’t know who that is.”
“Really? You sent a letter to her home, didn’t you?”
A moment of genuine confusion crossed his face and Olivia sighed. That reaction was too immediate to be faked. So Ethan wasn’t the one who’d sent the letter.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“But you do have an idea about the drugs.”
Ethan wavered again. Olivia stared him down, hoping for some kind of reaction. She hoped he might break down and tell her exactly what she needed to know. But she watched as his entire face hardened.
“Why are you asking me all this?” Ethan snapped. “Half the COs in this place are running some kind of operation. I never got involved.”
“So you’re saying that you knew about all of this and you just oversaw it?” Brock asked calmly. Ethan blinked, then tried to backtrack.
“What? No. I didn’t do anything.”
“Except you gave the drugs out to the inmates,” Olivia pointed out. “You knew that the drugs were concealed on the trays and you still doled them out to the right people. Which means you must’ve known what was going on. And by the way, that also makes you a dealer. How much of a cut did you get for giving out the trays, huh?”
Ethan’s face turned bright red. Olivia knew he could sense that he’d been backed into a corner. It was too late to deny his involvement. He’d fallen into a trap. Olivia folded her arms.
“We both know that you’re in trouble for this. You might as well help us out now. Perhaps we can help you if you help us.”
Ethan scoffed, leaning back in his chair. “A likely story. I’m not saying another word. I want my lawyer.”
“You don’t want to give us something else to work with? Some names of the others involved, maybe?” Brock coaxed, but Ethan’s lips were firmly shut. He shook his head and Olivia exchanged a look with Brock. They both knew a lost cause when they saw one.
“Thanks, Leslie. We’re done with him for now,” Olivia said, her eyes flickering back to Ethan one last time. “If you come to your senses, ask for us. We’ll be happy to talk to you about what you did or didn’t do. If not, I guess I’ll see you in court.”
Ethan gritted his teeth, but he allowed Leslie to escort him out of the room. Leslie glanced back at Olivia.
“I’ll bring Janice in next. I won’t be long.”
Olivia nodded. She was more interested in speaking to the female CO who had worked at the dispensary than she had been in speaking to Ethan. There was no denying Janice’s role in the distribution of drugs when she was literally handing out pills every day. She was certain that whatever she’d handed to Frankie was what led her to overdose later that day. The Grim Reaper wasn’t looking for loyal customers. He was looking for people with nothing to lose, even their lives. People like Frankie were mere collateral damage in his scheme. What he really wanted was those he could keep on a tight leash, ready to do his bidding.
People like Janice.
It was around ten minutes later when Janice appeared with Leslie. Her face was streaked with tears and Olivia was a little shocked. Janice was a tall woman with broad shoulders, and she’d been stern-faced every time Olivia had seen her. She wasn’t expecting someone to be emotional during the interviews, but she had to be ready for anything.
Janice quieted down she sat down opposite Olivia and her handcuffs were attached to the table. She made eye contact with Olivia, her breathing unsteady.
“I’m ready to talk,” she whispered. “I’m ready to be free of all this.”
Olivia didn’t often get people confessing without any prodding, but she couldn’t say she minded. She nodded to Janice. “Thank you for your honesty. Tell us anything you think might be important.”
Janice took a deep breath. “First off… I just want to state why I started doing this. I never intended… I never intended to get so deep into this. When I first started working here, I had no idea. But not long after I started, an inmate approached me, asking for help. She told me that she was sick, that she didn’t have long left to live. She was hoping to get her hands on some drugs to help with her pain.”
Leslie let out a grunt from the corner and Janice glanced over to her apologetically. “But I—I verified that it was true with one of the other COs before I acted. I know the inmates can be manipulative and I didn’t want to get involved if I was being played. But I felt sorry for her. I… wanted to help her.”
Olivia nodded. Having seen what she’d seen, she understood the empathetic impulse.
“I was dealing with illness on the outside, too,” she went on. “Not me personally, but a family member of mine. I was drowning in medical bills and suddenly… it all just fell into my lap.”
“Did someone contact you? How did you get further involved?”
Janice cut a nervous look over to Leslie again and sighed. “It was Rachel.”
Leslie let out a heavy sigh. Brock raised an eyebrow at the exchange.
“Who’s Rachel?”
“Rachel was the best lieutenant this place ever had,” explained Leslie. “Wardens come and go, but she kept things solid. She was a hell of a CO. Kept this place running like a tight ship for twenty-eight years. Or so I thought, apparently. Rachel did this?” she asked, the sting of betrayal evident in her voice.
Janice gave a slow nod. “I—I thought that, you know, if Rachel was on my side, I couldn’t get in trouble. She told me she’d look out for me and all I had to do was trust her.”
“So what happened when Rachel contacted you?”
“She laid out a way I could make some cash on the side. She got me assigned to dispensary and told me how to alter the med schedules so it wouldn’t look like anything had been tampered with. It seemed like it would solve everything. I could earn some money to help my family and also help a sick inmate.”
“But then things got out of hand?” Olivia asked. Janice lowered her head a little and nodded.
“It snowballed out of control. I needed more money, and more prisoners were coming to me for supplies. I wanted to stop. I never intended to be a real dealer. I just wanted to help out one person. But then I realized I couldn’t help my family unless I took on more clients. And so before I knew it, I was asking Rachel for more. We started selling all over the place.”
Leslie’s face darkened. This was her worst fear come to light. It wasn’t her fault, of course—she’d only been the warden at Hanover for a few months—but the problem seemed so much bigger than it had at first. And now she had to find a way to completely overhaul things without losing control of the prison. It was a job Olivia definitely did not envy.
“Did she ever have you do anything else? Besides selling drugs?”
Janice nodded. “She’d have me work the mail too. I’d organize inmates to request money from family. They would say it was for commissary, of course, but it wasn’t. I’d round that up when it came in.”
That was it. Olivia leaned forward. “Did you ever send letters?”
Janice nodded. Brock produced the letter they’d found at the Walker residence. It was sealed within a clear plastic evidence bag.
“Did you send this one?” he asked, pointing to the address written on the front.
She looked down at it and shrugged. “I could have. I wasn’t the only one on mail duty, though. I’m talking dozens of letters a month. What was in it?”
“A wedding ring from a man who’d later kidnap this woman,” he said.
Janice gasped. “Oh, God. Kidnapping?”
The funny thing was, Olivia wanted to believe her. Janice was only in this game to help others and to make a little money on the side. She wasn’t a hardened, violent criminal or anything. The thought of a devoted wife and mother being snatched from her own home was just as scary for her as it would be for anyone.
She looked at the envelope again. “I’m sorry, but I don’t recognize this. I would have definitely remembered a wedding ring. But maybe that was one Rachel handled herself.”
“But you can confirm that messages were passed along from this prison to others?”
“Yes,” she confirmed. “Usually about money, but sometimes just passing along messages. Rachel would assign different ones to different COs.”
“Where is Rachel now?” Olivia asked. “Can we bring her in for questioning?”
Leslie shook her head in frustration. “She retired earlier this year when she developed cancer. And only a few months later, she passed.”
“Damn,” muttered Brock. Olivia echoed him in her thoughts. Another dead end. It was like just when they found some purchase to follow a new lead, it was snatched away from them as quickly as it had come.
“What happened after she retired?” Olivia asked. “How did you keep it going without her?”
“She put me in contact with her supplier from the docks. Everything went well until about six months ago, when the supplier changed.”
Olivia’s ears pricked up at that comment. Six months ago… around the time when the Grim Reaper escaped from prison.
“Let me guess… the little bags with the scythes on them.”
Janice nodded. “Yes. And everything else changed then as well. My contact on the docks disappeared.”
“What was his name?”
“I only knew to call him the Shark. I never met the guy in person. We communicated through a burner phone. Every week, we negotiated a new location to drop off duffel bags of the goods and I’d swap it out with a bag of the money.”
“Pretty sophisticated operation,” Olivia noted.
“It went on without a hitch for a long time. But six months ago something changed. The Shark disappeared and I was suddenly working with a guy calling himself…”
“The Grim Reaper,” Olivia whispered.
Janice gave a shaky nod. “I never met him either. But when he showed up things… changed.”
“Changed how?”
“He was much more aggressive than the Shark. Immediately wanted to expand. He reduced my cut, too. By then, I wanted to back out. My cut was reduced so much that I was barely making any money, even though I had more buyers than ever. But he wouldn’t let me stop. He…”
She took a deep sigh and rubbed a hand over her mouth. “If I tell you this, can you guarantee my safety?”
“I’ll talk to the Bureau about it,” Olivia told her. That was about as much as she could offer. But she knew when it came to the Grim Reaper, there was no guarantee of safety.
Janice nodded as if she understood. “Okay. Um. Each time I dealt with the Grim Reaper, he reminded me that he knew my secrets. He would send me pictures he’d taken of me handling the drugs. He threatened to expose me at any given time. I was terrified of what that might mean for my family. I couldn’t afford to stop.”
Janice closed her eyes and a tear escaped from underneath her eyelid. Olivia felt a pang of sympathy, but she couldn’t escape the fact that Janice’s actions had almost killed someone. She may have started with good intentions, but to have continued down this path for so long, she had to know the true depths of what was going on.
“Were you aware that the drugs you were dealing were dangerous? More dangerous than before?” Olivia asked. “From what I understand, the Reaper’s drugs have led to a massive outbreak of overdoses in the city. Did you know that?”
Janice’s lip wobbled. “Yes. I knew. We’ve had a couple of instances where women have gotten really sick. It really skyrocketed in the last six months. I knew it was wrong. There’s no excuse. I just didn’t see a way out.”
“And you never made direct contact with him?” Brock asked. Janice shook her head.
“The method stayed the same. He’d contact me with a place for a drop and I’d make the swap there. I don’t know if I was dealing with the man himself or an intermediary,” she said.
Olivia tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?”
“I tried to counter his moves with my own intel. I wanted to figure out who this guy was. But whenever I tried to get to the drop site early, it was someone different every time. Usually a homeless person he’d convinced to make the drop. Sometimes a man, sometimes a woman. I never wanted to risk confronting them in case he was watching. But I could never get a lead back to him. Like I said, six months ago, it all changed. And from there, I lost all control of the situation.”
Olivia’s chest felt tight. It seemed that the Grim Reaper had a strong grip on a lot of lives, not just his ex-wife. Olivia thought of Daniela, beat into submission for so many years. She’d been the one to finally take her husband down, and now she was paying the price. How many people lived their lives in fear of him, knowing he could unravel their entire world if they didn’t do as they were told?
Janice took a shaky breath, looking Olivia directly in the eye once again. “I know what telling you all this means. I know I’m going away for a long time. I know that it’s over. And that’s why… that’s why I want to do everything I can to take this whole operation down. If I can save the women at this prison, then at least I’ll have done one good thing with my life.”
She took a deep breath. “The other COs involved… they’re friends of mine. But this thing we got locked into needs to stop. I’ll give you everything I know. I just need you to promise me one thing,” she said.
Olivia knew what was coming, but nodded for Janice to continue.
“Promise me my family will be protected for this. I don’t want… I don’t want anything to happen to them. They don’t know any of this. The Reaper probably already knows I’ve been found out. I don’t want them punished for my actions.”
Olivia pressed her lips into a tight smile.
“I’ll be honest with you, Janice. I can’t promise you much. But I can promise the Bureau will commit every resource to put a stop to this man before it’s too late. I give you my word on that.”
Janice nodded, knowing it was the best she was going to get, as a silent tear streamed down her face. “Okay. I’m ready to talk.”
Olivia waited with bated breath. She almost admired Janice for her bravery. She was about to betray dozens of people. But then again, hadn’t she already done that when she started selling to addicts? Janice was right. This was the only way to make things right again.
“Okay, Janice,” Brock said, stretching his arms above his head and readying a pen and paper. “Let’s hear it.”





 
“Well, this isn’t much, but it’s about the best I could get.”
“Trust me, this place is like a palace compared to my prison cell.”
Olivia and Brock were standing in a slightly dusty twin room on the edge of the city. The sheets had a slightly yellow tinge to them and Olivia was sure it was getting no prizes for cleanliness, but anything seemed better than being in that cell again.
They’d spent most of their day booking the COs that Janice had implicated. Olivia was sure by the end of their interviews that they’d toppled the entire system, at least within this prison. The challenge would be to replicate this at other places—and to make sure it didn’t come back through.
But in the meantime, Hanover would be better off for it. Leslie could tighten the security, get new COs into the prison, clean out the rest of the supplies, and then see the inmates through a detox. Perhaps the inmates would be miserable, but at least they’d be clean. At least they’d be safer.
Still, it was hard to see the impact of what she’d done, especially knowing that she could leave it all behind now. Only hours earlier, she’d turned in her orange jumpsuit and walked free, feeling fresh air on her face for the first time in over a week. She felt a little emotional as she took in the dark sky, the sidewalk flooded with pale orange light from streetlights. Cars were driving by and they sounded louder than she remembered. It was like stepping into an entirely new world.
“That bad, huh?”
Olivia sighed as she sat down on one of the beds. “It was bad. The COs didn’t care about anything. I know there were basic health and safety regulations being skirted. The beds were hard as a rock. I woke up with a stiff neck nearly every single day. And then the people…”
She stopped herself, thinking of Wren. She was still locked up in solitary. And then there was Frankie, still recovering from her overdose somewhere in the prison. Damaged people in a harsh world. She suddenly didn’t want to talk about them.
“The people?”
Olivia sighed. “Most of them weren’t so bad. I got in a fight with one of them…”
Brock raised his eyebrow in shock, a smile threatening to form on his lips. “Did you now?”
“Stop it, it’s not funny.”
“It is a little. Leave it to you to get in a prison scrap your first week in.”
“She had a knife.”
Brock’s face fell. “For real?”
“Well, the first time she had a shiv. I had to flush it after the fight. I… I broke her nose, Brock. It was bad.”
Brock blinked in shock. “Damn. Are you okay?”
Olivia sighed. “Mostly. Just a little battered.” She lifted the side of her shirt to show Brock her bruised ribs from where she’d bashed into the table. “But you should see the other gal…”
Brock let out a puff of air and sat down on the side of the bed. “God, Olivia. I was trying to make light of it, but it really was bad, wasn’t it?”
Olivia nodded, feeling heaviness weighing on her chest. “I wouldn’t go back in a hurry, that’s for sure. And I left feeling so… guilty.”
“Guilty? Like you’ve done something to deserve being in there?”
“No, more guilty about the place we send people. I know that the ones we deal with—murderers, monsters—maybe they deserve to rot in a cell. But some of the women I met… it felt like they shouldn’t be there. Like prison was doing them more harm than good. It’s just… it was just hard, seeing people wasting away in there.”
Brock moved to sit beside Olivia, putting a hand on her back. “Hey. I hate to say it, but that’s just how the system is,” he offered.
Olivia let out a rueful chuckle. “You’re starting to sound like Cowell.”
“I know. But I don’t know how to fix it any more than you do. But in the meantime, we still do good things, right? We take dangerous people off the streets. That’s got to be worth something.”
“I guess.”
“And you’re so empathetic toward those people because you’re a good person. That’s what you’re feeling right now.”
Olivia nodded, but she wasn’t sure he really understood at all. She had seen a different side to the life of criminals while she was in there. Wren’s mistakes had snowballed simply because she needed money, the same as Janice. Most of the women, even those like Shauna who kept up a harsh facade, had been victimized or exploited in some way and had their addictions turned against them. Olivia couldn’t for a second believe that those women were inherently bad just because they’d made bad choices.
But Brock was right. As she lay down on her bed, weariness clinging to her, she knew that it wasn’t her fault that any of those women were there. But whose was it? Some of them had done horrific things, to be sure, but some of them simply had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Some of them had turned to crime out of desperation. And some of them had willingly done it because a life inside prison was better than one outside. It may have been a life full of hard beds and disgusting slop, but at least there was a bed to sleep in and food to eat.
It forced Olivia to re-evaluate her priorities. Her mission. Her life hadn’t been perfect, especially over the last several years, but she was suddenly grateful for the support system she had. She’d worked hard and risen up through adversity, but the truth was, she’d been lucky. She’d never had to make the choices those women had been faced with. That’s why she was out and they were in. She knew that had to be true.
But it didn’t stop the guilt from hanging on to her as she went to sleep.

When Olivia woke, light was streaming through the thin net curtains of the motel. She found herself smiling. It was nice to be woken by the sun and not the blaring white lights of Hanover Correctional Institution. And instead of waking with Wren in the next bed over, her small frame curled in a ball, she woke to Brock reading some notes on his bed, his brow furrowed. She yawned and sat up.
“Reading anything interesting?”
Brock glanced over at her. “At work? Never.”
“Come on… what do you have?”
Brock sighed. “I’m just looking through stats again. Things are bad for drugs in Baltimore right now. Not just in Hanover. Overdoses are rising. It’s the worst here, but look.” He pointed at a map on his phone, pinching it with two fingers to zoom out and give her an overview.
Olivia took the phone from him to see the map studded with tons of red dots.
“This is from one of the Bureau databases. We’re picking up record numbers of ODs, hospital admissions, possession busts throughout the Eastern Seaboard over the last six months.”
Olivia nodded. “No coincidence, I bet, that this was by the Grim Reaper.”
“None at all,” Brock mused.
“Leslie told me that the drugs they found in her system were cut with all kinds of things. Laundry detergent, laxatives, caffeine… God knows what else is in the things he’s selling. I guess there’s a reason they call him the Grim Reaper.”
“I bet we’ll find more the results come back on that bag. But in an operation this big, the Reaper must have more people on the ground. If we can find out one of the sources, then we’re one step closer to getting to the top.”
Olivia nodded. Despite all of Janice’s help, they hadn’t been able to identify who she had been dealing with. They’d taken the burner phone she’d used to contact the Reaper and sent it in for analysis, but she had a sinking feeling that nothing would come of it. It would never be that easy.
“I’m going to call Mark Cowell again,” Olivia announced. “See if he’s made any headway.”
“I wouldn’t count on much,” Brock told her. I called him three times last week and he didn’t even so much as pick up.”
“Wonderful,” she commented. She headed to the bathroom for a second to tend to her hair and make sure she didn’t look like… well, like she’d been in prison for the last week and a half.
It took some doing, but she washed her face properly and pulled her hair back up to her signature ponytail and decided she looked presentable enough for the tiny screen, so she returned to the tiny desk to the side of the bed and pulled out her phone to call him.
She’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a cell phone now that she was out. She swiped away several emails, texts, notifications, and alerts, and not for the first time considered simply chucking it away into the ocean before she got back into the habit of using it again.
She pulled up Mark Cowell’s contact info on her video calling app and rang him. The phone beeped a few times but then went suddenly silent, as if he’d actively refused the call instead of just letting the phone ring. She waited a minute or two before trying again, but this time the call was denied in a matter of seconds.
She frowned and tapped out a quick message.
Olivia: Any update on Daniela Torres case?
The telltale three dots appeared briefly in the corner of the screen, showing that he was typing out a response, but they disappeared after a moment. Olivia was finding it hard not to get frustrated. She’d just spent several days inside a federal prison following up on a lead he’d given them and he couldn’t even muster the decency to text her back?
Olivia decided to shower while she waited. It had been too long since she’d had a decent one, and even this ratty hotel shower was leagues above her previous digs.
She came out of the bathroom and returned to her phone, but there was still no response from Cowell. Her patience fully exhausted, she decided to try a different approach.
“Hey Brock,” she called over. “Mind pulling up the DHS directory?”
Not fifteen minutes later, her phone erupted with a video chat request from Cowell. She considered refusing it just to test his patience, to get back at him, but Daniela didn’t deserve that. She knew that at this point there was little chance that Daniela was still alive, but she still had to follow this case through to the bitter end. Even if that meant trying to take down the Grim Reaper’s entire organization to do it.
She answered the call and was immediately greeted by Cowell’s broad, red face. This time a seething expression of annoyance was written plain as day on it.
“Agent Knight,” he started. “Mind telling me what’s so urgent that you called my supervisor?”
Olivia narrowed her eyes at him. “You weren’t answering your phone,” she offered. “I had to make sure you were okay.”
“I can’t believe you—”
“Respectfully, sir, don’t even start. What’s urgent is that there’s an innocent woman missing out there, and we need your help in this case and have received none. My partner and I have contacted you several times this week for an update on anything regarding the disappearance of Daniela Torres.”
He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “I told you already, she’s likely already dead.”
“Likely. And you wouldn’t be incorrect in that. But you haven’t provided us any further assistance or follow-up, after you claimed to have dealt with her case when she escaped the first time. Even after I went undercover to topple the Reaper’s operation in Hanover.”
“I appreciate your assistance there,” he said. “But frankly, I’ve got a lot on my plate, and…”
Olivia sputtered. “Excuse me? You have a lot on your plate and you can’t follow up on the case of a missing woman who’s believed to be in the clutches of a dangerous fugitive?”
Cowell bristled in frustration. “Agent Knight, we have many—”
“No, I’m sorry. You mean to tell me I went undercover to help in your investigation, precious time that could have been used to find Daniela, and you can’t even be bothered to lift a finger?”
“I told you,” he grumbled. “I believe she’s dead.”
“And I believe the moon is made of cheese, but I’m not about to just assume that without proof!” The words rang out in the small hotel room like a firecracker.
“Olivia…” Brock warned from behind her, but she silenced him with a glare.
Cowell sighed. “I’ll forward you what I have about the Reaper’s current network. But it’s not much.”
“And Daniela?”
“I’ll ask around. But don’t expect any miracles.”
Olivia jabbed at her phone in frustration to end the call and let out an aggrieved sigh. What was with him? Why had he been so reluctant to help?
“You believe the moon is made of cheese?” Brock piped up after a beat of silence, his trademark cheeky grin already spreading.
“I… shut up,” she muttered. “Let’s get ready to go.”
Thankfully, her phone chirped with an email from Cowell detailing some of the suspicious locations believed to have been part of the Grim Reaper’s network. But most of them were flagged as defunct or inactive, not having been used since he’d been busted the first time.
“Not much to go on…” Brock observed. “But at least it’s a start. You want to split up? Tackle this list in half the time?“
It was a sound suggestion, but Olivia hesitated. After her ordeal, she was reluctant to spend any more time alone than she had to, especially when staking out known criminal hotbeds.
“I think…” she started, still not quite sure what words would end up coming out of her mouth, “I think it would be best if we stuck together.”
Brock gave her a sympathetic look, but thankfully didn’t mention it. It was replaced with a determined grin and a nod. “Alright. Well, let’s waste no time. Let’s see if we can catch some dealers.”





 
The list Cowell gave them was divided into three tiers: Known Criminal Activity, Suspected Criminal Activity, and Defunct Sites. The majority of the list was defunct, so they decided to put that off on the end. They started from the beginning, scoping out the sites listed as Known Criminal Activity. But as the sun crept ever higher into the sky, they found little of use.
Not that they’d been expecting much. Olivia knew that these hotspots only likely flared up at night, but she didn’t feel like sitting around twiddling her thumbs and waiting for the sun to set. She wanted something to go on now. There had already been enough time spent chasing ghouls and ghosts with little to show for it.
But the city was quiet. Almost too quiet. She knew that there had been a massive spike in usage, but it was as if the streets had been swept clean. She couldn’t understand it. Where there was demand, there was supply. So where were the suppliers?
Her stomach growled, reminding her that they’d chosen to eat a couple granola bars for breakfast instead of a real meal. Brock seemed to have heard it and chuckled.
“I miss the diner. I could obliterate one of their pancake stacks right now,” he complained. Olivia glanced over at him with a tired smile as they walked. Things were basically back to normal with him now. Their easy chatter had fallen back into place, and the sour feelings that had rested inside her during her time in prison had melted away. But she wondered if she was imagining the distance between them. It was like she was being held at arm’s length. Brock had always kept his cards close to his chest in general, but now, it felt even more obvious. Had she made him put his guard up?
“Well, after all that prison food, I’m actually craving something a little healthier,” Olivia said. She looked down at the list and pointed to one. “Looks like this Eastside Fresh Produce store might have something good.”
“You can’t be serious. Shopping from the places we’re supposed to be staking out?”
“I’m hungry,” she shrugged. “Besides, it’ll make us blend in that much more easily if we pretend to be customers.”
Eastside Fresh Produce was a small place on a busy intersection. More of a corner store than a grocery store, really, but it was well-lit on the inside and didn’t seem to be shady. Olivia imagined it was the kind of place that was well-stocked in all sorts of organic, cage-free, gluten-free foods that cost way too much. Kind of the perfect place to avoid detection and cater to a specific clientele.
They walked in and the bell rang above the door. The inside of the place was a little cluttered, but it was clean. Cutesy little chalkboard signs showcased various deals and bargains, and people trawled the aisles slowly, picking up bulk nuts or fresh herbal supplements or freshly baked bread. To their right was a counter advertising various smoothies one could order, and Olivia’s eyes lit up at it.
“Perfect!”
Brock only groaned. “Seriously? Smoothies?”
“I could use some potassium and Vitamin C,” she shrugged.
“They give me a stomachache.”
She deadpanned him with a raised eyebrow. “And the twenty cheeseburgers you consume a week don’t?”
Brock raised his hand in surrender. “Alright. You got me.”
“Why don’t you go pick us up some things, honey?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at him. In a way, it was revenge for their last case together, when Brock had insisted on pretending they were a couple while trawling the secrets of Beacon Hill. Now that the shoe was on the other foot, he didn’t seem so enthused.
“Yes, dear,” he groaned, picking up a basket and starting down the first aisle. He made his way through slowly, pretending to parse through different stacks of fruits and vegetables. Olivia smiled and turned back to the counter. . The citrusy smell wafting from behind it felt so refreshing that she smiled to herself. She was beginning to appreciate little things since she’d left Hanover, including the fact that she had the freedom to eat what she wanted, when she wanted. She could walk where she wanted when she wanted, without the fear of getting a shiv stuck in her back.
It was the small things in life.
A handsome young man came up to the counter. He wore a beanie cap and had long hair swept behind his face. Olivia smiled at him brightly.
“What can I get for you, ma’am?” he droned.
“Can I get the orange flaxseed smoothie?”
“What kind of milk do you want with that?”
“Um… milk?”
“Almond? Soy? Oat?”
“Do you have just regular milk?” she asked.
The boy shook his head. “No, sorry.”
“Um. Oat, I guess.”
She paid for her order and he turned to set to work putting together her smoothie. Olivia was gobsmacked. What kind of place didn’t have regular milk? She liked to consider herself conscientious and with the times, but ever since she’d left DC it was like the world had completely bypassed her. This place was a far cry from the diner in Belle Grove, that was for sure.
While she was waiting, she turned to look over at Brock, who was now very slowly making his way down the third aisle. In his cart was a random assortment of onions, kale, radishes, rosemary sprigs, canned beans, bar soap, and a candy bar. It was subtle, but she could tell that his eyes were darting all around the store instead of focusing on whatever product he was looking at. He was trying to find evidence.
The guy behind the counter handed her her smoothie and she took a sip from the straw, relishing the bright, fresh flavor washing down her tongue. Even if she hadn’t just spent the last several days eating tasteless slop, this would have hit the spot.
Smoothie in hand, she decided to head toward the front of the store, where the fruit was proudly displayed in artful racks. She slowly perused up and down as if carefully making a decision, but her ears were wide open.
A customer wearing a hoodie approached the register slowly, holding only a single bag of chips in his hand. He was probably in his thirties, and he wasn’t very tall, but he was broad. The top of his head was completely bald, but he had a large, bushy beard underneath his square glasses, and Olivia could see the edges of tattoos poking out from both his collar and from the cuff of his jacket.
An older man behind the register with a receding hairline and graying hair offered him a small smile.
“Just this?” asked the older man as he moved to scan the bag of chips on the register.
“I also had a special order,” the bald man said. He kept his eyes utterly fixed on the cashier as he said it, as if being hyper-aware to not be too suspicious but somehow only drawing more attention to himself. “One pound of bananas.”
The cashier didn’t even blink. “Do you have your order number?”
The bald man nodded. “Four eight three seven, X J three.”
The cashier typed a few things into his register for a second and nodded.
“Of course. Follow me.”
Olivia frowned, glancing at the produce in front of her. She was standing right in front of a whole row of banana bunches. She watched as the two men disappeared behind the back of the store.
It was strange to think that such an upscale store that catered to upper-middle-class patrons could also be a hub for drug activity, but not for the first time in this case did she remind herself that appearances could be deceiving. She wondered how many customers of this store knew what was really going on.
Without drawing too much attention to herself, as other employees were still at the other registers, she gave a pointed look to Brock, who was already making his way toward the front. Olivia grabbed a couple of oranges just to have something in her hand and then made her way back to him.
“What’s this about?” he whispered.
“There’s a bald guy with a beard… he just special ordered a pound of bananas.”
“Is it a crime to order a pound of bananas?” Brock joked.
She rolled her eyes. “Come on. What possible reason could anyone have for a pound of bananas?”
“I know, I know. Let’s start checking out and see if they come back.”
They made their way to another register. Brock stopped a few more times just to bide time until the men came back out from the back. Olivia tried to busy herself, taking some of the items he’d gotten and returning them to their proper aisles so they wouldn’t have to pay for them. All the while, she kept a watchful eye on the door that led to the back, hoping the men would come back out sooner or later.
They eventually had to stand there and start checking out before the two men returned from the back. But where Olivia had expected him to be carting out a large box of produce, he was completely empty-handed.
She raised her eyebrows and turned to Brock, who was busy paying for their groceries. She didn’t dare say a word this close to an employee, though, until they were well away from the building. She followed the bald man in the corner of her eye as he exited the sliding glass door, ripping open his bag of chips and popping one in his mouth.
Olivia and Brock weren’t far behind, both taking care not to too obviously stare.
“Should we go arrest him?” Brock whispered. “We’ve got him red-handed.”
“We don’t know what we’ve got him on,” Olivia pointed out. “But I don’t think that would help right now.”
“Why not?”
“This guy is clearly small-time,” she explained. Either a customer or a local dealer himself. Bringing him in would probably be a dead end. We just saw where he gets his supply from, so the only place he’d even be able to point us to would be here.”
Brock nodded as they made their way out toward his car, still keeping an eye on the man walking away. “So we just let him go?”
“He’s not hurting anyone. Now, at least.”
Brock slid his eyes away from the bald man and onto Olivia. “Prison really has changed you,” he cracked.
“Don’t start,” she groaned. “I just mean that busting this guy isn’t going to help us. If we want to get to the top, then we need more information. It’s not enough to know who is dealing for the Reaper. We need to know where they’re getting their drugs from, and then take it higher.”
Brock opened the back of his truck and tossed the bags into the backseat. “Right. So what we really need to do is follow their delivery van. See if it leads anywhere of interest. Maybe we can plant a tracker on it now and see where it goes.”
Olivia nodded fervently. “Yes. Good plan. We can do that now, get some rest and then follow the lead tonight after dark. If we find anything of interest, we can think about making a bust.”
Brock nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me. Mind if I have some of your smoothie?”
She looked down at the cup still in her hand, barely drank at all.
“No. Get your own.”
He threw his head back and barked out a laugh before sliding behind the driver’s seat.
“Tough customer. All right. Let’s go pick up a tracker from the police station and head back before I get really hungry.”
Olivia smiled to herself as she slid into the truck. No matter what had gone down between the two of them, she was glad he was still able to bring a smile to her face. He might be distant, but he was still right there beside her. Whatever happened, they could fix the things they’d broken between them. She was sure of it.
But first, they had a case to solve.





 
Olivia and Brock made it back to their motel around mid-afternoon after planting their tracker on the delivery van from the produce store. Brock was asleep from the moment his head hit the pillow, but it took Olivia a little longer to settle down. It felt like maybe they were a little closer to their goal, a little closer to finding the Reaper himself.
She thought about Daniela as she was falling asleep. She wondered if she was okay, holding her own wherever she was being kept. If she was alive at all. She hoped she was. Having seen firsthand how casually the Reaper wreaked havoc across the world, she could only shudder to imagine how he was treating the woman who’d betrayed him. He had destroyed more lives than she would ever be able to count. That alone made Olivia desperate to save her. She felt it would be hard to forgive herself if she never found Daniela, but she was sure as hell trying, and she wasn’t going to give up.
She woke at around seven that evening and immediately checked on the tracker. The van hadn’t moved yet, which she thought was probably a good thing. It would make it easier for them to hop in the car and follow close behind. She let Brock sleep a little longer, knowing there was no sense in them both staring at a tracker that wasn’t moving. She quietly put on a pot of coffee and sipped it, waiting for something to move.
It was nine pm before the tracker began to move. Olivia shook Brock awake and he got up quickly, knowing it was time for them to head out. Wordlessly, the pair of them headed down to Brock’s car and Olivia got in the passenger’s seat, ready to navigate. She barked out directions to him and Brock started the engine, setting them on the course for their unknown destination.
Brock yawned as they drove. The streets were quieter than in the day, and they quickly seemed to gain on the delivery driver.
“Hold back a little. We don’t want to be spotted,” Olivia told Brock. The car was unusually quiet without his blaring tunes, which made things seem even more intense. Her heart was racing from the pressure of the chase they were on, but she also realized it was the first time since their reunion that there was silence to fill. As they found themselves on a straight road out of the city and Brock eased his grip on the steering wheel, Olivia found that she had a lot she wanted to say to him.
She wanted to ask him what was on his mind. She wanted to know why these days, his jaw seemed permanently clenched, like something personal was bothering him. She wanted to know why he kept checking his phone like he was waiting for a text.
She still knew nothing of his life outside of her, outside of the cases they worked. They spent twenty-four-seven together when they were working, and yet it still felt as though she was an outsider. Perhaps that was the way Brock liked it to be. He kept her at a distance, but the illusion of friendship made her feel like she was closer than she was.
All those easy smiles, easy jokes, easy reassurances… he did everything to make her feel comfortable, feel close to him. But how could she return the favor when he never let her know what he was really thinking? Did he have secrets he wasn’t willing to spill? Was he secretly in love with someone, or dealing with some kind of family tragedy? She had no clue. When they first met, he had made her feel like he’d never had a problem in his life, like life was somehow easy breezy for him.
But she knew better now. She noticed the small things about him that gave him away. The way he sometimes seemed distracted when they were meant to be focusing on something important. The way his laughter was sometimes a second later than it should be—or the way he forced humor into heavy situations, as if he didn’t want to dwell on them. The way his eyes were focused on the road, but it felt like his thoughts were elsewhere. Olivia took a deep breath. She didn’t like seeing him this way. She didn’t like not knowing whether he was okay. He was important to her. She needed to know that he was going to be alright.
“Brock?”
Brock’s eyes were still fixated on the road, but he didn’t seem to register what she was saying. She gently laid a hand on his arm and he jolted to life, shocked back into reality. He cleared his throat, glancing over at her uncomfortably. The way he’d been caught drifting, it was like he’d been caught in a lie. A lie he was telling himself and the rest of the world.
The lie that he was okay.
“Brock, is something wrong?” Olivia asked softly. He cleared his throat again.
“Yeah. Sorry. Maybe I’m still waking up a little…”
“You don’t need to do that.”
“Do what?”
Olivia paused. “Pretend. I know you’re not okay. Something’s been different lately. Is this about our argument?”
“No,” he said firmly. “I told you I was sorry and I meant it, Olivia. I promise, we’re fine.”
“Then you should know that you can trust me. Whatever it is going on in your head… you know you can trust me. I’ve got your back.”
Silence filled the air between them, thick with tension. Olivia held her breath, remembering the callous moment when she accused him of being closed off to her. It was clearly still a raw subject. As far as Olivia knew, Brock would still rather keep his secrets under wraps, refusing to open up to her even as he received total openness from her.
She just wanted to know why.
Brock took a deep breath. “Let’s talk about this after we’re done with work, okay? I do want to talk… I do need to let go a little. But not here. Not now. I’m sorry. I’ll try to stay present for this. I’m not trying to slack, I swear.”
Olivia nodded slowly. “It’s okay. It happens to us all. Are you okay to do this tonight?”
“Yes, absolutely,” Brock said firmly. “I didn’t mean to switch off. God, I’m sorry.”
Olivia was shocked to see Brock’s face crumple in agony for a single moment before it returned to normal. Whatever was going on with him was serious, she could feel it. She wanted to do more, to stop what they were doing and make sure that he was okay. But she knew better than most that personal problems had to take a backseat when it came to being an FBI agent. They had a job to complete, and until it was over, they couldn’t make time to stop and feel.
“You’re okay. You’re okay,” Olivia murmured. Brock nodded, his face wiped of emotion now. He cleared his throat.
“Yeah. We’ll talk later.”
He stepped on the gas then to cover some of the closeness they’d lost. They could see the car ahead, though they still hung back a little.
The tracker had them driving for another ten minutes before the delivery van turned into a small packing plant. Olivia glanced over at Brock.
“I mean, this looks normal,” she whispered. “Can we get a closer look?”
“We can try,” he said. They parked a little way down the road and Brock fished out some binoculars from the side pocket of his car door. “Let’s see what we can spot.”
The pair of them moved to the edge of the packing plant’s perimeter, the street separated from it by a black metal fence. Brock handed the binoculars to Olivia and she looked through them, scanning the yard for anything out of the ordinary.
There was nothing immediately off when she looked through the lens. She could see fruit being transferred into vans in crates, workers bustling around with clipboards, ensuring the whole operation was running smoothly. Olivia continued to look around, searching for the van that they’d followed. If there was anything going on, keeping an eye on their original target was their best bet.
She locked eyes on it and kept the binoculars steady. She watched as the store’s owner stood at the rear of his vehicle, waiting on someone.
“I’ve got eyes on the guy from the store,” Olivia murmured. “He’s waiting for something.”
She handed over the binoculars to Brock and he nodded.
They watched as several plant workers brought over crates for the shop owner. He opened up the back of the van and took one crate at a time, loading them into the van himself. Olivia saw oranges, apples, and melons being passed into the car, but she was curious what might happen when the bananas were loaded.
She was disappointed when one crate of bananas made it into the car without incident. But just as the supplies were about to be fully packed, the shop owner paused, talking to a man with another crate of bananas in his arms. They spoke for several minutes while Olivia watched closely. She wished she knew what they were saying, but she refused to look away for even a moment. She didn’t want to miss anything.
And then she saw something strange. She watched the shop owner take a lone banana out of the crate. It was still a little green, not ready for being sold, by the looks of it. But then as she watched, something very strange happened.
“That guy just unzipped a banana,” Olivia whispered. Brock stared at her like she’d gone mad.
“Did you just forget the word peeled?”
“No, look! He unzipped it. It’s not real. There’s something else inside it.”
Brock pressed his cheek against Olivia’s so that they could share the binoculars, taking a lens each. They both watched, their other eyes pinched closed, as the man inspected the contents of the fake banana. Olivia held her breath.
“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
Brock nodded. “Bags of cocaine. And I bet they have little scythes on them.”
“Now we know exactly what that code meant. This guy has been doing this a while… getting shipments into his store and selling cocaine over the counter. The store is a front.”
Olivia felt triumphant as she watched the shop owner approve the stock with a nod. He loaded the cart into the back of his van, tossing in the fake banana too. Olivia and Brock turned to face one another.
“If this is run by the Reaper, then this could be huge,” Olivia whispered, even though there was no one else around. “If we make a bust we could disrupt what looks like an entire processing hub for the city. Maybe they’re not loyal to him. Maybe we can end this thing. Find Daniela. Finish this.”
“It’s entirely possible. And even if this doesn’t lead us back to the Reaper, this needs to be stopped,” Brock whispered back. “We can’t allow this to go on. But we’ll need a team to make a bust. We’ll target here tomorrow once we’ve got a team together and let the local police deal with the store owner.”
Olivia could barely contain her excitement. It truly felt like a solid lead. She already knew that the Grim Reaper had a big drug presence in Hidden Cove. If this was where he distributed his goods, then there was a high chance they could find something to trace back to him. In twenty-four hours, they might finally be getting somewhere with the case.
Now all she had to do was hold on until then.





 
The atmosphere was tense in the van as Olivia and Brock sat in the back with the rest of their team. They were all armed to the teeth, ready to make what could be the biggest bust of their careers. Olivia knew better than to get her hopes up, but she did anyway, desperately hoping that by the time they were done there, they’d be one step closer to the Grim Reaper and his lackeys.
“Okay, everyone,” Olivia started, addressing her team. There were twelve of them in total, including her, Brock, and ten seasoned agents from the Bureau. She wanted the best for the operation, knowing that whatever they faced inside might be an absolute nightmare. She wasn’t going in there without a team she could trust. “We scoped out the building last night. There’s a smaller building around the back of the main plant, some kind of office for the plant operator. We think that might be where the drugs are located. There’s no chance an operation this big is happening here without the boss noticing, so it’s likely completely under the rug. We don’t believe the main plant will have any knowledge of this operation, so we’ll need to move directly for the source.”
One of the agents raised a hand. “Do we have any intel on how many workers are onsite now?”
“Unfortunately, no,” Brock said. “From our stakeout last night, there appeared to be about six employees per shift and one supervisor. We found no evidence of weapons, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any here. So we need to move directly for the supervisor. Cut him off, the others will back off.”
“Exactly,” Olivia nodded. “We’re going to head straight there, and fast. We have the element of surprise for now, but we won’t be able to make it through the front gate without declaring ourselves. That means we’re going to have to be quick once we’re in there. We don’t want anyone getting away. I’m hoping that force won’t be necessary once we show that we’re heavily armed, but shoot to injure if you have to. We need people to interview once the bust is over.”
Olivia’s team nodded that they understood. It was simple, in theory, but Olivia knew that any operation had the potential to go wrong if they weren’t careful. She wanted it to be an in and out job, for the case to be wrapped up neatly with a bow, but she also knew that things almost never went that way.
At the gate, they were stopped by plant security, but with a flash of Olivia’s FBI badge, the security guard blinked and let them through. Olivia directed the driver through the lot, skirting around the back of the main building to find the center of operations for the drug dealers.
They did one final check of their ordinance with bated breath. One of the agents took his position at the van door, ready to burst it open. He took the handle with one hand and turned back to them, giving a silent three count with the fingers of his other hand.
Three…
Olivia took a deep breath.
Two…
She could swear that the three seconds felt more like three hours. Everything seemed to move in slow motion as she anticipated the surge.
One…
“Showtime,” she whispered.
The door slammed open and the group sprang into action, guns ready as they fell in formation, advancing on the small building quickly. The lights were on inside. Olivia positioned herself at the front of her crew and ushered them all to follow her with one movement of her hand.
As she flung open the door to the building, she quickly clocked that everything she had suspected was right. Four men were loading the fake bananas with drugs, and they all looked up in horror as she entered. She aimed her gun.
“Freeze! FBI!” she barked, as her team swarmed behind her and leveled their own weapons on the men.
The four men immediately raised their hands in surrender, but Olivia heard a gunshot from the other side of the room and dove out of the way just in time. She clocked the shooter from across the room and rushed at him, her gun raised.
“Surrender your weapon!” she cried out as another shot was made somewhere else in the room. Olivia looked over her shoulder to see Brock running hard at the corner of the room, where a second shooter was concealed in the shadows. The rest of her team were spreading out, trying to catch sight of any other hidden assailants.
The man who had tried to shoot Olivia looked into her eyes as she aimed her gun square between his. “Stand down!” she yelled, and fear took over his face.
He had the sense to drop his weapon and get to his knees, allowing her to handcuff him. She heard a scuffle from behind her where another man was trying to fight off two agents with a lead pipe. Olivia’s heart rate was raised, adrenaline pumping through her veins, but something about the whole thing didn’t feel right. She had been expecting more. She’d been expecting a better-prepared group.
“Cover him,” Olivia told one of the other female agents, who immediately replaced her in guarding the first shooter. Olivia surveyed the rest of the room, checking for other escape routes while the others held their ground, making sure no one got out. She looked around the room once more. There were seven people in total. She recognized one of them as the one who had carried the fake bananas out to the delivery van. But the rest… they didn’t look like hardened criminals. They looked like a bunch of guys down on their luck. Maybe they were the sort of guys that the Grim Reaper would target, knowing how to use them. But her instincts told her that she wasn’t making the bust she thought she was.
She thought back to the baggie she’d secured back at the prison containing drugs from the Reaper’s supply line, and the one she’d found at the Walker residence. She moved her way over to where the fake bananas were being packed on the table, checking the plastic bags.
Not one of them had a scythe on the bag. Olivia felt her heart sink. She glanced up at one of the packers, shaking with anger and disappointment.
“You might as well be honest because you’re going down regardless. Do you work for the Grim Reaper?” she asked quietly, a tremor of rage in her tone. The man pressed his lips together, shaking his head. He looked completely terrified by the whole ordeal.
“No,” he managed to squeak. “It’s just us…”
Olivia felt like screaming. Another dead end. Another wasted effort. She had not anticipated walking into this and finding seven weedy men running their tiny little operation. She’d expected a pipeline to something else, something bigger, but all she’d managed to do was catch the Grim Reaper’s competitor on the drug market.
It was hours later, when the men had been arrested and the plant cleared out of drugs, that Olivia finally let her frustration get to her. Back in their motel, Olivia let out a cry of frustration, feeling like punching her pillow. Brock was silent in his own bed, covering his eyes as though to shield himself from the night’s events.
Olivia was silently shaking as she turned off the lights for the night and lay awake beneath the sheets. There was nothing she could do about the fact that they’d been so, so wrong, but the frustration consumed her anyway. Ever since she’d been out of prison, she had been so positive, so hopeful, that she’d almost forgotten that life often wasn’t as simple as she wished it would be. Things never quite panned out as they should. But it didn’t make square one feel any better. In fact, it made it feel worse.
Now they were more lost than ever.





 
“I’ve got to say it… these burgers aren’t as good as the ones in Belle Grove.”
Olivia rolled her eyes with a smile. Brock was already halfway through a triple cheeseburger in a diner close to their motel. The hour was nearing noon and they’d only just woken up after such a long, unsuccessful night—so naturally, Brock had located the nearest diner to drown his sorrows in burger sauce.
“Maybe we should try the salad bar across the road instead.”
“Olivia, that’s not comfort food. Who in hell has a bad day and reaches straight for a salad? Psychos, that’s who.”
Olivia smiled, but it was a little forced. She didn’t have much of an appetite herself. She picked at a slice of pizza, but she was starting to get a little downtrodden. As Brock ate, she went through everything she knew in her head, and it felt almost like she knew nothing. It was like watching a disjointed movie where she had no way of guessing the ending. Nothing was ever tied up neatly in a bow when it came to her line of work, but it felt like she was further from answers than when they began.
And then there was Brock. Olivia was still worried about him. It terrified her to think that maybe he was going through a wobble. She needed him present to crack the case. They were a team, and they needed both halves of the team to be fully functioning.
There was an elephant in the room that had been there all morning. Before they made the drug bust, Brock had promised her that he’d open up about what was going on in his life, but Olivia didn’t want to push him to talk now, even though it seemed like the perfect time for them to talk. They were alone and they had no other leads to follow up on in the immediate moment. It was the best opportunity they were going to get to open up to one another.
But Olivia wasn’t going to push. She didn’t want to send their friendship to breaking point again. She took a sip of her coffee and placed it down slowly, the clank of the ceramic mug echoing oddly loudly between them. Usually, they’d be chatting, joking around, her rolling her eyes at him while he said things to try and wind her up. Now, there was none of that. It made her uncomfortable because she wasn’t used to it. It also made her realize just how affected Brock was by whatever was bothering him. He wasn’t himself, and it unsettled Olivia.
After what seemed like a long while, Brock took a deep breath and Olivia paused, her heart beating hard in her chest. He looked at her intently.
“If you want me to talk, I’ll talk,” he said. She sighed.
“I just want to know you’re okay, Brock. You don’t need to tell me anything that you’re not comfortable with me knowing.”
Brock didn’t meet her eyes, staring down at a french fry in his hands for a long while before popping it into his mouth. He took another deep breath.
“It’s not… it’s not that I don’t trust you, Olivia. It’s not that I don’t want you to know about my life. I do want to let you in. It’s just that sometimes the things I’ve been through… they feel heavy, and I don’t like to put that on anyone else.”
Olivia wanted to reach out and hug him. He looked so defeated in that moment that it made her heart ache.
“Hey. How many times have I unloaded my worries on you? You’ve always listened to me, and now I want to do the same for you. Nothing you say leaves this room, okay? We don’t ever have to talk about this again if you don’t want to. Maybe it’ll help…just getting it off your chest.”
Brock nodded, clearing his throat and absent-mindedly popping another fry in his mouth. He chased it with a sip of water and patted his mouth dry.
“Alright. Here goes, I guess.”
Olivia waited patiently for him to speak. He closed his eyes.
“You once asked me what the worst case I ever had was.”
“I remember.”
“Well, I guess it all stems from that. There was a case I worked on a while ago. Young women were going missing all over New York. The girls were as young as sixteen, some of them a little older. It was kind of like the kidnapping case we worked together with kids just disappearing from their homes suddenly, except the girls were being used for awful things.”
Olivia noticed her hands were already clasped tightly together in nervous anticipation.
“It was truly the most horrifying case I’ve ever had to work. Because when me and my team found those young women, they were malnourished. Skin and bone. They were all addicts. Pumped full of drugs and forced into prostitution. So many young lives, destroyed by men who wanted to use them for making them money. It was sick.”
There was a lump in Olivia’s throat. It was never easy hearing about cases like that, even from an outsider’s point of view. Brock rubbed at the back of his neck, clearly distressed.
“Some of the young women… well, I stayed in touch. I tried to help them in any way that I could. They had trouble readjusting to the real world. We tried to get them help, but a lot of them couldn’t go back home to their families, still addicted to the drugs they were forced into. And there was one young woman in particular. Her name was Lily. I think maybe she had it worst of all. She was seventeen when we found her, and pregnant with a child she had no means to look after. Her family refused to have her come home… they were devout Christians, and they never welcomed her back in.”
Olivia’s eyes flared up in rage. “They what?”
“I know. That’s how I reacted too. They said she’d turned to a life of sin and they kicked her on the streets. Despite that she’d been literally kidnapped from her home. She was essentially homeless. I tried to set her up with some programs, even sent her a good amount of my paycheck for a while, but she’d disappear for long stretches at a time. Would occasionally pop up at a DV shelter and ask for money. And how could I not help her? She had no one else.”
“Jesus,” Olivia whispered. Not for the first time, she was finding herself grateful that her family, fractured though it was, at least wanted to make an effort to heal.
Brock swallowed hard, shaking his head. “She didn’t stand a chance, Olivia. That was four years ago now, and I just… well, I watch her life fall apart from afar. I get texts sometimes, where she tells me about her young child, and those are the good days. But a few days ago, I got a message from a doctor via her phone. She’d overdosed on something and had been admitted to the hospital. They had to induce her into a coma.”
“Brock… that’s terrible.”
Brock nodded, sucking air into his lungs. “Yeah. It’s awful. The poor girl… she was so young. Still is. Her entire life, her future, was just snatched away from her. I was always way too close to that case. I made the mistake of making it personal.”
“That’s not a mistake, Brock,” Olivia told him. “You made it personal because you cared. Maybe you were the only one who did. And if you hadn’t, she would have been in even worse shape.
“I know. I know that, rationally, but you know. There’s still that part of me that thinks I could have done more. You know how it can be. The guilt you feel when you realize that had you just been a little faster, things might have been so different.”
Olivia felt her throat closing up. She knew that feeling all too well. She felt it with every case she worked. Always wondering how many lives might have been spared, how many people might’ve been untainted by violence and fear if she’d worked harder, worked faster, worked smarter. It made her think of Daniela, but it also made her think of Wren. Of Frankie and Tash, even of Shauna. It made her think of the victims of the cult of Apep and the young girls who’d gone missing during their first case together.
She always considered her job very simple: protect innocent people by putting away the ones who’d hurt them. That was the mission she adhered to above all else. But every time she had a difficult case like this, she couldn’t help but feel like a failure. Even with all the confidence she’d gained in the last few months, she still felt like she was in desperate need of a win.
She didn’t realize that Brock had those same insecurities. She looked up at him and saw how hard he was trying to hold himself together. His jaw was set, his eyes swimming a little. She had never seen such a vulnerable side to him before, and now she suddenly felt like she was seeing right into his heart. This was the true core of Brock. If you looked past all of the loud jokes, the ease in which he seemed to live his life, the surface-level person he’d built up, then you got to this. The man trying his best to hold himself together while remembering a girl he once saved.
A girl he couldn’t save a second time.
“I’m so sorry, Brock. I had no idea.”
Brock shrugged with a smile that didn’t have an ounce of happiness in it. “How could you have known? You’re right, Olivia. I do keep things to myself. But I guess I’ve always felt that I don’t want other people to see me this way. As a man, it can be hard to show emotion. My generation, and every generation before mine… we were raised to hold on to our masculinity, to hold back emotions no matter what. I go to therapy, and I’m open about that, and that sometimes even gets me looks from the guys in the Bureau.”
“There’s nothing to be ashamed of for that.
“I know. And I agree with you. But I also don’t want to burden anyone with what’s going on in my mind. I find it easier to help other people than to ask for help myself.”
Olivia couldn’t think of a more accurate assessment of Brock’s character. At least he was self-aware. She reached out to put a hand on his shoulder.
“Look… I just want you to know that what you just told me is not a burden. You are not a burden. You never could be. I’m glad you shared that with me. I feel like I understand you better now. And the way you’re feeling is natural. The things you see, the people you meet, the lives you touch… they matter. No one can just brush those things under the carpet. At least not good people. You’re feeling so much empathy for Lily and the others because you’re good at heart, Brock. Better than any other man I’ve ever known. I hope you know that.”
Brock’s eyes raised from his lap to meet Olivia’s. Their eyes locked on for a moment and Olivia offered him a smile, even though her heart was aching. She rubbed his shoulder gently, hoping that she’d said enough to make him feel better. When he returned her smile, she felt that at least she’d done something right.
“You might be the first person to tell me that,” Brock said. He said it with such honesty that it made Olivia’s heart hurt. How had no one ever stopped to tell Brock what he was worth before? Olivia felt like she saw him through different eyes than other people, like only she really saw him as he was.
And maybe that was true. Maybe that’s why Brock had hidden behind a wall for so long. Maybe that’s why he’d never opened up to anyone other than his therapist. But underneath all of his bravado, there was a soul so gentle that Olivia felt tingles down her spine as she looked at him then. It was like cracking open an egg, expecting to find it solid beneath the shell, but instead, finding something else.
Brock straightened his back with a quick laugh, the signs of his emotions suddenly wiped off his face. He smiled to himself. “Well, that’s that. Now you know.” He smiled at Olivia again. “All this emotion is making me hungry.”
Olivia wavered. She wanted to check up on Brock, but he’d put his walls straight back up again. She wanted to spend more time in that moment with him, but she’d promised to keep their conversation inside those four walls, and she didn’t want to break that promise.
She hesitated a little too long and Brock smiled gently.
“I’m alright,” he told her. “And thanks for listening to me. You’re right. I do feel a little better.”
Olivia smiled back and took a bite of her long-neglected slice of pizza. She still wasn’t sure she wanted to let the subject go, but she felt better about doing so. “Okay. But you know you can talk to me any time, right?”
Brock nodded. “If I’m going to talk to anyone, Olivia, it’ll be you.”
Brock picked up his burger again and Olivia did the same with her pizza, though her mind was still on their conversation. It had warmed her to the core to hear him say that she was the one he was willing to confide in. She felt as though she was a step closer to knowing him, and that made her happier than she was willing to admit to herself or anyone else. Brock had become an important part of her life, as integral to her day-to-day as breathing. Knowing that they were forming a deeper friendship mattered to her. He understood her in ways only a partner could. They were on the same rocky road together, taking the hardest path side by side.
And she wouldn’t have it any other way.





 
“What are you thinking about?” Brock asked as they took the road back down to Hidden Cove. Olivia let her gaze drift out of the window, watching the setting sun.
Truthfully, she was thinking about him. After their talk in the diner, he seemed more like his normal self than he had in a few days, but Olivia was still worried about him. It terrified her to think that maybe he was going through a tough time. They both needed to be able to focus on this investigation.
But then again, hadn’t she once been the liability? Hadn’t she spent their first two cases teetering on the edge? Perhaps a little chaos was good for them. Maybe just a little dose of craziness was what it took for them to get the job done. Maybe they needed to tap into that.
“Just that maybe we need to try a new approach.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know… something looser. Following our basic instincts more,” Olivia said. She was a logical thinker, but it was often when she gave in to her instincts that she found herself walking the routes that led to answers. Sometimes, she thought too hard about something. Logic only got her so far when the people she was dealing with were so far off the rails that they defied all logic.
Just a little dose of madness might be the key.
“Well if you have any ideas, I’m all ears,” Brock said. “I figure we go check with the lab again, see if they pulled anything new off the car, maybe follow up with Cowell…”
“I don’t want to call Cowell again,” she sighed. “I think that’s just another dead end.”
“What is with that guy?” Brock mused.
“Honestly I think he’s just your garden variety sexist. He’s upset that he’s been shown up by a woman and so now his pride is too wounded to help us any more than the bare minimum. I will be reporting him to his supervisor once this is done.”
Brock chuckled and let out a whistle. “There’s that fighting spirit.”
Olivia felt the beginnings of a plan begin to stir in her mind. “Here’s what I’m thinking. We could chase down the Reaper from a bunch of different angles, but that’ll get harder each time. I’m sure the low-level dealers would flip no problem, but every rung up that ladder gets more difficult. And I’d guess more guarded, too. We’d have to roll up his entire organization just to find him, and that could take months.”
“Good points all,” he nodded, taking the turn off the highway back into Hidden Cove. “So what’s the plan?”
“What if we went at this from the opposite end? What if we started from his jailbreak six months ago? And his movements since then?”
Brock nodded, picking up the thread from where she left off. “We know he made quick work of the Shark and took over the docks.”
“But he left some of his old network behind. That produce store got taken over by a rival and he never bothered to get it back,” she added. “So maybe in order to find where he is now, we need to find where he’s been.”
“it’s worth a shot,” Brock mused. “Better than my plan, at least.”
It was then that she spotted a familiar face outside on the darkened street. Jake was wearing a thick coat and a beanie hat that shrouded half his face, but she still recognized him from afar. He looked a little shifty as he walked and Olivia knew exactly why. He knew the rules. He wasn’t supposed to be wandering around away from the safe house. In fact, Olivia wasn’t sure how he’d gotten past his security detail.
“Brock, look,” she pointed. “Is that…?”
“Our very own Jake Walker.”
“What the hell is he playing at?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. I think we should follow him.”
He frowned. “Don’t you think we should send him back?”
“I don’t think so. He knows he’s making a risk by leaving the house. It must be for something he thinks is important, right? So let’s find out what it is.”
Brock nodded and circled back around to get behind him, making sure not to draw too much attention to himself. There were few cars on the road, making their slow drive a little conspicuous, but Jake wasn’t looking in their direction. In fact, as they were catching up to him, he got out a set of keys and opened a car, climbing into the passenger seat. Olivia frowned.
“That’s not the car in his driveway, right?”
“Right,” Brock whispered back. “So he’s got a secret car we don’t know about? Or a rental? And he’s leaving the safe house after dark… to go where, is the question. You’re right. We should follow him.”
Brock pulled into a side street and waited for Jake’s car to drive past. Then, after a few moments’ pause, he began to follow. Olivia’s heart was racing in her chest. Whatever Jake was up to, this was looking bad on his part. If he was going somewhere without telling them, alone in the middle of the night, then it couldn’t be anything they’d approve of. Nothing that would help them with the case and certainly nothing that would keep him safe.
“This guy,” Brock muttered, echoing Olivia’s thoughts. “You’d think he’d have more sense than this.”
Olivia kept her jaw clenched, keeping an eye on the car. There were a few cars ahead of them as a shield, but they couldn’t risk losing sight of Jake. When he took a left turn and they got stuck behind a traffic light, Olivia tapped her knee anxiously. They needed to keep moving.
They managed to catch up to Jake’s car as he was driving out of town. He was driving the speed limit, not seeming to be in any particular hurry. Olivia couldn’t guess for the life of her where he was going or why.
The further out of civilization they got, the more Olivia’s nerves increased. The whole thing was getting sketchier by the second. The streetlights were fewer and further between, the cars dwindling out until it was just them on the road, hanging back so as not to be seen. And when Jake finally slowed his car and turned into what looked like an abandoned lot, Olivia began wondering what he was doing in such a place.
Brock continued driving down the road, not wanting to pull up and look suspicious. When they found somewhere to stop along the road, Brock killed the engine and grabbed a woolen hat from the backseat.
“He’s quite a way out on his own,” Brock commented. “Maybe he’s meeting someone?”
“Honestly? I don’t have a clue what this joker is up to,” Olivia replied, shaking her head. “Let’s go find out.”
Olivia got out of the car and found herself reaching for her gun. She didn’t want to believe that Jake was up to something sketchy, but it didn’t look good for him. What was he doing, driving out to a strange location in the middle of the night when he was supposed to be lying low? She couldn’t fathom what would make him risk his life like that. A notorious fugitive drug lord had it out for his family. In what world was it a good idea for him to start going off the map and getting up to shady stuff?
Olivia and Brock walked down the lightless road as quietly as they could, moving slowly and cautiously. Olivia really didn’t want to collide with someone in the dark in case things got ugly. She didn’t want to be given a reason to use her gun.
But as they reached the lot where Jake had parked up, she felt even more uneasy. She couldn’t deny that the abandoned warehouse in front of her looked like the sort of place where bad things were bound to happen. She exchanged a look with Brock and his face was solemn.
“This is bad,” Brock murmured. Olivia nodded.
“It looks like it. Let’s not jump to conclusions, though. Maybe Jake will have something to say for himself.”
Olivia motioned for the pair of them to advance on the building. A door was slightly ajar at the edge of the building, emitting a tiny corner of light into the darkness of the night. She held her breath, barely daring to suck in air. Her heart thudded hard against her chest. Whatever was inside, they had to be prepared. She readied her gun, hoping she wouldn’t have to use it, but determined to.
As she entered the room, an overwhelming smell hit her nose. She almost choked on it. It smelled almost like urine, but there was something more chemical about the smell. It was so strong that it took a moment for her to adjust to what she was seeing in front of her.
She gasped in horror as she saw a man shrouded in a yellow suit, his face obscured by a black gas mask. She took in the desk in front of him, covered in glass containers, coffee filters, powdery residue. Olivia had never been in a meth lab before, but she recognized that was where she was right away.
The man in the suit clocked her right away from across the room. Carefully, he put down the utensils he was using and put his hands in the air.
“FBI!” Brock announced, leveling his own gun at the man. “Come out slowly.”
“Don’t shoot,” the man called raspily from behind his mask. “Unless you want to be blown sky-high. Back out of the door… I will come to you.”
Olivia was shaking so hard as she took her first step back. She knew the dangers of meth labs, aware that they exploded very easily if even one thing was touched at the wrong time. She moved slowly backward, but her heart moved at twice the speed. She knew right then that one mistake then could’ve got them all killed.
“Come out with your hands up,” she told the man, keeping her eyes trained on him even as she backed up.
Brock was the first back out and he took a step to the right, nodding to Olivia to take one to the left of the open door. They kept their weapons trained into the room, not wanting to risk a sudden ambush from within. They waited in silence, the cold air biting at them like a knife to the skin. Olivia was suddenly nervous that the man wouldn’t come out, that he had somehow run away from them, but she didn’t see any other possible escape route. The entire building was a hazard, and she suspected there was only one way in and out if you wanted to make it out alive.
After a while, the man in yellow shuffled his way out of the door, his mask still obscuring his face. His hands were in the air.
“Don’t shoot,” he said again. Brock scoffed at him.
“Give us one reason not to book you right now.”
The man wavered. “Can I take off my mask?”
Olivia frowned but nodded. The man reached up to unclip the mask from the back, breathing a lungful of air as it was released from his face. And when the mask dropped, Olivia’s breath caught in her throat.
“Jake?”





 
Jake Walker’s face was solemn as he revealed himself. “I can explain.”
Olivia didn’t think it was possible that he could. She couldn’t imagine any scenario where this would make sense to her. She stared at him in shock, waiting for him to say more. He took a deep breath.
“I’ve lied to you.”
“That much is obvious,” Brock snapped. Jake looked at him.
“It’s not what you think. This… this isn’t the norm for me. I’m not cooking meth for the damn fun of it, okay?” He took a shaky breath. “I’m working for the Grim Reaper.”
Olivia immediately put her guard back up, her finger on the trigger, but Jake’s eyes widened, shaking his head.
“No, wait… please, let me explain myself. It’s not by choice, I swear. I lied when I said I’d never heard of him before. But I had to. He would kill me if he knew I’d betrayed him like this. And I’m only in this situation in the first place because he promised it would ensure Isabella’s safety.”
“You mean he contacted you and you didn’t tell us?”
“What did you want me to do?” he snapped. “He already took Isabella. And he said the kids were next. I couldn’t risk it.”
Olivia couldn’t quite take it all in. It was such a shock to her that she didn’t know how to respond. She could never imagine Jake in the place he was currently standing, blinking behind his nerdy glasses. It didn’t matter that he was standing right in front of them. He didn’t belong there, and they all knew it.
“How long has this been going on?” Olivia demanded, not lowering her gun. Jake took a shaky breath.
“It all started the night she went missing.”
“What?” Brock shouted. “All this time? You’ve been sitting on this the whole time and didn’t even think to tell us about it? You’ve been wasting our time and yours and Isabella’s!”
Jake looked stricken, but he stammered out an apology. “I—I’m sorry. But I had to keep Amber and Warren safe. He was going to come for them if I told you what I knew.”
“Where are they now?” Brock snapped. “You kept them safe by leaving them alone at night so you could go run a meth lab?”
“They’re at the safe house. I have a camera on them. They’re fine. It’s on my phone.” He patted his suit where a pocket would be if it was on the outside. “I check on them every fifteen minutes.”
Brock wasn’t happy with that answer, but he was satisfied enough.
“Tell us everything. From the start,” Olivia said.
Jake nodded nervously. “It started not long after you left me at the safehouse. There was a guy going from door to door, passing out Chinese menus to hang them on doors, you know? I saw him going through the neighborhood and didn’t think much of it. Same thing used to happen all the time at our house. Except, when he got to this house,” he took a shuddering breath, “he didn’t hang a menu on the doorknob. He slipped a note underneath the door. It said ‘Midnight’.”
“Midnight?” asked Olivia.”
Jake nodded. “That’s all it said. I knew it had to be some sort of message. So I put the kids to bed and stayed up until midnight, waiting for something to happen. And right when the clock struck twelve there was a knock on the door.”
“They got past your security detail?” Brock asked.
“I don’t know how. Nobody was around. The guy who showed up was a different guy from the one who’d dropped off the note. I wasn’t expecting the guy to pull a gun on me, but he did. He got me in a car and drove me all the way out here.”
Jake sucked in air and Olivia narrowed her eyes at him. He looked her in the eye.
“Long story short, he was a drug mule for the Grim Reaper. Turns out he knew all about me. The Reaper had been making him spy on my family for weeks. I had no clue what was going on, but that didn’t matter to them. I think the guy would’ve killed me if not for the Reaper’s orders. He wanted to see me, to talk to me.”
“You’ve met him?” Olivia asked. Jake nodded slowly.
“Once. It was that night. He came here to meet me. I was tied to a chair around the back of the building, a gun pressed to my head. He liked that. He liked seeing me squirm. He told me he was glad to finally meet the man who had upturned his life, his plans with my wife. I had no idea what he meant, of course. Until he explained that he was her husband. Technically, they’re still married, I think.” Jake shook his head and shuddered. “I knew then that I was a fool. A woman like her, wanting a man like me? It was ludicrous. I was the safe option. I think I knew that all along, but it really hit home then.”
“Alright, enough of the sob story,” Brock said impatiently. “Why didn’t he just kill you then? I imagine a man like him has no issue killing off his enemies. Why did he keep you alive?”
Jake sighed. “A man like the Grim Reaper… he doesn’t have employees. How do you think he got so rich with his empire? Sure, drugs are good money, but he doesn’t employ people to do his dirty work. He enslaves them. He takes your secrets and uses them against you. He told me that if I cooked meth for him, he wouldn’t kill me. And if I shut up about it, he wouldn’t kill my family. He knew I was a chemistry teacher, knew I had the knowledge to try and do this without getting myself killed. Not that he would care if this killed me. But he wanted product and I fit the bill. He said he’d let my children live, let me live, and he wouldn’t lay a hand on Isabella. But only if I kept working for him.”
Olivia only broke eye contact for a moment to share a look with Brock.
“Do you think he’s broken that promise? He obviously has her,” Brock pushed. Jake shook his head again.
“I don’t know. I wish I did. I’ve begged to speak to him, to know what he’s planning to do, but he won’t tell me a thing. He says that his business is not my business. That even if he does have my wife, she’s technically his wife too. I don’t know, it’s all some crazy mess. I just know I have to keep working. if I don’t, then he can use it as an excuse to hurt her. He can put the blame on me, tell me that I’m responsible for her death.”
Tears clouded Jake’s eyes and he looked so pathetic right then that Olivia felt truly sorry for him. He was under a lot of pressure, and he had no real escape. Olivia almost decided to lower her gun, but then thought better of it. She still didn’t know if she could trust Jake. If he’d only given them that information when they’d first come to him about the letter, they might have been able to come up with a plan. They might have been able to rescue Daniela safe and sound and put a stop to the Grim Reaper’s madness once and for all.
But he hadn’t come forward. He’d led them on a wild goose chase instead. Part of her couldn’t blame him for wanting to keep his children safe, but part of her felt so frustrated that she wanted to bring him up on charges right then and there.
“She’s going to die. Oh my god, she’s going to die, and it’ll be my fault.”
Jake sank to his knees in front of them, sniffling loudly. He peeled the gloves from his hands, revealing the blistered mess on his skin below. Olivia suddenly understood what had made his hands look like such a wreck. The toxicity of the meth was destroying his skin, even through gloves. He was going to end up dead if he kept working there.
“I can’t do this anymore,” Jake wept. “I need her to come home, but I can’t risk leaving the kids alone. This stuff will kill me, I just know it. And she… she may already be gone.” He sniffed loudly and unzipped his yellow jumpsuit, fishing inside his jacket below for something. He held out his phone to Olivia and Brock. “I’m handing myself over. I’m yours to use in the investigation. I’m so sorry for all the lies. I just did what I had to for my family. Maybe you can use my phone to help you with your case.”
Olivia wavered before she moved toward Jake and took the phone from him. Looking down at him on his knees, she knew she had to cut him some slack. He might have lied to them, but he’d come undone completely. She didn’t see an evil man at all. She saw someone hurting. Someone who would do anything he could to protect his family from the monster who’d ripped it apart. And now he was truly on their side, maybe they’d be able to get somewhere in the investigation.
“No more lies,” Olivia told him. Jake nodded fervently.
“No more, I swear.” He swallowed. “I… when I don’t finish the order, he’ll come after me. I—I’m scared about what might happen.”
“Leave that to us. You’ll be safe with our people. We’ll get you in a different safehouse and make sure he can’t trace you,” Olivia told him. She held out a hand to help Jake to his feet, but he shook his head, scrambling up himself.
“Better not. Not until I’m out of this damn suit,” he said. Olivia nodded.
“Do what you need to do. Shut this thing down. And then we’re going to track down your wife.”





 
Olivia woke up in another seedy motel room with only a few hours of sleep under her belt, but unlike other mornings, she woke up feeling positive. After they’d escorted Jake and the kids back into protective custody, she and Brock had booked a room to get some shut-eye. It was early morning now and Olivia knew she should sleep a little longer, but she couldn’t wait that long. Not when they finally had a lead.
Olivia knew that whatever was on Jake’s phone was definitely going to be of interest to them. She couldn’t believe that he had actually met the man they were trying so desperately to find. She imagined what it might have been like to be Jake in that moment, staring a man in the eyes who had dominated so much of his wife’s life before he met her. And the pair of them couldn’t be more different. What did Jake, a high school chemistry teacher, and a notorious drug lord have in common?
The answer was her.
It all came back to her. The fight for her heart, for control over her life. Except in one scenario, she was happy and safe, and in the other, she was under the thumb of a drug lord. Olivia imagined that Jake looked into the Reaper’s eyes for the first time and felt his entire life unravel. The facade of safety that he’d had for so many years was wiped away right at that moment.
And right then, he would have considered death for the first time. Death was standing right in front of him, after all. It was the Grim Reaper’s world and they were all just living in it. Olivia shuddered. She felt sorry for Jake, for sure, but mostly, she felt sorry for Daniela. She was the one who had spent so many years trying to escape, only to be brought back to square one.
It was the cycle of abuse that so many women go through. They get caught in the trap of an attractive, charismatic man. They realize his true colors and run for the hills. Then, somehow, some way, they’re forced to go back to the man who made their life hell.
Olivia closed her eyes and put herself in Daniela’s shoes. Was she back in Colombia now, living in fear of what the Reaper might do to her next? Was she still on American soil, praying for someone to realize that she was hidden away in plain sight?
Or had the Reaper already disposed of her?
Olivia didn’t want to think like that. Having read the letter he wrote to her, she doubted that he wanted her dead. He wanted to control her again, and he couldn’t do that if he hurt her. That was something that Olivia clung to. She’d been gone for weeks now, and she imagined the Reaper’s patience was growing thin. They needed to act sooner rather than later.
Olivia wasn’t going to wait any longer. The sun was barely above the horizon, but she wanted to get started. She leaned over to shake Brock awake and he grunted.
“Is it morning already?” he groaned.
“Come on. We’re against the clock here,” Olivia whispered. “Now that Jake isn’t doing the Reaper’s bidding, it won’t be long until he comes to deal with it. Or sends someone in his place, at least. We need to look through these texts, learn everything we can about the operations and see if we can track this awful man down. So wake up. We don’t have time for beauty sleep.”
“Damn. You’re extra bossy this morning,” Brock said, stretching and yawning. “Prison really toughened you up.”
Olivia dived for Jake’s phone, which she had kept on the bedside table. It clearly wasn’t his usual phone. It was like a phone from twenty years ago, practically nothing more than a brick slab with blocky text to scroll through. It wasn’t password-protected, and there were only a few texts on the phone. Jake had explained that he was given a new burner phone every couple of days, and he was supposed to destroy each when he was given a new one. He was never contacted from the same phone more than once, which showed in the variance of numbers that had texted him. Olivia began to check through the messages, looking for something from the Grim Reaper.
“This whole thing is a goldmine,” Olivia murmured. “Look at this. Texts telling Jake where to drop off the drugs, warnings about local police activity, emergency protocols for if there’s a bust… the Grim Reaper runs a tight operation.”
“Not so tight that he checks if his employees are destroying evidence,” Brock pointed out.
“It’s like Jake said, though… the Reaper doesn’t really care what happens to his workers, right? Sure, he loses products every time there’s a bust, but he’s safe and sitting on a billion-dollar empire. In terms of the bigger picture, it really doesn’t matter if he loses one lab, one worker, one shipment…”
“I guess that’s true. I still can’t believe we have access to this, though. You don’t think Jake was being a bit ballsy, keeping these texts on his phone? Surely he should be deleting them after every message.”
Olivia shrugged. “I guess if he was supposed to destroy the phone in a couple days, he didn’t see the sense in deleting the texts as well. I’m not about to look this gift horse in the mouth, though. Far be it from me to suggest more ways for criminals to hide evidence.”
Brock shook his head. “The poor guy. I can’t believe how long he’s been roped into this ridiculous mess. He must have been sneaking out this entire time as well. That takes guts.”
“Well, it’s over for him now. And this phone is one of the best leads we have so far. Look at these numbers, as well. Not all of them are sent from within the US. Some of them must be from overseas. That calling code, plus fifty-seven… is that Colombia?”
Brock looked it up quickly on his own phone and nodded. “Yeah, definitely. So if we can find any texts from the Grim Reaper, we might be able to identify where he’s currently at… hopefully within the US.”
“Somehow I doubt he’d make it that easy. But if his lieutenants are involved, it could be worth it.”
Olivia continued to look through the texts until she found what she was looking for. A text from the boss himself. She clicked on a number and knew almost right away that it was from him.
 
J,
I want a double shipment this week. You know what’s at stake.
GR.
 
“Damn, this guy has a million guys on strings, doesn’t he?” Brock said, shaking his head. Olivia clicked on to the outbox, seeing if Jake had replied.
 
GR,
Please, I need to know if my wife is safe. I’m doing everything you asked of me. What more can I do?
J.
 
“Sent just after he arrived at the lab last night, according to the time stamp,” Olivia noted. “And no response.”
“I don’t think we can expect one. The Reaper isn’t in the business of reassuring his workers, I imagine,” Brock pointed out. “Besides, if he’s following his own protocol, he might well have destroyed the phone already. But hey, look at the number. The Reaper is in the US.”
The thought sent a lump into her throat. Somehow, she’d always imagined that he was a far-away threat, that he had someone else doing his dirty work and had already shipped Daniela back to Colombia. But now that they knew he was here, maybe close by, it made the threat seem all the more real. He could come for them at any given time.
“If the Reaper is here, what does that mean?” Brock asked out loud. “Is it possible he wants to get hands-on with this whole thing? Does he have something else planned for Jake and his family?”
“I can’t imagine what else he can possibly get out of Jake,” Olivia replied. “He’s a teacher. He doesn’t have money to spare, and he already gives his nights to cooking meth for him. And if he has Daniela, then he’s the one in a position of power. He’s not exactly going to give her back, is he? So I think as far as Jake’s concerned, he’s done with him. He’s stringing him along. Maybe he’ll kill him if he stops working like a dog for him, but Jake’s choices aren’t going to influence what happens to Daniela at this point. As far as the Reaper is concerned, Jake has lost her already.”
Brock nodded solemnly. It made sense. Jake was too terrified of the Reaper to think logically and realize that he was being played. If he stopped working, it would be him that suffered, not Daniela.
“All of this suggests that Jake might be in trouble. It seems that the Reaper is angrier with him than he was even with Daniela, even after what she did to him. He sees Jake as the other man. The guy who’s sleeping with his wife, building a life with her when that right belongs to him. I don’t even want to think about what the Reaper has planned for the kids… we’ll need to put them in a more secure safehouse. Right now, I think they might even be at more risk than Daniela. The Reaper wanted his wife back. And he wants her husband dead.”
“He’s expecting Jake to give up,” Brock said, echoing Olivia’s thoughts. “This is just his way of torturing him before he finishes him off for good.”
“My thoughts exactly. The trouble is, Jake is like bait for us. He’s the one thing drawing the Grim Reaper back. If we put Jake into hiding elsewhere and he stops doing the Reaper’s work, then two things are going to happen. One, we’re probably going to put a target on Jake’s back. If the Reaper can manage to hunt him down, despite our efforts, then it’s all over for him. And secondly, without Jake, we cut our one link to the Reaper entirely. We lose the chance to get ahold of him.”
Brock sighed. “Then what do we do? How can we keep Jake safe and still find the Reaper? We’re getting into dangerous territory here, Olivia. The closer we get, the easier it’s going to be to blow this whole thing apart. Like that damn meth lab. Everything is fragile right now.”
“That’s true, but we’re not going to get anywhere without any risks. We need Jake. We need him to lure the Reaper out of hiding,” Olivia said solemnly. She didn’t like the ideas that were forming in her head. She didn’t like that she was willing to put Jake back in the firing line when he’d only just escaped the way of life he was being forced into. But she couldn’t see another way. Jake was the key to the entire thing.
And if they could find the Reaper, they could change everything. It would be so much bigger than the small bust they’d made a few days earlier. The Reaper was far too strong to let go. If they could bring him down, then they’d save more than Jake and Daniela’s lives. There would be fewer drugs on the streets, fewer people getting hooked to the products the Reaper was making. Fewer people being visited at their homes by terrifying visitors holding deadly scythes. The world would be a safer place. That was something that Olivia couldn’t pass up just because the whole thing would be dangerous.
But she felt guilty, too. She’d made risks before that hadn’t paid off. Risks like sending Shelby Price undercover and almost getting her killed by The Messenger. There was a large chance that the Reaper was too smart for them, that trying to mess with him would only cause more pain, more torture. Olivia didn’t want that on her conscience.
And yet, it was the best chance they had.
Olivia took a deep breath. “I might have an idea of how to play this, but it’ll be risky. Jake might not agree. And if he doesn’t, we’ll be back to square one.”
Brock’s face twisted into a smile. “Since when are you such a big risk taker?”
Olivia smiled back. “I guess you’re rubbing off on me.”
Brock chuckled. “Well, you know I’m behind you one hundred percent. I trust you. Let’s just hope Jake does too.”





 
“I’m sorry, you want me to do what?”
Olivia took a deep breath and looked Jake in the eye. She knew it was a risk, asking him to help her out by acting as bait, but she knew that it was also the only way her plan would work. She gave herself a moment to compose herself before she started again.
“I know that what I’m asking of you is a lot, Jake, but I need you to make contact with the Reaper and get him to come and meet with you.”
“Are you crazy? Even if I wanted to do that for some crazy reason, the Grim Reaper isn’t going to just come because I summon him!” Jake exclaimed, glaring at Olivia. “I don’t think you have any idea the kind of man we’re dealing with here. He’s got more power in his little finger than any of us have between us. Not to mention the fact that if he figures out why I got him to come, he’ll kill me in an instant.”
“I wouldn’t allow that to happen,” Olivia assured him, though he was right. Perhaps she was underestimating the power of the Reaper. She’d seen what his lackeys would do for him, but she hadn’t seen a single one of his actions in play. He never got his hands dirty, so how could she?
She knew she couldn’t force Jake to be a part of her plans, but she also knew that he would have regrets if he didn’t. She had to remind him of exactly why they were doing this. She put a hand gently on Jake’s shoulder.
“Listen to me, Jake. I wouldn’t be asking you this if I didn’t think it was entirely necessary.”
“Why don’t you just shoot him when he shows up?” Jake replied, his words dripping with naivety. Olivia had expected more sense from such a smart man, but she understood that he was dealing with a lot of emotions right then. She decided to slow down a little.
“We can’t do that. And even if we did, then we might never find your wife. We might never take down his operation. He’s the target, but there’s more to it. We don’t even have solid proof that he has your wife yet. But you understand that already, don’t you? Otherwise I think you would’ve told us more sooner. You know he’s not a simple man to take down.”
Jake sighed. “Yes. I’m fully aware that the man who kidnapped my wife is dangerous. The man who allegedly kidnapped my wife, at least. I just… I want him gone. I’m not thinking straight.”
“It’s okay. Believe me, I wish we’d gotten to this point sooner,” she said. Jake’s face wavered, as if blaming himself for the delay. “But here’s the thing. If anything happens to him, she dies. If we try to go in all guns blazing before we know what we’re dealing with, then she dies. We need a more calculated approach. And that’s why we need you. Right now, you’re our only connection to him. You’re our best chance of ever coaxing him out of hiding.”
“What makes you think I can do it?” Jake asked, throwing his hands up in disbelief. “He doesn’t care who I am. Not really. I’m just another fly tangled in his web. There’s nothing I can do.”
Brock let out an exasperated sigh. “Jake. You told us you were willing to do anything to get her back. Well, this is how it has to be. We need to lure him out, put a tracker on his car, and then wait to see where he ends up. His base is going to be almost impenetrable as it is, given that he’s one of the most dangerous drug lords on the planet. If you want us to risk our lives, to get in there and try and save her, then this is what we need from you. We won’t leave you stranded. We’ll be armed in case things go south. We’ll kit you out with a bulletproof vest for good measure. Alternatively, you can sit around and wait for another month and hope that we get another lead, which I can assure you is looking unlikely. This guy is as slippery as a snake.”
Jake scowled at Brock. “Are you trying to guilt-trip me right now?”
“I’m just telling you the facts. Our jobs here are dangerous. People don’t always make it out alive. Especially not when the odds are stacked against us. And especially not when people refuse to cooperate with us,” Brock replied coldly. From the look on Jake’s face, Olivia could tell that Brock was scaring him. It was time for her to step in and try to balance the situation again.
“Brock’s right,” Olivia said calmly. “There are risks, of course there are. We can’t say for certain that it’ll all be fine if you do this. But we’re good at what we do. If we can just get that tracker on the car, we won’t need you again at all. Your job will be done. And then we’ll be well on our way to finding your wife. She’s important to him, I imagine he will keep her close by. We can topple his empire, save your wife, give this story the happy ending that we all want. What do you think, Jake? Think you’re up for the task?”
Jake continued to scowl. He clearly hated the way they’d manipulated him to get him to work with them. But Olivia didn’t see an alternative. If he could get the Reaper to meet with him, then the rest would, in theory, be simple. They’d track him back to his base and go in all guns blazing. It was the most solid plan they’d had the entire time, and it was time to utilize it.
Jake let out something halfway between a deep sigh and a loud groan, raking his hand through his hair. He was so visibly distressed that Olivia wished they could find Daniela right then just to put him out of his misery. He sucked in air, his eyes closed behind his glasses. Then, as he exhaled, he seemed to come to terms with what was about to happen.
“Alright. I’ll do my best to get him to meet with me. I think there’s one way I can coax him out,” Jake finally relented. “But if it doesn’t work, there’s nothing I can do about that.”
“Maybe try it first before you give up,” Brock said impatiently. His mood had been low for the past few days, and now that Olivia knew why, she felt for him, but it wasn’t helping them get Jake on board. Still, Jake shot him a dark look before taking out his phone.
“I’ll need to go and pick up my new burner phone,” Jake told them. “And since I don’t have my shipment ready, he’s not going to be happy with me. If we come face to face… I don’t think it’ll go well. Things will get violent.”
Olivia nodded. She could understand Jake’s reservations, but they couldn’t afford to let him back out. She looked him in the eye. “Do you think you can go through with it? Do you think you can withstand whatever comes your way?”
Jake’s eyes darkened for a moment before he nodded. “I’ll have to, won’t I?” He sighed. “It’ll be worth it. If it brings her home, it’ll be worth it. Right? It’ll be worth it?”
“It will,” Brock said firmly. “It will.”
Jake took another deep breath. “Alright, then. Can you wait here while I pick up the burner? The kids are in bed, but I don’t like leaving them, even with the security stationed outside. I’ll make the call while I’m out, so it can’t be traced here. I’ll see what I can do to make this work.”
Olivia nodded with a grateful smile. “We can absolutely do that. Thank you, Jake.”
Jake grunted as he stood from the kitchen table and pocketed his car keys. He left the house so quietly that Olivia thought it was no wonder no one had spotted him going out every night for his late-night excursions. Olivia glanced at Brock.
“Ease up on him a little, okay? He’s a civilian, not a trained agent. He’s taking a big risk by helping us.”
Brock leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, well, it’s his wife we’re chasing to the ends of the Earth. You’d think he’d be desperate to help out after having thrown us for a loop the last few weeks.”
“Yeah, I know. But he’s been through a lot. Finding out about Daniela’s past after so many years, being targeted by her crazy ex… I think I’d be a little skeptical about putting myself in harm’s way if I was in his shoes.”
Brock sniffed. “If you really love someone, you’ll always put yourself in the firing line no matter what. No questions asked, you just do it.”
Olivia thought about that for a long moment, wondering if she believed that was true. She thought of her mother, who claimed that everything she’d done over that last year was to protect the people she loved. She thought of Brock, who was willing to risk his life for almost anyone. She offered him a small smile.
“Not everyone is quite so brave as you.”
Brock glanced up at her and offered her a small smile. “Alright. No need to butter me up.”
Olivia grinned back, glad to have raised even a tiny smile from him. They fell into silence for a moment while Brock chewed his thumb. Another new habit that Olivia had noticed over recent days. It was nice to see that Brock was human too, not quite so indestructible as she had first believed. But on the other hand, she hated seeing him in pain.
“You holding up okay? Have you heard anything about Lily?”
Brock nodded, then cleared his throat. “Yes and yes. I’m fine, and Lily is stable and awake, apparently. I got a text earlier today. But she... well, she’s probably always going to be like this. She can’t wean herself off the drugs. And her kid… her kid’s social worker is looking for places to house her now.”
“That’s awful.”
Brock shrugged. “It’s for the best. She can’t care for her. Maybe someday she’ll be strong enough to have her back, but she needs to focus on herself for now. She needs to care for herself before she can care for anyone else.”
Olivia nodded in understanding. She wondered if Brock realized that he needed to do the same thing. That for once, he needed to care for himself instead of worrying about everyone else in his life. Perhaps this was why he kept his circle small, his relationships impersonal, his closest friends still at arm’s length. He felt too much and he felt too hard.
“You should go and see her when this is all over. I’ll come with you if you like?” Olivia asked gently. She wanted to be there for him the way he’d been there for her so many times before. And this time, when he raised his eyes and smiled at her, the smile felt genuine.
“I’d like that, maybe,” he said. “You’re a good friend, Olivia. Thanks for checking in. I don’t want to burden you.”
“You never could,” Olivia said warmly.
It seemed these days like Brock was the one person who could flood her with emotions. They came from nowhere and stayed in the pit of her stomach, the warmth melting away the fear, the stress, the struggles of the day. Even then, with the case heating up, she felt calm around him.
It was no wonder they made a perfect team.





 
It was an hour before Jake was due to meet with the Grim Reaper at the lab. Olivia and Brock had already arrived, ready to hide in the shadows until they were needed. Olivia had no idea what Jake had said to persuade the Grim Reaper to meet with him, but it had worked, and that was all that mattered. Now, he had a job to do and so did they. If he could convincingly keep the Reaper occupied, then Olivia could get the tracker on the car and kickstart the beginning of the end.
Olivia and Brock had silently taken up their places at the very edge of the lot among tall grass that concealed them even more than the dark sky. They didn’t say a word to one another, almost too scared to breathe, let alone talk. They both knew how fragile the situation was. One wrong move and they would surely all end up dead.
Olivia was certain that the Reaper wouldn’t come alone, that he would have some kind of bodyguards with him, at least. It would only take one of them standing guard by the car for the whole mission to be a disaster, or one of them turning and seeing them at the wrong moment. The plan was full of dangerous possibilities and Olivia wondered whether the risks they were taking were actually worth it.
But she couldn’t back out now. The Reaper was on the way. She shuddered in the dark at the thought. A man who had caused so much chaos, so much destruction, was going to be only a few yards away and there was nothing she could do to him. She harbored a lot of hate for the man, despite never having met him. He had destroyed so many lives, and that was enough to make her despise him. If she had her way, tonight would be the night she took him down.
But this whole thing was bigger than him. Bigger than any of the people involved in the case. It was about saving thousands of people from the grip the Grim Reaper had on them. The people he’d enslaved to work for him, the people he’d gotten addicted to his drugs, the people he’d taken complete control of. He was a monster, and he had to be stopped. That was the one thing Olivia was holding on to as she finally saw his sleek black car pulling into the lot. She clenched her fists and told herself to keep her cool. Soon, she’d take him down.
But tonight wasn’t the night.
She felt Brock stiffen beside her as the car parked up. They were lying on their stomachs in the dark grass, completely undetectable so long as they didn’t move. There were no streetlamps to shed light on them, and the sky was dark and cloudy, shielding them from the light of the moon. Olivia held her breath, telling herself not to dare to move, to breathe, to shudder against the cold. She composed herself. She couldn’t afford to mess this up.
The night was silent as the car killed its engine. Through blades of tall glass, Olivia could just about make out Jake standing on the other side of the lot in the entryway to the meth lab, the light from inside reflecting on his terror-stricken face. Olivia wished that there had been some other way. She knew they were putting Jake through hell that night. But it was for all the right reasons. Soon, he’d have his wife back. Soon, the nightmare would be over.
Olivia heard the car doors open and the crunch of shoes on the gravel below. She didn’t dare breathe. She was so close to the edge of the grass that she winced a little as a pair of boots walked dangerously close to her face. She counted three sets of shoes walking past. She wondered which belonged to the Reaper.
She watched silently as the three people crossed the yard. The man in the middle immediately became the obvious candidate. Olivia was surprised to see that he was smaller than his bodyguards in height, but he still possessed all of the presence of a man who was in control. Olivia glared at the back of his head, wishing she could put a bullet through it. She shoved the dark thought aside and closed her eyes for a moment. She needed to concentrate on the task at hand. They had to get the tracker on the car and fast. Who knew how long Jake could keep the Reaper distracted.
She watched as the Reaper stopped just in front of Jake, waiting expectantly.
“I did not come all this way for nothing,” the Grim Reaper hissed, his voice heavily accented. “Do not keep me waiting.”
Jake was clearly distressed, shaking where he stood. He swallowed.
“I need to speak with you alone.”
“You may speak freely in front of my friends,” the Reaper replied, his voice snake-like. Jake shook his head.
“No, sir… it’s important that we speak privately. This isn’t about the delivery.”
There was a long silence. Olivia wondered what the hell else they’d have to talk about. Whatever Jake had come up with, though, it needed to be good. He needed to get the Reaper out of sight so that Olivia and Brock could make their move.
“Fine,” the Reaper said after a long pause. “Make it quick.”
Jake led the Reaper timidly around the side of the building and Olivia let her head turn ever so slightly to meet Brock’s eyes. Now was their chance. Olivia crawled forward, feeling like a tiger prowling through the jungle. She had the tracker in hand. All she had to do was ensure it was secured to the base of the car.
But as she exposed herself from the undergrowth, she saw something that made her heart seize.
Sitting in the front seat of the car was a driver. Olivia hadn’t considered the possibility that someone was still inside the car. She froze in place. If he happened to look in his mirror, it was all over. But it was too late now to move back. She had to get it done. She gently shuffled forward, taking care not to drag her body across the gravel and make noise. She just needed to get to the underside of the car without being noticed and then make her retreat.
Securing the tracker in place quietly was hard in itself. She had to move slowly, precisely, all the while keeping her eye out for trouble. She knew Brock would cover her if one of the bodyguards turned and saw her, or if the driver suddenly realized what she was doing, but she wanted to be alert and ready for a fight. She could feel her heart hammering against the ground as she secured the device in place, trying to conceal herself as much as she could beneath the car to avoid being seen.
She paused when she heard a cry in the darkness. It sounded like it was Jake. She held her breath, wondering what was going on. Was he being attacked? Olivia had promised him safety, but right then, there was nothing she could do to save him. If she and Brock revealed themselves then the whole thing would’ve been for nothing. They might all end up dead, and Daniela would become disposable to the Reaper’s people. She’d wind up dead, for sure. Olivia winced as she heard the distinct sound of a punch and another cry from Jake. Olivia prayed he was just being beat around a little and not something worse. She had to pray that Jake was going to be fine.
The tracker was almost secured. Olivia’s hands were shaking a little, but she refused to allow that to stop her. She couldn’t allow the whole mission to blow up in her face. When she finally fixed the device to the car, she let out a silent sigh of relief. The hard part was nearly over. Now, all she needed to do was get back into hiding without being spotted…
And that’s when the car door opened.
Olivia froze. She was mostly concealed at the back of the car, but as she watched the driver step around the front of the car, she felt exposed. She heard the click of a lighter and the smell of cigarette smoke filled the air. In the distance, Jake cried out again. Olivia’s heart felt like it had stopped entirely. She needed to move. She couldn’t stay where she was.
She met Brock’s eyes in the dark, his only just visible through the tall grass. He blinked urgently at her, trying to tell her to make her move. But she couldn’t just run for it. She had to move as silently as an animal stalking its prey. Even though she was the one about to become prey if she didn’t make a move soon.
Olivia made the first minuscule move toward crawling back to the grass. She only had to move a few feet, but it felt like a mile. She used her arms to shift her forward. She felt like she was trying to make her body lighter than air as she attempted not to make a single noise. She moved a little further, checking that the driver wasn’t looking. Slowly, but surely, she inched herself back toward the grass.
Suddenly, she heard someone shouting in Spanish and froze up, wondering if they’d spotted her. She tried to keep her cool as she slithered back into the tall grass, her heart thundering in her ears. She felt Brock’s hand on her back, telling her to stay put. The shouting must have nothing to do with them because there was no gunfire, no sign of movement from the driver. Still, she held her body rigid, not daring to move. She couldn’t remember the last time she had drawn breath. Her heart was racing so fast that she felt sick. But it was almost over. It had to be.
She heard whimpering from afar. It must have been Jake. Olivia felt a stab of guilt, but there was nothing she could do. She had to stay where she was. At least he was alive. At least he could be saved. She heard someone spit on the ground.
“You foolish man,” she heard the Reaper growl, presumably to Jake. “I don’t want to hear from you again, understand? Finish your work here. Deliver to me on time. Other than that, I never want to hear a word from you. Understood?”
Jake didn’t say anything, but the Reaper seemed satisfied, because Olivia heard him returning to the car. Olivia went still, hoping against hope that the tracker wouldn’t be noticed somehow, that it would work to make their terrifying mission worth it. Slowly, her heart rate began to level out. She heard the footsteps passing close by again, the car doors opening and shutting with a slam. And then, without incident, the car began to drive away, leaving them alone in the dark.
She breathed the heaviest sigh of relief in her life.
It was a few minutes before any of them dared to move. Olivia lifted herself out of the tall grass, her face streaked with mud and her hands still shaking. Brock revealed himself next, brushing himself off as he stood. Across the lot, Olivia saw Jake’s bloodied nose, his angry eyes, his shaking body. Olivia knew he was going to be okay, though he’d seen better days, clearly. The mission had been a success, and that was what mattered.
“Never again,” Brock whispered. “That was… terrifying.”
“It’s done now,” Olivia responded shakily, a tremor in her voice. She didn’t want to admit how scared she’d been. She took a deep breath, willing her heart to return to normal.
“Let’s get the hell out of here.”





 
Olivia’s heart only truly began to slow when she and Brock made it back to the safety of their motel and watched the tracker travel through the streets. Unsurprisingly, it left Hidden Cove and headed back up on the highway. It made several stops that night along its way, presumably so that the Grim Reaper could oversee his kingdom further. She’d expected it to turn over the Bay Bridge, but it skipped the turn and kept going.
“Look at that,” she pointed. “They can’t be going the long way around, could they?”
Brock double-checked the tracker against a map on his phone. “Could be… look here,” he pointed. “There’s an abandoned dock right nearby.”
Sure enough, the car turned into the dock, where it waited for several minutes. They watched as the pulsing tracker stayed there and then abruptly turned back around south toward the bridge.
Olivia frowned. “They must have gotten out of the car. Used that dock to ride a ferry and then sent the car away.”
He nodded. “It’s a possibility. But what’s around there?”
“Not much,” Olivia replied. She called up a GPS map on her own phone and zoomed in as much as she could to see where they could possibly have gone.
“There’s an island right there in the middle of the Bay,” she announced. “Pooles Island.”
“The old lighthouse?” he asked.
She nodded. “Looks like it. That’s the only island anywhere near that vicinity. That must be where they have her held, I’m sure of it.” She zoomed in to try to find evidence of a warehouse or a facility there, but tall trees blocked out any sight of a compound the Reaper might have there. About all she could find was the ancient lighthouse.
“They’d take that big a risk? Setting up in an active lighthouse in the middle of the bay?”
She tapped out a quick search on her phone about the island and came up with a few historical websites that looked like they hadn’t been updated in over a decade. “Says here the lighthouse had been inactive for decades, until recently. The island used to be used for military shelling practice. It’s closed to the public because the island is covered in unexploded bombs and shells.”
“Would make a perfect home base for a crime lord. Easy security.”
“Right,” she nodded. “The whole place is practically abandoned. All they’d have to do is pay off the one or two people who maintain it. I’ll bet anything they have her held there.”
“But she won’t be there long. I don’t imagine that they stay in any one place for very long,” Brock noted. “And if they’re hoping to ship her back off to Colombia, then they will do it soon. I guess they’ve been waiting for the buzz around her case to die down a little. Maybe they’re getting a false sense of security since no one has caught them yet.”
“If only they knew how close we are to catching them,” Olivia said. It was the one solace she had after such an intense night. Jake was in the hospital with a broken nose, but it would be worth it. It would be worth it when they took that evil man down for good and destroyed all the work he’d done since he escaped prison.
But time was not on their side. Brock was right. They needed to act fast if they were going to catch the Reaper and his people by surprise. They didn’t have time for making tons of plans or scoping out the area for hours. They just needed to get in there and rescue Daniela before it was too late. Then they could figure out the rest.
Olivia knew she needed to speak to Jonathan. She needed to assemble a team once again and move in by the following night. It was a lot to take on in twenty-four hours, and failure wasn’t an option. If she didn’t succeed, then everything would be lost. They’d lose Daniela, lose the possibility of taking down a drug empire, lose the upper hand. And when the Reaper figured out that Jake had betrayed him, he’d destroy him too. Jake had already taken so many risks. Olivia couldn’t fail him.
“I need to speak with Jonathan. Get this all set up for tomorrow night,” Olivia said through a yawn. She’d speak to him and then allow herself some sleep. She’d need to be well-rested if she was going to make it through the mission alive. There was so much that needed to be done before they could make their move, though, and she felt the odds stacking against them. Was she really capable of collapsing a drug empire?
Yes, she told herself. You’re capable of anything.
She smiled determinedly. A month or so ago, the voice in her head would’ve told her otherwise. It would’ve told her to back down, that she wasn’t ready, that she needed to take a back seat. But she was a new woman now. She’d been building herself up, improving her attitude, finding a new outlook on life. And now, she saw her worth. She saw that she was capable of anything she put her mind to.
“Aren’t you going to update Cowell?” Brock asked, but there was a snarky gleam in his eye that said he already knew she wasn’t.
“Cowell can go kick rocks,” she replied. “I wish I could see the look on his face when he finds out we got this bust.”
She picked up her phone to speak to Jonathan. It was not yet even dawn, but she suspected that the man didn’t sleep much. She didn’t imagine she was disturbing him.
As expected, he picked up his phone promptly.
“Knight. Good news, I take it?”
“Yes. We’ve managed to track the Grim Reaper. We believe his home base is on Pooles Island in the Chesapeake Bay.”
“You believe?”
“We tracked his car to an abandoned dock, and we have reason to believe he took a ferry or boat. It’s the only island anywhere near the vicinity and is closed to the public. I’m convinced. He’s been hiding in plain sight this whole time.”
Jonathan let out a thoughtful grunt as if considering it. “You’re sure about this?”
“I’d stake my career on it, sir. I want to make a move on the location tomorrow. I’m going to need a team again. We’ll need to approach the island without being seen if at all possible. I’m hoping we can find Daniela first, then focus on taking down as many of the Reaper’s people as possible. We might have a real chance of taking down this monster.”
She knew it was a big ask, especially after the last time she’d requested a strike team had resulted in such frustration.
But what he said next surprised her. “Good work. I trust your instincts, Knight. I’ll put together a team for you this morning and send them your way. Anything you need will be at your disposal. I’m counting on you to make this a success. I’m sure you know what’s at stake. It’s about much more than the kidnapping at this point.”
Olivia nodded. Jonathan’s words were harsh, but she understood what he meant. She was one civilian, and the Grim Reaper was wreaking havoc worldwide. The bigger picture was proof enough that their mission was vital.
“I understand.”
“I’m providing you with a team. I’ll contact ATF and DEA to bring them on board as well. The agents I have in mind are more than capable of handling a coordinated raid. I can only imagine that there will be a lot of security at the place, but nothing you can’t handle. You’ve been trained to deal with situations like these. I trust that you will get inside with ease.”
“I appreciate your confidence in us.”
“Get some rest. I want you at your best for the mission. I’ll call with a rendezvous point where you can meet your team. The rest is up to you.”
“Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”
“I know.”
As the call ended, Olivia took a deep breath. Everything was starting to feel more real. There was so much at stake, more than a lot of cases she’d faced. This was the moment she lived for. The moment that she could finally make things right and put away a dangerous man for good. She turned to look at Brock.
“Are you ready for this?” she asked him.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” he replied.
Olivia nodded. She knew no one could ever really be ready when about to plunge into the unknown, risking their lives, but she was grateful to have Brock on her side. Their bond was tighter than ever, and she knew it was what would see them through.
Olivia felt calmer already as she slid beneath the covers and prepared herself for sleep. In twenty-four hours, it would all be over, one way or another. In twenty-four hours, she would either fly or fail. She would either show what she was made of or fall flat on her face.
And she was going to do everything she could to succeed.





 
The moment Olivia woke at midday, she felt herself immediately snap into work mode. This day was too important to be unfocused. As she drew up her quick plans for the operation and prepared to meet her teams, her heart was steady and she put the nervousness of the previous night behind her. She couldn’t afford to dwell on the past. All that mattered was the present moment and how that would affect the future.
We’re coming for you, Daniela, Olivia thought to herself as Brock drove them to meet the rest of their team. Hold tight just a little longer.
Their team was waiting for them at a nondescript boat rental site on the docks. She counted the people she’d been provided quickly. There were twelve women and fifteen men, plus Brock and herself. The team was built of strong-looking agents, each of them hard-faced and ready for action. They comprised a mix of FBI, ATF, and DEA agents that had come together to coordinate this large raid. Olivia felt like breathing a sigh of relief. With a team like that behind her, she felt like nothing could go wrong.
“Thank you all for offering yourselves up for this task,” Olivia told them as her team gathered around, none of them even flinching at the cold November wind that bit at their cheeks. “I’m sure that SAC James has briefed you all on how important this mission is, but I’m just going to reiterate it. We have been searching for the notorious drug lord, the Grim Reaper, for the past few weeks. He escaped from prison six months ago and immediately began building up his empire once again. We believe he’s responsible for not only the disappearance of his wife Daniela, also known as Isabella Walker, who informed on him years ago and sent him to prison, but for the rash of overdoses and spikes in crime throughout the Eastern Seaboard. This man is slippery and dangerous, and tonight we’re going to take him down.”
Her team murmured in approval, nodding in response to her speech.
“We’ve tracked him to Pooles Island,” Brock added, pointing out to the lighthouse in the distance. The sun was beginning to set, casting shades of orange and yellow over the bay. The lighthouse stood tall against the sunset. It would have been beautiful, if not for the impending doom that lurked just in the shadows. “We believe his compound there is either within the lighthouse or underground. Our mission here is to expose the entire thing, get out Daniela in addition to any other possible hostages, and lock it down before he can call for reinforcements.”
“There’s more than one woman’s life at stake tonight,” said Olivia. “If we can end the Grim Reaper, then we hope we can take down his entire operation. His drugs are deadly. He has forced many people to work for him using manipulation. He has poisoned the lives of people all over the world, particularly here in the US and in his home country of Colombia. But his reign of terror ends today. It ends with us. That’s why I need every single one of you to be mentally and physically prepared for what we might face tonight. This is your last chance to walk away.”
None of her team moved an inch or flinched at her words. She nodded in approval.
“Good. Now, we haven’t had much time to prepare for this, but the plan will hopefully be simple, yet effective. We’ll split into teams Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie and approach the island from three angles. We don’t have any physical evidence of the compound, but it’s either in the lighthouse or hidden in the forest,” she said, pointing to the map she’d brought for the purpose.
“Team Alpha will approach from the north. Bravo takes the west, and Charlie the east. The idea is to surround them in a three-pronged attack so they can’t easily escape. Be warned that there is apparently decades’ worth of unexploded shells and bombs all over the island. We’ll need to move quickly, but cautiously. And expect armed resistance once we do approach the compound.”
“How many people should we expect to face when we get there?” one of the women asked. Olivia shook her head.
“We can’t be certain. I imagine that the Grim Reaper will be well prepared for a fight. But I also know that there are few people he trusts. He keeps his men alive by fear and blackmail, not by loyalty. If we get the drop on them and surround the complex, he’ll likely turn and run. He has no interest in taking risks when it comes to his own safety. My guess would be that if he faces trouble, he’ll take Daniela and try to find the nearest escape route. We cannot allow that to happen, or this whole thing will fall apart. If you get eyes on either of them, hone in. They are the top priorities. Save Daniela, take down the Reaper.”
“By any means necessary,” Brock added firmly. “Daniela is the reason for this mission in the first place, and an innocent civilian. We cannot allow the Reaper’s carnage to continue unchecked.”
Olivia set her face in readiness as her team all nodded, soberly preparing for the mission. She’d never seen such a fire in Brock’s eyes. She knew now how drugs had touched his own life, how they’d hurt someone he cared for. She knew that thousands of people must have similar stories. And in that moment, she couldn’t muster even an ounce of sympathy for the Reaper.
He was going to get what was coming for him.
It was an hour before showtime. The sky was darkening above Olivia and she felt the anxiety creeping in. Her team were talking to one another in low voices, discussing the ins and outs of the plan. Olivia and Brock stood aside from them, looking over the water side by side. The water was almost black in the darkness, but the waves looked calm. It was like the world didn’t understand what was about to happen. How things were about to get explosive.
The ancient lighthouse was only beginning to flick on. The solar-powered light lent an odd contrast to the rest of the island. Overgrowth had claimed much of the island; the brick was old and poorly maintained, but that brand new light shone brightly over the bay.
Olivia felt that it was the Grim Reaper himself. Something that didn’t belong.
“You doing okay?” Brock asked Olivia, rubbing his hands together to keep them warm. “You’ve been quiet all day.”
Olivia nodded. “I’m fine. there’s just a lot at stake.”
Brock nodded in return. “There always is. We barely get a break, huh? There’s always something.”
Olivia let out a low chuckle, though it wasn’t really funny. Brock was basically pointing out that there was enough evil in the world that they’d always be kept busy. The life of an FBI agent was always stuffed full of terror and action, simply because evil never rested. Olivia wondered how they were ever supposed to make room for normality when craziness was always following them around.
Perhaps normality just wasn’t in the cards for her.
Olivia shoved her hands in her pockets, sighing quietly. The work was so rewarding. It cleansed the world of the scum of the Earth. It protected innocent people from being in harm’s way. But Olivia sometimes wondered if she was missing anything by being in her line of work. A lot of young women her age were out partying, meeting new people, figuring out their lives, settling down with families. Those things hadn’t ever crossed her radar. She loved her job. But did it mean that she was missing out on anything that normal people got to indulge in?
Brock shuffled a little closer to her, the warmth from his body making her feel a little less cold.
“You know, normally missions don’t make me anxious. I kind of think… whatever happens just happens, you know? If I’m shot dead on a mission, then I’m not going to have the time to care about what I’m leaving behind. Dark, I know. But I guess it’s the thing that gets me through. All along, I’ve just been focusing on myself and getting myself through it. But these days… I get this flutter of anxiety in my stomach.”
“You do?” Olivia asked. “Why?”
He smiled a little. “I think I’ve got more to lose these days. You know, before we were partnered up, I never really bonded with anyone I worked with. Sometimes it feels like the other agents I’ve come across in the field are just nameless blobs. But when I met you, I found something I hadn’t found on the job before.” He paused. “Friendship.”
“Look at you getting all sentimental on me.”
Brock grinned at her. “I know, right? What a load of crap. But it’s true, Olivia. And we’ve become so close over these last few months.” Brock shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I always kept people at arm’s length. I’ve got friends, but no one I would really rely on for anything, you know? People to have a laugh with, drinking buddies, people who don’t take life too seriously. But since I met you… it’s been nice having someone I can really talk to. And I know you think I don’t really open up, but I’m trying. I’m doing my best to tell you what I’m really thinking.”
Olivia found herself unable to stop herself from smiling. She could see a little redness on his cheeks, the tell-tale sign that he really was putting himself out of his comfort zone. He took a deep breath.
“So I guess what I’m trying to say is… I realize now that it’s not just all about me. It’s not about whether I make it. But about the people who’d care about me if I were gone. People like you.”
Olivia felt a rush of warmth inside her. Hearing him say that felt like they had come full circle. It wasn’t that he was trying to be protective of her, but that he needed her. It made her that much more grateful for him. She tended to keep to herself those days, distancing herself from her friends in Washington, from the family and the tragedies that had clung to her for so long now. Brock was the one person she let see her at her most vulnerable, and now he was doing the same for her. They were more than friends now, more than work partners. To her, he’d surpassed those labels. To her, he felt like family.
Her own cheeks were warm, now. It wasn’t often someone really spilled their guts out, really expressed their true feelings. It felt like a special moment. She nudged his arm.
“Well… for what it’s worth, you’re important to me too. That’s why I’ll always be right there next to you. I’ve got your back in there, and I know you’ve got mine.”
Brock turned to Olivia with one of his famously huge smiles. She loved it when he really smiled like that. It was the kind of smile that couldn’t fail to make everyone in the vicinity smile too. Before she could stop herself, she reached out and hugged him. She clung to him, a lump in her throat. Their conversation had only made her realize what truly might be at stake.
All that time, she’d been thinking about the mission, thinking about what might happen to Daniela if they didn’t succeed. But she hadn’t considered how it would affect her, affect her team, affect Brock. Any one of them could die in there. All of them could die in there. They were going to a dangerous place and there were no guarantees. So Olivia hugged her friend close and savored the moment. Who knew if she’d ever get a chance to do it again.
“We’re going to be okay,” Brock whispered to her, reading her mind. “We always are.”
She took a deep breath and nodded. He was right. They were a good team. She felt more or less invincible when they were together. Maybe that would be enough to carry them through to the end. She checked her watch. There was only a half-hour left before they made their move. She took a deep breath. It was time to get ready.
“Time to gather the team,” Olivia said. But with Brock at her side, she felt like she didn’t need any of the rest.
 
He was her team.





 
The boat glided through the water underneath the ominous moonlight. Olivia sat at the front with a pair of binoculars, trying to see any signs of danger ahead as the others in the boat waited with bated breath. The engine was sputtering lowly in the night air, but Olivia felt like it was as loud as a firework. They needed to be as sneaky as possible, to try to swarm and overwhelm the island before the Reaper caught sight of them, but they also needed speed.
Right now it seemed the worst of both worlds. They had to run slow enough for the engine not to roar over the waves, but approach quickly enough that they wouldn’t be spotted by one of the Reaper’s watchmen, who almost certainly used the lighthouse as a lookout. On top of this was the added detriment of the slow boat ride stretching out the minutes to feel like hours.
The wait made Olivia’s teeth grind in anxiety. But she was ready for anything. She knew that whatever was waiting for them ahead was dangerous, unpredictable, ominous. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down for even a second.
The lighthouse loomed above them, so tall it nearly took up the whole sky. Olivia lingered on it, wondering if Daniela was being held up there somewhere like some princess out of a fairytale.
“We’re coming, Daniela,” she whispered.
For the thousandth time, she re-checked her weapons, her bulletproof vest, her walkie. And as they came close, her heart began hammering in her chest.
Here it was.
“Alpha Team, in position, over,” she said into her intercom.
“Bravo Team in position, over,” came Brock’s voice from the boat to her right. She couldn’t see him now through the island, but could somehow feel he was feeling the exact same he was.
“Charlie Team ready, over,” came a third voice, from the final boat. It was Agent Rutherford, the woman who’d spoken up during the briefing meeting. She’d been a field leader for the ATF for several years and had been the first to volunteer when Jonathan had called. It was her leadership that had recruited so many top-flight agents to this raid. Olivia reminded herself to thank her profusely once this was over.
If they made it out alive.
There was no more opportunity for communication. All they could do now was begin.
Olivia’s boat came to a slightly rotten dock, cordoned off from the lighthouse by a series of large boulders above her. The place looked completely disused, and it was unguarded. It was the perfect landing place to arrive without being seen. Olivia already noted that this couldn’t be where the Reaper and his men took on and off from the island. Brock was likely coming up on that side, but they’d planned for it by having enough firepower spread between the three teams that they’d be able to quickly make work of the guards.
As they came in for docking, Olivia felt unsure that the dock would even hold her weight. To be sure, she went first. She stepped as lightly as she could onto the platform, trying not to rock the boat and make a splash. Thankfully, the wood held firm under her feet and she waved forward her team, who came forward one at a time and staged on the small, rocky beach, just feet away from the lighthouse.
In the chill of the evening air, she heard a man shout, but it was quickly silenced. No gunshots rang out, which Olivia was grateful for, but she hoped Brock or Rutherford had managed to contain the situation before it was too late.
She shook those thoughts aside. No use dwelling on them now. All she could do was press on.
Olivia’s team got into position and she took her binoculars out to peer at the open door to the lighthouse. Just as she’d hoped, the door was lazily swung wide open, spilling light out into the night. It was as if the Reaper was so arrogant that he never thought anyone would dare to simply walk in through the front door.
From her vantage point, Olivia could see four men sitting around, scrolling on their phones lazily. They had guns near them but didn’t seem anywhere near ready for an attack.
She let out a smirk. Perfect.
Now was the difficult part. They needed to storm in and clear the room quickly and silently, without giving a chance for any of these men to raise the alarm. More than that, she didn’t want to hurt these people. She didn’t know how many of them might have been forced into work by the Reaper. She’d prefer to have them stand down, but she knew they wouldn’t. Not if they wanted to live. They knew as well as she did that the Reaper would kill them for any mistakes they happened to make.
The team fanned out behind her, taking up positions on either side of the open door. Olivia held up a hand and counted down from 3.
The team burst into the room quickly, immediately overwhelming the four men. Olivia raised her Glock, moving so quickly on the ground that it felt like she must be flying. Adrenaline pumped through her veins as the guards cried out in shock, fumbling for their guns, but she leaped forward, smacking the butt of the gun across the first guard’s face and knocking him back.
He opened his mouth to scream but she leveled her gun inches away from his face. “Freeze,” she hissed. “Open your mouth and you’re a dead man.”
He closed it shut and gave a shaky nod. Keeping her gun trained on him, she cuffed him to the metal railing of the stairs and snapped her head up to find the chaos was already under control.
The other three men had been detained by her team with little struggle, restraining them with zip ties and gagging them before they could make any more noise.
So far so good. She didn’t want to take any chances, but at least she’d avoided bloodshed. She glared at the man.
“How many inside?”
The guard shook his head. Did that mean she didn’t want to know or he wasn’t willing to tell her? Either way, she didn’t have time to find out. Her team was already staging to proceed up the stairs to the next level, and from the sound of shouting outside, she guessed that Bravo and Charlie teams had been spotted.
As if on cue, Brock’s voice emerged over her earpiece.
“Team Bravo requesting backup,” he said. “We’ve come across armed resistance, over.”
“Is the Reaper there, over?” she asked quickly.
“I don’t believe so,” he replied. “This is the guard station, over.”
“Team Charlie on the way, over,” chimed in Rutherford.
“Team Alpha will clear out the lighthouse, over,” she said, and then gagged the man sitting before her so he couldn’t cry out. She’d hoped to have all three teams ready to storm the lighthouse, but this would have to do.
“We go without them,” she determined. “Brock and the others will distract the guards. We move in formation and clear this place.”
The other agents nodded in agreement and Olivia led the way up the stairs, all of them taking careful, measured steps up the tight spiral staircase. They came up to a second-floor landing some ways up, but it was deserted. A small window peered out over the island and Olivia rushed over, seeing the telltale flash of gunfire from the docks.
The team moved out again, moving on their tiptoes to remain quiet. The only thing she could really hear was the blood pounding through her ears as they ascended the next set of stairs.
The staircase seemed to go forever. It made Olivia feel dizzy, going around in winding circles, but she knew they had to be close to the top level. Each successive spiral felt smaller and smaller, like they were slowly being crushed by the building the higher they went. Olivia could only hope they weren’t walking right up into a trap they couldn’t escape from.
At the top of the stairs, there was a heavy metal door propped open. She took a deep breath. At least there wasn’t any security to be seen.
From the old blueprint of this place Olivia had seen, she knew she was in a storage room, which was as dusty as empty as she’d expected. The next staircase was up to the living quarters, which she presumed would be where the Reaper’s men were.
She readied herself and ran into the room, but it was dark and empty. The team fanned out and cleared the room without seeing another soul.
Olivia couldn’t understand it. Where was everybody? She had expected huge shootouts, guards crawling every inch of the building, but it just felt like they were scouting out an abandoned base. Was it possible that the Reaper had already moved out, taking Daniela with him? Had he somehow caught wind of the fact that they were coming, or found their tracker? The thought made Olivia sick to her stomach. She couldn’t bear the idea. She wanted to end it tonight, no matter what it took.
The final staircase led to the top level. It was the watch room, where the old lighthouse-keeper would maintain watch over the seas, and where they could easily access the light itself. Olivia knew if anywhere would be the Reaper’s base, it would be there.
She was about to investigate when she heard a crackle in her earpiece. Brock’s voice appeared in her ear.
“Hey. Where are you?” Brock asked. “Things got a bit grizzly outside. Entering the building now.”
“We’re checking out the top floor,” Olivia whispered. “I figured it was the most secure part of the building if the Reaper was going to keep a prisoner somewhere.”
“Okay. We’ll work our way up and rejoin you.”
“Got it.”
Olivia readied herself for whatever they were about to face on the top floor, creaking open the door slowly. As they moved inside, several lights flickered on automatically, though some of them didn’t appear to be working. A putrid smell hit Olivia’s nose, like unwashed bodies and urine. It occurred to her that if drugs were being cooked up there, they might be in a danger zone. She pulled up the mask she’d kept around her neck over her nose and mouth.
“Put your masks on, people. Who knows what we’re breathing in,” Olivia whispered. As her team adjusted their masks, she glanced around her. The room was dirty, muddied footprints tracked across the floor and general waste tossed all over the place. Perhaps she’d been wrong about the top floor. It looked like no one had been there for a while.
The old watch room had been converted into what seemed to be an abandoned lab, glass beakers now gathering dust and condensation. Olivia recoiled when she saw a body slumped against a cabinet, flies collecting on the remains of the corpse. There was a bullet wound straight through the person’s skull. Olivia tore her eyes away. She guessed that was what happened to people who failed the Reaper.
She made her way slowly around the room, gun at the ready. In one corner, piles of money had been stacked in huge piles. In another, it looked like someone had been there more recently, stacking packets of cocaine, ready for shipment.
But it was the storeroom in the final corner that interested Olivia the most. As she looked inside, she saw a harrowing sight. It was a makeshift cell. There was a stained mattress, a bucket in the corner, and very little else. Olivia knew immediately that Daniela had been there. She could imagine the Reaper wanting to humiliate her a little upon her return to his clutches. And how better than locking her up like a criminal, the way he had been?
So where was she now?
Olivia clenched her jaw. So the lighthouse hadn’t been the breakthrough she wanted.
“New plan,” she whispered. “We need to find the Reaper. If Daniela is still here, then he has her with him. Find him, and we will find her.”





 
As Olivia and her team moved back downstairs, she heard the sounds of a fight below. There were some disgruntled cries, gunshots firing, scurrying feet. Olivia paused, thinking about how to approach.
“Let’s try to keep our element of surprise,” she whispered to her team. “We’re likely outnumbered here. We need all the luck we can get.”
She ushered them forward, her heart thudding fast. She didn’t know exactly what they were getting themselves in for, but she was ready.
They ran down several flights of stairs before they reached the fight. There was a scuffle happening on the stairs between one of Olivia’s agents and a guard, who was trying to shove the young woman down the stairs. Neither appeared to be armed. Olivia didn’t hesitate, raising her gun and aiming for the guard’s leg.
As the bullet fired, he went down in agony, crying out in pain. The young female agent swept her gun up from the floor, unfazed by how close she’d been to real trouble.
“Thanks,” she said, before running back into the fight. Olivia saw her dive into the fray, aiming and firing before ducking behind a crate. Olivia turned to her agents.
“Ready?”
They nodded.
And then they ran into the fire.
There must have been at least twenty guards. At the far end of the room, they’d formed a blockade of eight of them, four crouched on their knees, the others aiming over their heads. Olivia ducked back into the stairwell briefly before reappearing and shooting down a straggler guard who was aiming at Brock. The man went down hard and fast, but Olivia barely had time to react before another guard attempted to bash her around the face with the butt of his gun. She ducked out of the way, aiming her gun at his ankle and not stopping to see the damage as he crumpled like a piece of paper.
The sound of the gunfire was deafening, and there was so much going on that it was making Olivia’s head ring, but she worked herself into a frenzy. She barely registered as a knife slashed at her, nicking her cheek, because moments later, she was taking down her assailant with one swift knee to the groin and a smack around the head with her gun. Even as blood poured over her cheeks like red tears, she continued to fight tooth and nail. She watched one of her agents take a bullet to the shoulder, but she was there immediately to cover him, discharging a shot into his assailant’s stomach.
The blockade at the door was causing the most issues. They were hemming Olivia’s agents inside after having backed Brock into the building. Olivia ducked down into a storage closet for a second to catch her breath before diving back out into the firing line, her gun shooting straight into one of the standing members of the blockade. As the man fell, Olivia realized she wasn’t alone. To her right, taking up the same strategy as her, was Brock. He ducked in and out of the side room, shooting at the blockade. Behind them, the fight continued, but another agent joined them in trying to take down the blockade.
And then came Rutherford from outside, her team bearing down on the lighthouse. That was the advantage they needed. The men crowding the front door suddenly found themselves trapped between Olivia and Brock inside and Rutherford outside. Slowly but surely, the blockade faltered. They fell like flies, one by one, until nothing but sickening silence remained.
Olivia was breathless as the fight came to an abrupt end. It was only then that she registered the sharp sting in her cheek where the knife had sliced her open, but she didn’t care about that. She was only interested in finding the Reaper.
“Damn,” she muttered as Brock joined her side. “He really is a coward. He won’t even show his face while his people fight for him?”
“There’s something you should know,” Rutherford said as she gasped for breath, a bruise blossoming on the side of her face. “As we were coming inside, we saw a helicopter coming in to land on the roof.”
Olivia’s heart froze. “He’s going to try and escape with Daniela.”
“We’d better get up there,” Brock said. Olivia looked around her in dismay. Four of their agents were wounded, including the one who had taken the bullet to the shoulder. He was gritting his teeth, already attempting to patch up the wound himself. Other agents were already applying first aid to the injured.
“Team Charlie, stay with the injured and help them,” Olivia barked. “The rest of you, we’re going up to the roof. We believe our target is heading there.”
No one protested as Olivia began to run for the stairwell again, Brock hot on her heels. She didn’t want to waste a single second more. She thought back to the layout of the light, trying to recall where the helipad access had been.
Her lungs were weary and her heart ached with how hard it was working, but she was so determined to find the Reaper that she felt a new surge of adrenaline working its way through her body. This was her last chance to save Daniela’s life. What kind of life would she have even if she was allowed to live? As Olivia and Brock reached the top floor, they clambered up the metal steps to the widow’s walk. She wasn’t going to let it end this way.
Cold air hit her as she rushed out onto the wraparound balcony. The bright light nearly blinded her, but she kept going. The wind was so strong that it almost toppled her over, and the deafening sound of the helicopter filled her ears, but she kept going. She steadied herself on the old, rusted metal, running up the stairs as quickly as she could. She could only hope she could intervene in time before the Reaper flew away with Daniela, falling out of reach forever.
But there was no one in the helicopter. The blades weren’t moving at all, though the engine was making a lot of noise. Olivia couldn’t understand what she was seeing. As her team filed out onto the roof, she whipped her head from side to side, looking for the Reaper.
Where the hell was he?
“Looking for me?”
Olivia turned in horror. The voice came from behind her. Her eyes locked onto the Grim Reaper, his grin almost sickening enough to bring her to her knees. But that wasn’t the worst part.
Locked beneath the Reaper’s arm, a knife to his neck, was Brock.





 
“Touched a nerve?” the foul man asked Olivia looking directly into her eyes as he smiled, pressing the knife a little closer to Brock’s neck. Olivia stared in horror at Brock’s face. For the first time, she saw true fear in his eyes. It was clear he knew exactly how sticky a situation he was in. And somehow, the Grim Reaper knew he’d done the one thing that scared Olivia the most.
“You see how it hurts? When someone else has the thing you want right in their hands,” the Reaper murmured, his voice somehow carrying through the night, surpassing the sounds of the wind, of the helicopter engine. “All I wanted was my wife back… and here you are, chasing me to the ends of the Earth to get her back. Don’t you know it’s rude to take what isn’t yours?”
Olivia took a shaky breath. She couldn’t take her eyes off Brock. One wrong move and his neck would be slit open. His life would be over, no doubt about it. She tried to figure out how she was supposed to save him, how she was meant to end it all, but she couldn’t see an end where Brock made it out alive.
“Where is Daniela?” Olivia asked, hoping to distract the Reaper. “What have you done with her?”
“She is not your concern,” the Reaper growled, his dark eyebrows furrowing together. “Perhaps you might concentrate on the matter at hand. What would you do to save your friend? Would you let me go?”
“Please,” Olivia whispered before she could stop herself. She had never felt so exposed. It was as though the Grim Reaper had the knife pointed at her heart, not at Brock’s neck. She didn’t dare move in case he decided to sever Brock’s jugular. Brock’s eyes were pleading with her, telling her not to throw the case for him, but how could she ever live with herself if he died? How could she ever return to normal life without him at her side?
They had come through so much in such a short time together. Was this how it all ended?
“All of you, lower your weapons,” the Reaper barked at the other agents. “Put them on the ground.”
“Do as he says,” Olivia ordered them, putting her own gun to the ground. She just couldn’t risk it. She couldn’t allow him to die because of her. The Reaper smiled pleasantly, like they were in the middle of some kind of business deal that was working out in his favor.
“Good,” he smiled. “So you do have a code after all. Now, let us discuss how we are going to proceed.” He pressed the knife against Brock’s ear, slicing open his lobe slowly and viciously. Brock was sweating, his teeth gritted against the pain. Blood trickled down his face. Olivia shook her head.
“Stop it. We laid down our weapons.”
“But I don’t have what I want yet,” the Reaper growled. His snake eyes latched on to Olivia’s. “I know what you plan to do. You plan to cart me off to prison, to disassemble my empire, take me back to square one.” He shook his head slowly. “Well, I don’t want that. I’ve been down that road. It’s not for me. My freedom is important to me. So I’m going to keep hurting your friend until you agree to let me walk away from here scot-free. And should you fail to keep your promises…I will kill each and every one of you with my bare hands.”
Olivia knew that was ridiculous. He was one man against a whole team of seasoned special agents. But the issue was, he’d hit her where it hurt. He’d found her weakness. He could see in her eyes that she was willing to do anything to get him to let Brock go.
The Grim Reaper teased the blade of his knife under Brock’s chin. Olivia was shaking with rage. Rage that she’d been so expertly manipulated. Rage that she’d been backed into this corner. And rage that she could do nothing to stop it.
She knew she didn’t have long before the Reaper got bored of his games and sliced Brock’s neck open. She doubted he’d even care if they killed him for it. He had a glint in his eye, like he was capable of anything. But whatever he thought he could get away with, Olivia wasn’t going to allow it. She was going to save Brock. She had to.
“Get on your knees,” the Reaper snapped at Olivia and her team. “All of you. Bow in front of me.”
Olivia’s body was shaking as she lowered herself to the floor. If she could switch places with Brock, she would in a heartbeat. How could she persuade the Reaper that it was worth his while to let Brock go and take her instead? She looked up at him from the ground. Brock’s eyes were becoming more desperate by the second. But she realized he wasn’t scared of the Reaper. He was looking right at her.
He was scared of what she might do.
He knew her far too well. He knew that she was planning something. Planning to do something she shouldn’t. Maybe she could grab her gun and threaten to take them both down unless he let Brock switch with her. Maybe she could claim that she had a sniper ready to take out the Reaper. She didn’t know. All she knew was that she had to do something.
Brock had to live.
The Grim Reaper was smiling as he glared down at Olivia. “You’ll never find Daniela,” he murmured. “That’s what you’re here for… and I can tell you that it’s not possible. As far as you’re concerned, she’s left the face of the Earth. So let’s be sensible about this. You’re not here for me. You’re here for her. Your mission has failed. And if you make a single move, then your friend will meet the same fate as my beautiful wife.”
A realization dawned on Olivia. The Reaper had already killed Daniela. She was gone, never to return. Some part of her had known this whole time, but she’d never wanted to believe it. To have it confirmed so callously, so cruelly, shook her.
She’d tried so hard. She’d been so desperate to save that poor woman. But she was gone, and now Brock was in the hands of a cold-blooded killer. He was never going to make it out alive.
Olivia was trembling so hard that she barely registered what she was doing. She sank slowly to the ground, bowing down, but her fingers were inches away from the Glock. If she could just draw quickly and aim for the Reaper’s leg, or his shoulder, then maybe she could free Brock. Maybe she could end it all.
But as her fingers brushed her gun, she saw a glimmer of hope. A glimmer in the form of a knife. Brock had ever so slowly taken the knife from his pocket, the rest of his body barely moving an inch. The Reaper was still looking down at Olivia, his face smug. He thought he was going to win. Olivia panted for air, her eyes full of fire as she stared him down.
She hoped he wouldn’t be too sore a loser.
Quick as a flash, Brock smashed his knife straight into the Reaper’s leg. The sudden influx of pain made the Reaper fall back, his knife barely missing Brock’s neck as he fell back. He managed just about to keep his balance and Olivia watched, almost in slow motion, as he drew his gun.
Olivia dived for hers first. Her blood was fueled entirely by anger. She was so furious that she wished she could just aim for the Reaper’s skull and end him. But he deserved to rot in prison. He deserved to have his suffering prolonged, just like everyone he’d hurt before. She leaped to her feet, her gun in her hand, and slammed her body into the Reaper’s before his hand could wrap around his weapon.
As they toppled to the floor together, the wind whipping around them on top of the ancient lighthouse, she gritted her teeth and shoved her gun against the Reaper’s skull, knocking his head on the ground. She punched him hard, then again, then two more times, her fists pummeling his face. Evil glinted up from the Grim Reaper’s eyes as she stood above him. It was like he was laughing at her. Laughing at how she’d been driven to the brink of madness. But this was no laughing matter for Olivia.
She wanted to end him.
She wanted to put a stop to his madness once and for all.
For all the victims of his cruel games. For all the blood he’d spilled.
For Daniela.
Olivia glared down at the Reaper, breathing hard, holding her gun ready to fire, but then she felt a gentle hand on her shoulder. She finally broke eyes with the Reaper’s foul stare and there he was. Brock.
An eternity seemed to pass in a second as her team surrounded the man. Olivia got to her feet, trying to catch her breath as they cuffed him, but she never took her eyes off the Reaper. It was over. After everything, it was finally over.
Olivia couldn’t stop shaking as Brock called Jonathan to tell him what had happened. She gripped her gun tight and never moved it from the Reaper’s head. While Olivia glared down at him, the Reaper seemed wholly disinterested in her and her anger. Maybe he couldn’t understand why she was taking it all so personally, why she cared at all. But a woman was dead because of him. Hundreds of lives had been destroyed. He’d nearly succeeded in ending Brock’s life.
And for that, she could never forgive him for as long as she lived.





 
It wasn’t long before the entirety of the Grim Reaper’s compound was swarming with police and FBI, as well as a horde of ambulances that had been ferried over from the mainland. Olivia was still shell-shocked from the whole thing, but she hadn’t even had a moment to stop and speak to Brock. It was the only thing she wanted right then, just a few moments alone with him to make sure he was alright. But he was bustling around just like everyone else, helping the wounded agents to the ambulance, directing the police toward where they’d found the drugs, and preparing to search the island for any sign of Daniela.
But Olivia knew, as they all did, that they wouldn’t find Daniela. That was what the Grim Reaper had promised them. Whatever he’d done with her, he had made sure that Daniela would never be found. Olivia had a lump in her throat as she assisted the rest of the team, pausing only to see the moment when the Grim Reaper was taken away for good, ready to return to a cell where he belonged.
Olivia had thought that the moment would be more satisfying, given everything he’d put them through, and given the fact that he almost killed Brock that night. When the night began, she’d wanted nothing more than to see him fall from grace. But as he was carted away, she felt almost nothing. Yes, one of the most notorious drug lords in the world was going to be behind bars. Yes, they’d made it through the mission relatively unscathed.
But the woman they’d come to rescue was dead, leaving behind a devastated family from her new life. She was going to have to break the news to Jake and his children, and that was something she couldn’t bear to imagine. And somehow, even as the police seized more drugs than she’d ever seen in her life, the whole thing felt unfinished. Like it wasn’t really over.
It was a long night before Olivia and Brock even made it back home. Brock had handled speaking to Jake and the kids. It was something Olivia hadn’t quite been able to face, in the end. Then they’d driven back to Belle Grove in silence, unable to voice their thoughts on the night they’d just had.
There was a silent agreement that Olivia would stay with Brock that night. Neither of them wanted to be alone. Olivia collapsed onto Brock’s sofa as soon as she arrived, feeling the ache of familiarity from their hometown. They’d barely been there in weeks, and the emotion of finally coming home was too much for Olivia. She squeezed her eyes shut and cried silent tears until exhaustion finally took over her and sent her to sleep.
When she woke the next morning, she felt a little better, but there was still so much for them to do. They needed to collect Jake and his family to escort them back home. They needed to question Jake again to see if he had any idea where the Reaper might have buried his wife. Olivia poured herself a cup of coffee in silence and another for Brock, taking it through to his bedroom. She found him already awake, staring blankly at the wall. If Olivia was having trouble processing the night, she could only imagine what Brock was going through.
But the moment they’d drank their coffee, Brock seemed to come back to life, ready to get on with the day. They drove quietly to pick up Jake, neither of them ready to talk yet. They entered the safe house only to find Jake sitting at the kitchen table, his kids on his knee as they all cried together. Olivia’s heart ached at the sight of it all. It was almost too much to bear.
“Can we get you anything?” Brock asked Jake tenderly. Jake lifted his glasses to messily wipe at his eyes with his sleeve.
“No. I just want to go home. I don’t want to be here anymore.”
It didn’t take long to prepare Jake and his family for going home. They’d left their house behind with barely anything with them. Now, they were going back to the place where they’d built so many good memories. A place that would now be devoid of happiness. How could they ever be happy again if the heart of their house, the children’s mother, the love of Jake’s life, was gone for good?
But Olivia knew it could have ended so much worse. They could have lost their lives in the battle. They could have let the Grim Reaper escape without consequences. Jake could have become collateral damage in the Reaper’s grand plans. The kids could have been left without any parents. There was so much that could’ve gone worse. And yet, it still felt like the worst-case scenario had happened. It still felt as though Olivia was watching the world fall apart for the family in the back of Brock’s car.
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, turning to look at Jake. His eyes were glossy with tears, his cheeks sticky with the ones that had already fallen. He had his arms around his kids protectively. Olivia wondered how he would ever be able to feel safe again. Their entire world had imploded. Jake sniffed hard.
“I can’t… I just can’t believe she’s gone,” Jake choked out. Olivia had to turn back to the road then. It was too much to bear. She was reminded of when she’d first heard of her sister’s death. It felt too close to home. She’d spent many days in Jake’s position, aching, knowing that nothing would ever right be again, but having no answers.
Because that was the thing. They’d captured the Grim Reaper, but they still couldn’t pin him for the crimes against his wife. Sure, he’d stay in prison for as long as he lived, unless he somehow managed another prison break. But the mystery of his wife would always hang in the air, slowly chipping away at the people who loved her. It would stay with Olivia, too. She’d worked so hard to help a woman who was likely already dead the moment they began investigating. She’d so desperately wanted Daniela to be okay. Now that she knew she wasn’t, it was like a shard of ice to the heart.
As they got closer to Jake’s family home, Olivia tried to ready herself for what would wait for them there. The yards of police tape. The lifeless house. The rotting pumpkins and Halloween décor serving as a stark reminder of what had happened that fateful night. Olivia knew she was going to have to watch a family realize that it was no longer their home, realize that they’d lost everything. The lump in her throat returned, but she swallowed it down. After all, it wasn’t about her.
And as they pulled up in front of Jake’s home, Olivia realized that something else was amiss. The door to the house, already on its last legs due to the Reaper’s scythe, had been fully kicked down, and out of it, a woman was being dragged out in cuffs by a tall, burly police officer. Brock immediately killed the engine and Olivia got out her gun, her heart thudding hard.
“Stay here,” Olivia ordered Jake and the children. As she got out of the car, she produced her badge and flashed it at the officer.
“FBI,” Olivia announced, Brock joining her at her side. “What’s going on here, officer?”
Olivia regarded the two people. The woman was young, maybe late twenties, and pretty, though her blonde hair was mussed and she was yanking hard against the cuffs. The man was tall and older, white hair like a cloud topping his head. He flashed his own badge in response.
“Mark Ramsey, Hidden Cove PD,” he introduced himself. “I was just coming on for the security rotation when I saw this woman entering through the window of the house. She’d been waiting for the shift change to enter.”
Olivia nodded, lowering her gun slightly and looking at the woman. She had no idea who she was. She didn’t seem familiar, and she wasn’t one of the neighbors. So what was she doing breaking into Jake’s family home?
“You’re FBI?” she asked, her face turning pale. Olivia thought at first that she was simply scared of what that meant in terms of consequences for her after breaking into someone’s house, but the woman’s face seemed to flood with relief.
“You’ve got to help me,” she whispered desperately. “You would not believe the stuff I found in that house…”
It was at that moment that Olivia heard the car door open and she saw Jake making a run for it down the road. Brock was after him in a flash while Olivia was still trying to figure out what the hell was going on. The woman pointed after Jake’s retreating figure.
“You need to catch him!” she cried. “He’s crazy! See for yourself. Go inside and see for yourself!”
Olivia watched as Brock gained on Jake and grabbed him by the shoulder, whirling him around to try and talk to him, trying to figure out what was happening. Olivia still didn’t understand, but she knew that whatever the woman had seen inside the house was enough to shake her up… and make Jake run like his life depended on it.
“Officer Ramsey, keep an eye on the two children in the car,” she told him. “I’ll take this suspect.”
Officer Ramsey nodded and stood guard over Brock’s Jeep as Brock clapped a heavy hand on Jake’s shoulder to prevent him from running away.
With her gun still raised, Olivia approached the house. She saw the desperation on the woman’s face as she got closer.
“In the master bedroom,” she whispered. “That’s where I found it…”
Olivia’s heart was hammering so hard against her chest that she felt sick. Just when she’d thought the fear was over for a while, she now felt like she was wandering completely into the unknown. Whatever was waiting for her inside was so disturbing that it had scared the life out of the young woman outside. She crept up the stairs quietly, like she was trying not to disturb the house.
She turned into the master bedroom. Unlike the last time she’d been there, the entire room was in chaos. There were random things strewn all over the room, and Olivia could see a dislodged floorboard beneath the bed. She approached cautiously, wondering what on Earth had been hidden there under the bed. She held her breath, approaching with trembling hands. She kneeled down at the edge of the bed and peered underneath. What she saw there made her gasp in shock.
Beneath the floorboards, there was a pile of human bones.





 
Olivia was shaking in shock and anger, trying to process what she’d seen at the Walker residence. Human bones. She’d been so disturbed in that moment, knowing whose bones they must be, that she’d wanted to immediately rush to the bathroom to throw up. But she kept her composure. By the time she’d gone outside, Brock already had Jake in handcuffs and was preparing to take him and the blonde woman down to the police station for further questioning.
Now, as she sat in a dimly lit room, preparing to talk to the blonde woman, she wondered how the hell Jake had kept his secret so safe. He had his wife’s bones beneath his floorboards, but she never would have suspected a thing. After all the ways he’d helped them, it was impossible to believe that he’d been working with the Reaper all along.
Brock sat down beside Olivia with a heavy sigh. He looked worse for wear with his bruised face and his tired eyes. Neither of them had expected to be dragged back into the mystery. They’d thought it was over. But now, there were so many questions they needed answering, and a confession to extract from Jake. The distressed husband turned possible murderer.
“What a day,” Brock murmured just as the door opened and the police officer escorted the blonde woman into the room. She looked distressed as she sat down, but Olivia was too shook up to feel sympathetic for her. She didn’t want to waste any time.
“What is your name?” Olivia asked her. The woman squirmed.
“Marley. Marley Marsh.”
“And what were you doing breaking into the Walker residence earlier today?”
Marley blushed scarlet. “Look, I had to, okay? Jake had something in his house that I needed. Something… sensitive.”
“So you know him?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow. “How is it that you know one another?”
Marley blushed even more. “I… we…” She paused, her eyes wide. “This stays between us, right? I can’t—I can’t have my husband knowing this. Especially not since I found what Jake is really like.”
Olivia felt like rolling her eyes. Of course she and Jake had been having an affair. That much was obvious now. She pressed her lips together. “You were sleeping with him?”
Marley looked panic-stricken. “I—we—we cared about one another! It was an emotional thing. But the sensitive item he had… well, it was a token of our love…”
“A sex tape?” Brock asked bluntly. Marley’s entire face now resembled a strawberry, her embarrassment obvious.
“Well, yes. Here’s the thing… I liked Jake, I really did. But my husband gives me a certain way of life. Money, a nice house, expensive vacations… and if I’m honest, I didn’t want to leave all of that behind. I knew Jake couldn’t give me that same life. And I’m not cut out for working a nine to five. He knew that.”
Olivia wrinkled her brow at the woman in disgust. She’d never heard someone be so blatantly shallow out loud. At least she was honest. That was better than nothing.
Marley cleared her throat and went on. “I told him that I wanted to end things. Keep things simple. But he was furious with me! He said he didn’t want to end things. And I said, honey, unless you can find a million dollars and keep me happy… there’s no chance I’m taking on your kids and making a life with you.”
Olivia stared at her in disgust. Marley twirled her hair around her finger, her lips pursed.
“It’s like I said, I tried to end it. But he wasn’t giving up easily. He threatened me by telling me he had our sex tape. He said that it was somewhere private and he was going to keep it until I came to my senses. Well, I wanted to get rid of that thing weeks ago, but then his house became an active crime scene and… well, I couldn’t just go in and get it, could I?”
“And you didn’t think once to contact police about what was going on?” Brock asked.
“And become a suspect myself? Um, no thank you,” she countered. “I’ve spent weeks obsessing over what went on in that house. He wanted to get rid of his wife, and suddenly she’d disappeared? I didn’t know what to think. All I knew was that I needed the tape so that I could finally leave him for real and get on with my life. He said I’d never find it, but he was forgetting one thing… he showed me once where he keeps all his little trinkets. We were on a video call and he was showing off about it. He had all sorts in there.”
“Like what?” Olivia asked, then almost immediately regretted it.
“Well, he kept my panties from our first date, kept my—”
“We don’t need to know specifics,” Brock said quickly. “So he kept things beneath the floorboards? And you thought that was where you would find the hard copy of the tape?”
Marley’s face crumpled and she nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I thought I could just sneak in and out before Jake even got back. I thought it would be so simple to end this whole thing. But then when I looked under the floor…”
She let out a shuddering gasp as she recalled the sight of the bones beneath the bed. Olivia finally managed to feel a little sorry for Marley. She might be vapid and selfish, but she’d seen something that no person should ever be forced to see. She’d also been forced to face the reality that the man she once cared for might be a monster.
And she wasn’t the only one having a hard time processing that.
Marley sniffled and Brock handed her a tissue. She blew her nose noisily, whimpering a little and then dabbing her eyes.
“I guess when he said he kept important things there, he didn’t just mean our little mementos,” Marley whispered. “The thing is… he told me he was done with his wife. I thought he might just leave her. People break up all the time, right? But… I guess he took things to another level.”
Olivia was silent, still processing that Jake wasn’t the person she’d thought he was. Clearly, he’d fooled just about everyone. His family, his friends, his secret lover, the FBI. He was one calculated man.
“My husband and I were due to leave the country for a few months tomorrow. I wanted to get away from Jake until he calmed down… but after what I saw, I knew I’d have to speak to the police,” Marley explained. She paused, sniffling. “Am I still going to be allowed to go on vacation?”
Olivia didn’t even feel she deserved an answer. She shook her head in disbelief. A woman was dead and all she cared about was her vacation. “You may leave here now, Marley, if you have nothing else to tell us. But make sure you’re here to testify against Jake when his trial begins. So no, don’t go on your little vacation. And maybe don’t bring your husband to court if you want to keep your marriage together.”
Marley scowled at the comment, her tears drying in what felt like an instant. She stuck her chin in the air. “Fine. I guess I’ll see you around.”
Olivia rolled her eyes as Marley left the room. She wasn’t in the mood for that spoiled brat to be sitting in front of her. What she really wanted was to talk to Jake. To figure out why the hell he’d do what she assumed he’d done. She hoped there might be some other explanation, that the Reaper somehow forced him into being an accomplice and hiding his wife’s body, but Olivia had a feeling that Jake truly was a snake in the grass. Maybe her very first assumption all those days ago was correct. In any case, she wouldn’t have to wait much longer to find out.
She was about to see him, face to face.





 
Olivia clenched her fists beneath the table as Jake was brought in by the police officer, his hands cuffed and his face devoid of emotion. He didn’t look her in the eye, and she was glad. She hoped he felt some shame. She hoped he would be remorseful. But he kept his eyes trained on the table as he was cuffed to it.
Olivia tried to understand what he was thinking, but she guessed she’d never once known what was on his mind. All that time, she’d believed he was just an ordinary man looking for his missing wife. Now, she realized how naive she had been.
She glared at Jake, waiting for him to speak. When he didn’t, she took a deep breath.
“You ran back there because you had a guilty conscience, correct?”
Jake finally raised his eyes to meet hers. Was she imagining it, or was there a slight smile playing on his lips?
“I guess the jig is up,” he said quietly. Olivia stared at his face. Those trustworthy eyes hidden behind his wiry glasses. His broken nose still in a splint. His flushed cheeks. Olivia didn’t feel like she was looking at a person capable of burying the bones of his dead wife in the skeleton of his house. And yet, there was no other explanation for it.
“What happened?” Olivia asked quietly. Jake leaned back in his chair, his face smug all of a sudden. It made Olivia’s stomach hurt. Who was this guy?
“I’m sure Marley told you about me and her,” Jake said. “My marriage with Isabella—Daniela—was long and full of lies. No man can make it through a marriage when his wife is like a closed book. She never wanted to talk to me about anything. She barely wanted me to touch her by the end. I knew all along that she married me as a safety blanket, for her own gain rather than out of love. That hurt me. It made me feel like I wasn’t enough.”
“So you killed her?” Olivia snapped. Jake merely clicked his tongue and gave her an enigmatic look.
“So I decided I’d move on. That’s not a crime. I thought I’d find someone who was on the same page as me. I met Marley a year ago. We’ve both been trapped in bad marriages for a long time. And we found everything we wanted in one another.”
“That doesn’t explain why you have your wife’s bones hidden under your floorboards,” Olivia growled in frustration. Saying it out loud made it seem even more real. Jake’s lips stretched out into a wide smile. He cocked his head to the side.
“I’ll get there,” he replied coldly. The urge to shiver crawled over Olivia’s skin, but she continued to glare at him, holding herself steady. He sighed.
“Women always want more than they have,” Jake continued, rolling his eyes a little. “Marley started mouthing off about how I don’t have any money, how she needed more from me. So I guess I started looking for business opportunities. I wanted to get it right this time. I wanted to show Marley that I’m the man she wants, the man she needs. I mean, come on. She said she wanted to leave me because her husband is loaded. If that’s all he had to offer, I figured I could match that. And then a perfect opportunity presented itself. A chance to get rid of my wife for good and start over with someone new.”
“The Grim Reaper,” Brock murmured. Jake smiled at him.
“Exactly. I guess the Reaper and I had a lot more in common than I expected. Because it’s true what I told you. I did get contacted by him. I did work with him. But what I didn’t tell you is that it was never in the safehouse. It was months before that.”
The final piece of the puzzle clicked into Olivia’s mind. So that was how he’d managed to slip out, how the Reaper had managed to get his men through the security detail. It had been set up long before then.
“So when I faced the Grim Reaper, I told him that I could be of use to him. I told him that we wanted the same things. We both wanted revenge on Daniela for hurting us, for lying to us. We both wanted her to know how painful her betrayal was by making her suffer the same. So we started planning how to get rid of Daniela. How to steal her away and have her killed.”
Jake’s eyes were filled with genuine happiness. It made Olivia sick to her stomach. He was reliving the whole thing like it was a happy memory, not the murder of his wife.
“How did you do it?” Brock asked. Jake blinked in surprise.
“Me? I didn’t. I’m a chemistry teacher, Agent Tanner. I’m not cut out for killing people. I just told the Reaper how best to get rid of her. I told him about the right acids to use to destroy the evidence of her body, but the Reaper was sloppy. He didn’t disintegrate the bones. He told me I’d have to deal with them myself, but I figured I’d keep them. I guess some part of me liked knowing that she wasn’t completely gone. I did still care about her a little. We might have fallen out of love, but I’m no monster.”
“Yes you are,” Olivia hissed. “You’re evil through and through. I only wish I’d seen it sooner. How could you do this to her?”
Jake sighed, shrugging. “I wanted a new life, I told you. Sometimes, drastic measures have to be taken. And I wanted to kill two birds with one stone. I wanted a way to get her out of the way… and a way to get rich.” Jake smiled to himself. “It all could have been perfect. Marley ruined it all for me. If she’d just been patient with me, I would’ve given her that damn tape. I know that’s what she went looking for. I was about to show her that I’m the man she wanted. With the Reaper out of the way, I was going to take over his empire.”
Olivia blinked in shock. That was one part she certainly hadn’t seen coming. Nerdy, sweet Jake, running a criminal empire? No, not nerdy and sweet. Cunning, calculated, pure evil Jake. He had it in him, she could see him now. People were always underestimating him, but he wasn’t stupid. He’d thought it all through, she could see that now. She stared at him in shock and Jake stared back, seemingly pleased that she hadn’t guessed his plans.
“I knew you’d like that part,” he said. “I bet you had no clue what I was doing the whole time. He certainly didn’t know that I’d double-crossed him. He underestimated me, just as you did. He thought I was very much under his thumb. He still had me cooking those drugs for him. He still thought he had the upper hand. But once Isabella disappeared, I began laying out my plans. Every time you questioned me, used me in your investigation like I knew you would… I directed you closer and closer to the Reaper. I wasn’t afraid of a double-cross. That night when you put the tracker on the car… I told the Reaper that I had an issue with hiding my wife’s remains. That’s why he was so angry with me. But I knew that. I knew I had to be seen as the victim in your eyes, so I let him beat me, knowing that soon enough, I’d be his downfall. And then I’d take everything from him. I’d be the one man to outsmart him.” Jake’s eyes darkened a little. “And damn it, I was so close. I thought I was home and dry. But I should’ve known that my weakness would give me away in the end. The inability to let go fully… I guess it doesn’t matter now. It’s all over.”
Olivia frowned, a lump in her throat as Jake sighed dramatically. “I would’ve had it all. The woman of my dreams, a loving family, and more money than any human could ever need,” Jake murmured. He laughed bitterly. “Damn it, Marley. We were so close.” He shrugged again. “Ah, the things I was willing to do for love.”
Olivia had to bite her tongue to stop her from screaming obscenities at Jake. He was everything wrong in the world. Punishing women for not loving him the way he so desperately wanted them to. Justifying violence and death for his own personal needs. She couldn’t believe she had once trusted him, believed his word at face value. She felt like she’d never trust anyone again.
Jake tapped his fingers on the table. “Well, say something! Did I shock you?”
Olivia felt fury rise inside her again, but Brock nudged his knee against hers, calming her enough to keep her mouth shut. He took over, looking at Jake with disinterest. “Anyone else you want to drag down with you?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow. Jake leaned forward.
“An interesting question. I’m glad you asked. You can forget about finding Daniela’s kidnapper, for starters. He was a hired hitman that the Reaper had killed straight after the job. But you’re forgetting something important. How do you think the Reaper managed to find her in the first place? She was so careful. Aside from her communication with her cousin, of course. But Mariana never gave away her location. She died with that secret. So how do you think the Reaper realized that she was close to Hidden Cove? Why do you think he set up his main supply line close by?”
Brock shook his head, at a loss, but Olivia suddenly knew the answer to that question. There was only one other set of people who had information about Daniela and her new identity. Olivia’s eyes met Jake’s.
“Mark Cowell,” Olivia whispered. “He was the one who originally caught the Reaper. So the Reaper got his revenge by roping him in to find Daniela.”
No wonder he’d been so uncooperative. No wonder he’d been so difficult to deal with. Olivia couldn’t believe she’d been so blind to it before.
Jake nodded with a smile. “Now you’re getting it. You see? Everyone has secrets. Everyone has things they’re willing to do to protect themselves. You might think us monsters, Agent Knight, but everyone has that breaking point. Maybe someday, you’ll find yours.”
“I don’t think so,” Olivia growled. She was done talking with him. She had enough to send him away for the rest of his life, and Jake knew it too. She was wasting her breath on a man who didn’t deserve to ever see the light of day again. She stood up and leaned across the table, glaring at him. “I’ve been to prison, Jake. I’ve spent time in that hellhole, and you won’t last five minutes there. Enjoy your sentence.”
Olivia drew the line at that moment. The case was closed. She had everything she needed to put those involved away for life. She’d gotten justice for Daniela, even if not in the way that she had hoped. As she left Jake behind, cuffed to the table, she knew that she could at least find comfort in the fact that they’d found out his true colors. He didn’t deserve to be free, to have the new life he wanted, to care for his children. They wouldn’t understand why their dad had been taken away, but they would have a better life without him in it. That much she was certain of.
Brock closed the door to the room behind them, putting a hand on her shoulder. She was drowning in emotion from the case, tired to her very bones, but it was over. It was time to start the process of leaving it all behind.
“Let’s go home,” Olivia said.





 
“Home sweet home, right?”
Olivia smiled at Brock. They were in the Belle Grove diner once again, sipping milkshakes together. It was almost as though none of it had happened. None of the chaos, none of the drama, none of the lies. Olivia was still reeling from Jake’s betrayal to them, to his poor wife, to his family. When Olivia thought of him now, she felt almost as angry about him as she did about the Grim Reaper himself. It turned out that Jake was just as much scum as he was.
But none of it mattered anymore. Both the Reaper and Jake were behind bars where they belonged. Mark Cowell would also answer for his part in it all. Seconds after booking Jake away, they’d made an official report to his supervisor. And now, Olivia and Brock had been able to retreat to the safety of Belle Grove, the place they’d chosen to call home. They were both alive and well, even after Brock’s close shave with death.
It still made Olivia’s heart skip several beats thinking about how close she’d come to losing him. How she’d frozen in the moment, not sure how to rescue the person who she relied on most. Before, work was her world, and now, he was in the middle of that too. The one person beside her through all the hardest days.
And she’d almost lost him.
Olivia watched Brock draining his milkshake as though he didn’t have a care in the world. She didn’t understand how he could be so calm after what had happened to him. When the Reaper had held that knife to his throat, fully intending to end his life in cold blood, Olivia was sure it was the end for him. He had a lucky escape, thanks to his own genius and bravery. Now, he was scanning the food menu as though the whole thing was just a part of an action movie he’d watched a few days before and had already forgotten. It baffled Olivia.
Brock looked up and saw Olivia staring at him. He grinned, then winced a little at his split lip.
“Take a picture. It lasts longer,” he cracked, raising his eyebrow playfully. Olivia sank back in her seat.
“I’m sorry. I just can’t believe how calm you are after what happened. Brock… you could’ve died.”
Brock shrugged. “But I didn’t, right? Life moves on.”
“I don’t know how you can think about it that way. After what happened with me and The Messenger, out by the waterfall… I thought about how close I was to death every day for weeks. After my time in prison, it affected me so much. You’re just so… calm. Like it didn’t even happen to you. Like it didn’t even matter.”
Brock frowned a little. “I don’t believe in holding on to these things. What good does it do me? I could choose to dwell on it, but I always live in the moment. It’s easier this way. What happens, happens.”
Olivia shook her head. “I wish I could think that way. I’ll see a squirrel run over on the road and start thinking about the fragility of life. I take one look at the sky and I can’t stop thinking about how big the universe is. I remember one memory and start thinking about all the ways that life could have been different if I just changed that one moment…”
“Sounds exhausting being you,” Brock grinned. Olivia smiled tiredly.
“Well, it is. Because every time I think of the Reaper with his knife to your throat… it reminds me that I could just lose you at any given moment.”
Brock’s smile faded a little. He sighed. “It did scare me, I won’t lie. But I guess I just keep reminding myself that the threat is gone. The Grim Reaper isn’t going to terrorize us now. He’s locked away where he belongs. And this time they’ll make sure he can’t escape. Which means, in theory, life just carries on without him, right? I have to focus on the here and now. I can’t change the past so I’m not going to try. Sure, I’m going to have nightmares for months about that creep holding me like a hostage. Sure, it made me consider what it might actually be like to die. But that’s natural. And when I get up in the morning, I leave that baggage behind for the day. I just don’t think about it. It’s how I survive.”
Olivia still felt the heaviness inside her. It wasn’t making her feel any better. As far as she was concerned, worrying was what kept her sane. If she didn’t, then she would be woefully unprepared for life as it came at her. Now, because of her experiences, she knew to expect the worst from life.
But Brock was the opposite of her. Maybe that’s why they were such a good partnership. While she was busy thinking of the worst-case scenario, he was letting each step he took take its course without thinking too hard about it. He never knew where life was about to take him, and he didn’t obsess over it. Olivia shook her head. That was something she just couldn’t fathom.
Brock was watching her try to unpack what he’d said with a smile. He leaned forward. “Hey. Just because I do things differently, it doesn’t mean I’m doing them right. I’m the one who almost got himself killed right? And you know what I was thinking then? In the moment when he had me in a chokehold?”
Olivia shook her head, waiting to hear his answer. Brock smiled.
“I was thinking that I was glad it was me he caught, not you. Because I don’t know what I would’ve done if the roles were reversed.”
“More than me, I imagine. I just froze and stood there like an idiot.”
“No, you didn’t,” Brock said gently. “I looked at you and I knew exactly what you were thinking. You looked so scared right then. You knew that one wrong move would end with me dead. But you already had that fire in your eyes that you’d do whatever it took to save me. You were going to do something stupid, weren’t you? Something to save my life and put yours in danger.”
It amazed Olivia how easily Brock could read her. How had he figured out that, had she had a few more seconds, she would’ve sacrificed herself to make sure he lived? If she’d done things her way, she probably wouldn’t even be there that day.
“I know you,” Brock went on. “You put everyone you care about before you. I could see that you would’ve done something drastic. That’s why I pulled the knife out. Because I knew that while I was taking a fifty-fifty risk, maybe putting my own life in danger… I wasn’t taking any chances with your life over mine.”
Olivia sighed. “Well. Looks like we’re both crazy, right?”
Brock smiled back. “Looks like. Although it might be more to do with the fact that this is one of the strongest friendships I’ve ever had the pleasure of being a part of.”
“Here, take a roll,” she said, picking one up from the basket and tossing it at his face. “Butter that up instead.”
He ducked out of the way, only barely, and snorted in laughter.
“I’m serious. I never want to lose this, Olivia. I’ve spent a lot of my adult life on my own. I’ve done it deliberately, certain that I’m protecting myself by doing so. But now I know that it’s worth it. I’ve never had a partner challenge me like you do. You keep this whole thing exciting, crazy, and different every single day. You’ve reminded me how to be curious, how to lose myself in the work. I hadn’t felt that for a long time. And you’re the only one who could pull me out of the hole I’d buried myself in for all that time. I mean it, Olivia. Even on the scary days, even when the cases get tough… I’m okay with it. When it’s you and me against the world, I feel like we can do anything.”
Olivia felt a slow smile forming on her face. She couldn’t have said it better. Because he was right. They were an unstoppable force when they were side by side. Maybe that was why she’d feared losing him so much. Because now that they’d been a part of one another’s lives, they’d become a part of one another. Olivia knew that bonds like that didn’t come along often, and it was something to hold on to. For as long as she lived, she’d never put herself through the fear of losing him again. She’d be a better partner, be at his side whenever he needed her. As far as she was concerned, he was what mattered most in her life now.
In her pocket, Olivia felt her phone chirp from an email. She sighed and drew it out, knowing it was likely to be someone asking for loose ends of the case to be tied up. But when she saw the sender, her heart froze.
“What’s wrong?” Brock asked, sensing her distress right away. Olivia swallowed.
“It’s Paxton Arrington.”
“Who?”
“My sister’s husband. I mean, he was her husband. Before she died.”
Olivia could do little more than stare at the screen as she opened the email. It seemed to be a video message of some sort. She had only seen Pax a few times since the funeral. She’d distanced herself from him a little, too consumed by her own pain to take on his too. She’d known all along that it was selfish to isolate him, but he’d never tried to reach out much anyway.
And now he was sending her a video out of the blue. Sure, as a private investigator he’d helped her on cases before, and sure, they were bound to cross paths at some point, but Olivia had a distinct feeling that Pax was about to tell her something she really didn’t want to hear.
But she couldn’t ignore him. What if he really needed her help? Besides, he was still sort of family. As much as it was giving her anxiety thinking pressing play, she knew she had no other choice.
“Olivia, I know this is an unusual way to contact you, but it’s necessary. What I’m about to tell you is top secret. You’re seeing this video three days after I’ve recorded it.”
She frowned. What was he talking about?
“I’m currently undercover at a pharmaceutical organization called Lomtin Labs in Seattle. I have evidence to prove that this organization is responsible for Veronica’s death, and I’m sending that to you shortly after this message ends. And I need your help.”
Olivia gasped. She looked up at Brock, who wore a mirror expression of shock on his own face.
Paxton took a deep breath and continued on. “Here’s what I need you to do…”




Happy New Year and we hope you had a great holiday season! Thank you for reading The Woman Behind the Door, book 3 in the Olivia Knight FBI Series. Our intention is to give you thrilling adventures and an entertaining escape with each and every book.
 
However, we need your help to continue writing this new series. Being new indie writers is tough. We don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques. So, all we kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this first book in the Olivia Knight series, please take a moment of your time and leave us a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two. This way we can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Olivia Knight series.
 
We cannot wait to share with you the upcoming thrilling adventures of Olivia and Brock!
 
Your writer friends,
Elle Gray | K.S. Gray
 
P.S. Feel free to reach out to us at mailto:egray@ellegraybooks.com with any feedbacks, suggestions, typos or errors you find so that I can take care of it!
 




 
 
Olivia Knight FBI Mystery Thrillers
Book One - New Girl in Town
Book Two - The Murders on Beacon Hill
Book Three - The Woman Behind the Door
 

Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thrillers
Book One - The 7 She Saw
Book Two - A Perfect Wife
Book Three - Her Perfect Crime
Book Four - The Chosen Girls
Book Five - The Secret She Kept
Book Six - The Lost Girls
Book Seven - The Lost Sister
Book Eight - The Missing Woman
Book Nine - Night at the Asylum
 
A Pax Arrington Mystery
Free Prequel - Deadly Pursuit
Book One - I See You
Book Two - Her Last Call
Book Three - Woman In The Water
Book Four- A Wife’s Secret



Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Table of Contents
Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Epilogue
Author's Note
Also by Elle Gray | K.S. Gray


images/00029.jpg
CHAPTER
FOUR





images/00028.jpg
CHAPTER
NINETEEN





images/00031.jpg
CHAPTER
FOURTEEN





images/00030.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY-FIVE





images/00033.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY





images/00032.jpg





images/00035.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE





images/00034.jpg
ELLE GRAY | K.S. GRAY

OLIVIA KNIGHT

rrrrrrrrrrrrrr






cover.jpeg
ELLE GRAY |K.S. GRAY

[]LIVIA KNIGHT

THE

WOMAN
BEHIND
e DOOR





images/00026.jpg
CHAPTER
NINE





images/00025.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR





images/00027.jpg
ALSO BY
ELLE GRAY





images/00018.jpg
CHAPTER
EIGHT





images/00020.jpg
CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN





images/00019.jpg
ALSO BY
ELLE GRAY | K.S. GRAY





images/00022.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY-FOUR





images/00021.jpg
CHAPTER
THREE





images/00024.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE





images/00023.jpg





images/00015.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTEEN





images/00014.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE





images/00017.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE





images/00016.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT





images/00009.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO





images/00008.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN





images/00011.jpg
AUTHOR’S
NOTE





images/00010.jpg
CHAPTER
SEVEN





images/00013.jpg
CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN





images/00012.jpg
CHAPTER
TWO





images/00038.jpg
CHAPTER
FIVE





images/00039.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY-SIX





images/00042.jpg
CHAPTER
FIFTEEN





images/00044.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE





images/00043.jpg
PROLOGUE





images/00046.jpg
CHAPTER
ELEVEN





images/00045.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX





images/00037.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY





images/00036.jpg
CHAPTER
TEN





images/00002.jpg
CHAPTER
SIX





images/00001.jpg
CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE





images/00004.jpg
CHAPTER
SIXTEEN





images/00003.jpg
EPILOGUE





images/00006.jpg
CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO





images/00005.jpg
CHAPTER
ONE





images/00007.jpg
CHAPTER
TWELVE





